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| AM A PRISONER!

Often, my friends, happily smiling, come and tele MWe are off”
“Where to?” | ask them “Where are you going?” whagain?” Some say ‘Kolkata’,
some ‘London’, some say ‘Amerika’. They flick thigu their passports, run to the
Visa Office, buy dollars and pack their suitcasks.eminds me of the day | too
packed my bag and it was even loaded into theadirct was the twenty-third of
January. With me were, Shams-ur Rahman, Belal haydand Rabiul Hussain. It
was at the invitation of thdbrittilok (The Poetry Reading Society) and Soumitra
Mitra came down to Dhaka himself to deliver theitation letter to us. In fact, it was
in my house that we met to decide who should imdelegation. | was so excited at
the prospect of going to Kolkata that | spent a hweek shopping in Bailey Street
buying gifts for our friends in Kolkata.The famé@dmdanisaris, andkurtas made of
Dhaka muslin for some, books for others, dried frefm Shantinagar market, sweet
balls from Muktagachha, embroidered quilts andy Vevingly, a jar of mango pickles
for someone else. And for the whole of Kolkata bafllove which no suitcases could
hold. | was so incredibly happy that on the daywese to go | picked up Shams-ur-
Rahman from his house, bought his ticket, had ea done and took him to the
airport. As though Kolkata was my own city to whicbould carry all our poets here,
on our shoulders, as it were. Boarding cards indhave proceeded towards the
immigration counter; Shams-ur and | each holding end of the strap round one of
my heavy bags. Happily watching the swinging of Ioayg, | presented my passport to
the immigration man. My only concern at that momeat about, the time | would
reach the Dumdum airport in Kolkata, wondering wherould be able to walk along
Chowringhee and Park Street and again roam engledslut in College Street,
Gariahat and Chitpur. Meanwhile the immigration nsaw the name on the passport,
took out a slip of paper from his pocket, looked aind rushed to his officer. The two
of them stood at the door whispering to each offileen the officer stepped out, faced
me and asked “Do you work here?”

“Yes, | do” | answered.



“Where?”

“At the Dacca Medical College.”

“Do you have an N.C.O (No objection certificate)”
“No I don't” | said briefly.

“In that case you can’t go” was his curt reply.

So, all of us walked up to his room. Mayieetoo felt sorry to have to
stop a person who was leading this group to atteRdet’s Conference, when he had
to let go any number of thieves and cheats. He“$aan let you go if someone from
the top telephones me to do so”. He offered marnsieument. Calls were coming to
him thick and fast and the officer answering “ ili-Sve’ve stopped her.” “She is

sitting right in front of me”. He went on Ji-Sirgrin the same way.

Meanwhile using the telephone proffered to, BBelal Choudhury and
Shams-ur Rahman were trying to locate ‘someonéetdp’, one by one... We held
our breath. They were talking amongst themselveshe“Health Secretary is a friend
of our, he also writes, if we get him there will be problem” The I.G. of police was
also tried but he was not there. Then the Minidterwas out of Dhaka. Time was

running out and | said to myself “Be calm. Thiglss.”

At long last the Secretary was contactdthn®-ur was saying “we’re
going to Kolkata but they won't let Taslima in. Tla@swer at the other end was
“Taslima may not go”. He added that he was goingetoe from service shortly and
may be asked to explain why did he let her go wiisrMinistry was going through
the process of confiscating her books? The offises told not to let me go.
Everything around me rocked and reeled.—the imrtimmaoom, its walls, the happy
steps of the people going past the immigration,pibets around me, some sad some
happy. My joyous dream was shattered totally. Theigration did not let me take a
step forward. The plane was announced ready foartigge. Then Belal Choudhury

said “I am not going!” Shams-ur announced that las &lso staying back- “We’ll



settle this matter and will take you along with logg the afternoon flight or by
tomorrow’s” The words of these two brought tearsnyp eyes and | pleaded tearfully
“Why should you be late on my account? You go, follow you later” One of our
party held their arms and pulled them forward sgyi@ome on. The plane is about to
take off.”

All of them left, leaving me behind. | walé @one. So lonely, that | was
on the point of bursting into tears, in front oétWwhole crowd in the airport. Little had
| realized that watching them go would raise suglaging storm within me and my
sorrow would well up in this manner.. My dream palday shattered around me like a
crashing glass house. The entire airport listeoettheé cry of that crash. They did not
return my passport. The officer pressed a slipagfgp into my hand and said “Go to
the S.B. (Special Branch) office tomorrow morniong your passport”. Even then | did

not realize that they would not hand me back mgioal passport.

The next morning | went to the office of tBpecial Branch and asked for

my passport. They smiled and said “The enquiryilisgping on”.
“Enquiry about what?” | was puzzled!
“They are studying your books” was thelye

| found my books heaped upon the Enquiryc®f desk. He was reading
and underlining some passages in red. | could nderstand this enquiry into my
books. They explained, “We have been asked to roatkanything that you have
written about Religion” On my side, | had appliedthe Health Ministry for leave to
travel outside Bangladesh, but the Chief Secresayld not sanction my leave. He
repeated the same thing. “I can only sign if thghkr-ups so permit”. That approval
did not come. Again for the same reason, that ehaitten something terrible about
Religion. In protest, | resigned from my Governmpaost. Then | found that, on the
grounds of my resignation letter, another doctas been already appointed, though
the acceptance my resignation never came. Lesatheptance of my resignation,
facilitate the granting of a passport to me, thenddvinistry never issued the formal



letter. For the last seven months | have been tiegeay request for the return of my
passport.. But so far my letter has not been acletdyed even. | did not know then,
but now I understand that the top was all that enatt, and someone has been

influencing them. So | did not get my passport baem still without one!

For a month | did not open my attaché&sa$he airline stickers on two
of them met my eyes night and day.. To touch thess W feel the pain of my old
dreams wrench my heart once more. | used to stathgspital rounds at eight every
morning. | got up as usual, felt for my apron amel $stethoscope. Old habits do indeed
die hard. One feels quite out sorts if one site i@l home. My hands itch to inject
thiopental sodium with saphsamethonium, in the Weepatient and sedate him with
a whiff of nitrous oxide. It was not as though dreal to go to a Government hospital
to treat the ill. 1 really wish to sit in some abrand treat the poor free of charge. But
is it possible in the circumstances? Will | fingllace to practice my years of training?
To serve the ill? To heal those suffering from eylaia, or retained placenta,
obstructed labour or prolapse of the uterus? Isphage safe for me in Bangladesh? |
sit in my room behind tightly bolted doors. Is thero room for me under the sky? An
open sky under which | can lead my own life? Theyrthen, just twist my neck and
eat me up. They may not allow me to stand still lsbme settle down anywhere. As
if, | was untouchable. With great love and sympathiywanted to place my hand on
another human being’s head, heart or back, theyildvoome baying for my head.
They would love to parade round the city displayinyg severed head. They do not,
just want me live the way | like. They will not lete turn left or right. They must
block my path at all cost, so that | fall flat ory face. They will be happy to see me
beg forgiveness, on bended knees. That surely wandthe their eyes and calm their
minds. But what about me? What happens to the pevbo cherishes freedom, body
and soul? | exhort the women to come out in thenpp urge the weak and the
miserable to empower themselves. Is this then, mmyes—to ask others to break their
chains? Now, do | myself have to retreat into § §peck of existence? No longer can
| move about as | please or sit by the bank of awpfirite river and sadly reflect on
past memories; no longer be able to watch the peapll walk. How can | write if |

cannot look at people as | see them, not experifiedey moving around? This is also



another way of throttling my pen. Do | not have tight to walk and run about the
grounds of my own country? Why can | not have tightrto movement, to go for

medical care, experience real life, like everyoise®

| get news of my case file moving te tbp. They are looking for some
loophole. The top bosses are looking for ways toigfume severely.. None of them

are too keen to give me back my rights of a citizen

Every step | take is full of thorns.y&wning abyss faces me. Death
stalks me at every step. In the crowd throngingBaegla Book Fair, some one comes
forward and shows me red eyes. | can see whatdteyying to convey. These are
the very people who set up a ‘Taslima Suppressiomi@ittee” on the Fair grounds,
openly burnt my books and went round from stalstall threatening to burn them if
they dare display any of my books.. On the nighthef twenty-first February, whilst
our group was setting fire to the Red Sun on th&h8bd Minar (the Martyr's Tower),
another group of over a hundred men attacked mavé heard that some well-known
writers, under a banyan tree, were enjoying thenescavith their eyes half-closed,
cooling and sipping their tea in earthen pots. péeple who were chasing me, started
throwing stones, the bulb broke and plunged usarkress. In that darkness their
fierce eyes, sharp teeth and claws burnt briglety thould have surely, torn me apart
that night, had not the police rescued me. Laker,police also screwed up their eyes
and told me “This sort of disturbance is bound aket place if you write anything
about Religion. That is just not on. If you expurakthat, then you may get back
your passport, your books will not be seized, ne will throw stones at you and you
can move about freely.” But then, if | can notterireely, need | write at all? Am |
that eager to be a writer? A writer like, one adgld smirking under the banyan tree?
No, if writing as | please, will bring death untem would rather die. After all, | have

to die some day! But should I shrink out of feataifwould be shameful indeed.

My book Lajja’ (Shame) was banned.. But some people in Sylhet
demanded thatll my books be burnt and | be arrested and hangexl; Gdled for the

burning of my books wherever found and they even gurice of fifty thousand



rupees, on my head. The Government kept theirskaded, as though it were the right
of every citizen to announce a price on my headck Government has stopped me
stepping out of the country and preparations avetab see that my movement inside
the country is also stopped, so that | am confitwechy room, virtually under house
arrest. So that | may be totally isolated day by; danust rot and die secluded in one
room. That my mind and brain are totally blunt,tthey pen is rusted, and | may at
least bow down to their power for once. Many peoagk me to attend many
functions. They come from Chttagong University,nfriRajshahi, from Khulna and
Barisal: | have to tell them “No | will not come’have to say No, because behind the
crowd of autograph-hunters | can see the blood-slges of the hyenas. They are
ready to spring upon me and tear me to piecestiwin sharp teeth and claws... | long
to open the windows in my house. But | can hardlysd. Men from the S.B. come
and demand an explanation from me as to Whyjja’ was selling still. Why have |
written ‘Fera’ (The Return)? The answer as to whgjja’ is selling must be with
those who are publishing and selling the book,tlyey pester me. They are troubling
me no end.. One day a phone call comes from the“BiB you say in an interview,
that the institutions of Religion and Marriage shiobe abolished?” * “Yes | have,
but may | know why you are putting this questionme?” | ask. The voice at the other
end replies “The Home Ministry has asked us to stigate”. | am surprised that
anything that | may have said somewhere shouldl@so matter of investigation... Do
| have to | write or speak, as they think propdr? don’t, then there will be more

enquiries and another case file will be openedregane at the Ministry.

The open air is not for me. | have to spgrarest of my life sitting all by
myself, behind closed doors and windows. My welslvars come to warn me “Be
very careful, Do not step out of your house to@mftThere is no trusting them, they

may do anything any time....” But what have | ddhat from now on | may not
board a train or a bus any time? | may not walkealon the streets, in the open or in a
crowd? Bookshops, libraries, theatre halls—nothsngafe for me? | am not even safe
in my own house, not in the room where | sleepritev It may be bombed any time.
They can behead me any time and hurrah in triurkhat really have | done that

there is this commotion all over the state? Haw®rne something very wrong? Is



Religion so feeble that a stroke of Taslima’s pelh kill it? That it is vulnerable is
known to them who shout to save it, as well as €0 @r the time has not yet come to
eradicate this powerless thing. Do we have to weaitt millennium? Do we aspire to
go to heaven, leaving this shameful legacy forcting generation? When will unite
again? How much more blood has to be shed on tlyetovéhis union? How many
more houses will be set ablaze, rooms burnt, aadagies set to fire and how many

minds destroyed?

They have dubbed me ‘a spy for Indga,atheist, an agent of Indian
intelligence- the RAW’ and many such nasty epithétdo not object to the term
atheist, but | do object to being called an ‘ag#frindia, of the RAW’ and things like
that. The prevailing mindset here is such thatukhanyone dare raise one’s voice
against the reactionary forces, or sidggore songs, or light lamps at an inaugural
ceremony, and proudly stand up for being a Benghkn one is unanimously
adjudged ‘an agent of India’. Who cares for my estd? It is so decided that Taslima
must be punished and sentenced to death by hangisge my life rolling up,
somehow, day after day. An invitation arrives friums Angeles, requesting me to
attend the Banga Sammelan (Bengal conference)n&avbo loves to travel, but with
no passport in hand, an invitation from abroad dgimore sorrow than joy. Still, it
did not cause me as much pain as not being alsleatdolkata. Compared to Kolkata,
Los Angeles, New York, Washington, or Dallas meaonthing to me. Instead of
staring open mouth, at the huge skyscrapers, ts2mmus, and casinos of Europe and
America, or at the Niagara Falls, the Buckinghanaé® or the Beverley Hills. |
would be far happier trudging barefoot along thieeds of Chitpur, or lying flat on the
greens of the Maidan, facing the open sky, or waglldy the banks of the river Ganga,
or watching the rush of traffic on the ChowringlRead, losing myself in the crowd
time and again.! | pine for a city where | can $pegy own tongue, Bangla, laugh and
cry in Bangla; a city which does not distinguishiviieen me and the Malatis and
Gourangas who walk on the road or the pavementsotiKolkata a city like that?
Maybe not, yet that is the city | dream about. Likeream that never ends, Kolkata
too, for me never ends. One does finish doing D&bra, Jaipur, Shimla or Kashmir,

but never my Kolkata. When the group of poets retdrfrom the Poetry Conference |



asked them anxiously, “What’s on Neandanauditorium, currently? Anything special
on Wednesday Evenings? Who are staging plays ishighir Manchaheatre, these

days? Who were the poets who read their poems?datowvas it in Kolkata? All that

they say does not quench my thirst for more.

Just because | openly expnegdove for Kolkata, they call me
an agent of India! I did not know that in orderddwe a place outside my country, you

have to be their spy. Should | then drown my laveur own riveiSheeetalakshya

| do think of all the nineteen crores Bé&ngla-speaking people as
Bengalees. | hate this way of talking in termsus ‘and ‘them’ it is only now that the
wall of Religion has separated us. But it is ag &8 the sunrise, that one day this wall
will be broken down, Religion outlawed, and the Balee will return to his ancestral
land, green with paddy fields, groves of mangoes jackfruits, as far as the eye
travels, beyond the horizon. Some day Bengaleek wdlk hand in hand, from
Bongaon to Benapol, Rangpur to Kochbihar, MeghatayHaluaghat, Shillong to
Tamabil, and the boatman row down the river Padm#oathe expanse of the river
Ganga, singing a typical boatman’s sondlmatiali tune.. | live on with such a dream

in my heart.

| have been waiting for my passports, ldst seven moths. Confined,
here, | roam around aimlessly all over the city. fdgnds go abroad; | see them off at
the airport. | can feel the sentries aiming theing at me, lest | should cross the line
drawn by them. Is it because | myself have setunh $§imits that they felt it their duty

to mark where my limits end?

In the last few days, a general strike basn called in Bangladesh in
preparation for hanging me. Nor will trains run.o8dhere will be more such calls in
some more towns, offices and courts. Schools alleéges as well as shops will
remain closed. There will be no transport on theets. And then, the Government
will have no option but to announce a date and foneny execution. What else can it

lead to? | am really surprised that they shouldogostrike, call for my death by



hanging, all because of the little | have pennedasol have only just started writing

and if a sentence of death is pronounced at thmiveg, then what is there to follow?

If my death helps uniting the Bengaleedyecitizens of a single country,
| would climb up to the gallows smilingly. | am \uig to give up my life—not in

exchange for money but for rationality and humanism
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I WAS TO FLY MY NATIONAL FLAG FROM OUR ROOFTOP!

We were all hiding then in a village calledpunia; my mother, little sister
and I.. We could not even manage two square meddy.aAt night, six or seven of us
had to huddle in one bed. My elder brothers wedengiin some other village. We
hear about our father being sometimediishal sometimes ilNandiyal. One of my
mother’s brothers had joined the War. The milithad abducted Aunty Nellie from
their house in the town. My uncles’ house, ngahagaustation had been burnt. One
of them had been hacked to pieces by some peopl@oad daylight. Day long the
vultures flew in the sky. The people Bapunia were all shrinking with fear and
worry. Then one day we suddenly find a truckloadnain with rifles marching along
the highway, breaking the ghostly silence of ollage with their cry of Jai Bangla”
(‘victory to Bangladesh). As though, a crematioowrd had suddenly come alive.
The whole village ran after the truck. | too joing® crowd and cried myself hoarse,

shouting ‘&i Bangla’, the whole afternoon

This Jai Bangla, moved me beyond measure. The same night, the ofg
the sixteenth, December 1971, | asked my mothera What will happen if Jai

Bangla’ comes true?”

My mother told me” Then we don’t have to flieem place to place, we’ll
go back to our own home; speak our minds and wadkstreets as we please; no one
will abduct us, or torch our houses or shoot atWs. shall be then able to live in

peace”

Excitement kept me awake the whole night.rEak those, young and old
alike, who, under cover of blankets, went to thed8ahousehold to listen to the radio
surreptitiously, spent the night in rowdy celelwa. As the dawn broke next morning
dispelling the dark night, it seemed that the wiwateld was relieved of all darkness.
There was neither the wail of crying nor the sowhdiring; the air was free of the

stench of corpses and gunpowder. People were wegtout into their courtyards, to



the fields—people laughing, returning to their hem&Ve too were back home. Father
is back again. Our house was left open all thigtiso everything was looted. But we
were not too sorry about that. If there is assuganfdiving in peace and safety to look
forward to, one does not lament the losses lefinoeh

From then on, every sixteenth of Decembepli get up very early and
unfurl the Bangladeshi flag on our rooftop. Thisktavas reserved for me. Before
flying the flag | used to smell it for a long timé.could savour the fragrance of
happiness, of relief. As the flag was flying so wag mind, like a bird in the open

sky. What immense happiness, this matter of Freadeant!

The sixteenth of December comes every year. iBatvhis year. But who
will fly the flag from our rooftop this year? Forl@ng time now, my mother had been
crying and crying herself out of mind. | hear tehte even keeps the lights on during
the day. Says, “It is so dark outside”; she alsobi@s. And my father is also bent with
age, as it happens, when the society ostracizedNanknger do the relatives come to
enquire about their welfare; erstwhile friends avtie vicinity of our house like the
plague. The daughter’s sin is visiting the pareiitsis is not all. My younger sister
also lost her job without notice. The boss told teetake her dues and make herself
scarce. He added “if they come to know whose sigter are, we will be in big

trouble.”

And me? Here | am thousands of miles away fleme, sitting all by
myself, in a silent, dark country. No one to takin my own language, not a
shoulder to weep on. What is my crime, that prevené from going back to my
homeland, sing the freedom songs, recite my fat®poems? There is not one more
vibrant sound like that ofJai Bangla’in the whole of Bangla language. The tongue

which utters these two words will never come tonewwith falsehood.

Why may | not join the happy victory processiike all others? Why this
unbearable distance from my very own country. Artdywthe land that let me be
born, grow up, and live for thirty-two long yeathe country that gave me, twenty-
five years ago, the freedom to say what | likedmy own tongue, to move around

without care and lead a safe life, has suddenlpgbad so much so that the people get



into a frenzy, and demand her head, when they thedra daughter of their own,
wants to come back home? Isn’t it then my own cquahymore? The western world
is showering awards, gold medals, and doctoratels aso publishing my books.
There is no end to their honouring me. But my healeft on the banks of the river
Brahmaputra. | remember the time when at high n@erused to jump into the pond
green with moss, and swim back and forth rowdilyy Meart lies in plain rice with

mustardhilsa, it revels in the single- string accompanimenthef Baul singer, it lies

in our playing fields, in the sailing boats on tiner, and every day now, is heavy,
filled with this unbearable emptiness. My body e&réhbut my mind flies with the

clouds from the West to the East. | fly from thdtiBato the Bay of Bengal, on the

wings of the seagulls.

Many do not like my writing. The Government aloes not approve of it,
so they file a suit against me and seize all mykbodhe case is still hanging like a
sword over my head. No one knows when it will btleg. | hear that the present
Government has also decided to pursue this casehwhagainst freedom of speech.
Here, despondency is swallowing me like a stardegion; darkness is enveloping
me on all sides. | am shrinking, freezing underwteeght of chunks of cold ice.. My

pen too is frozen like a stone. The Wild girl oé thast is gradually wilting away.

After Independence, our leaders framed a Cuomisth and stuffed it with
high-sounding words like secularism, democracy sunch other lofty words. But the
fundamental premise of democracy is that it recogmithat there are different
political opinions; and that people may also haifeeing views on any number of
subjects. On no issue can there be complete ungninviews. And all of them have
the freedom to express their own opinion. Maybeapiion differed from the rest,
but is that cause enough to raid my house? Whylghbay throw stones at me? Why
should they publicly announce a price on my headfy @er should | have to leave
my own country? Is it that even twenty-five yemdependence has not brought real

freedom for any of us?

It may be a poor country unable to feed ewary, maybe every one of us

has not got a roof over our head; maybe everyoeabaccess to education. We may



not be rich enough to show off but we do have stiseory to be proud of—the
movement for our mother tongue, the war of libemtiA people who have taken to
the street for saving their language and cultutained the main street with their
blood; a people who went to war defying the bondetijion, why should such a pure
nation be decaying day by day? Religion is bitintp ipolitics, into Parliament, into
society- everywhere. Book-burning is like lightitige sacred fire for them. A few
barbarians have vowed to kill some writers. Yetrgore is turning a blind eye. The
sixteenth of December was certainly not for alstto happen. This is what used to
happen during Pakistani dictatorship! Rabindrasende banned, anything with
words like RadhaKrishna,or God is prohibited andrife writes or does anything
contrary to the official view, one must be tiedam thrown into the prison—be one a
poet or a politician, a singer or a mere greengrodéen | was young | heard my
older brothers singhey want to rob us of our tongue; they wan to scha hand and
foot anyhow.Where then, is the difference between the rulezs md now? Did we
fight a nine-month battle just for this? My motheld me “Now we should be able to
say what we like to, can move around as we pla&seshall live in peace and safety.
And we don’t have to hide and flee”. But | havestil hide and flee. Was my mother

mistaken?

The fact is that on the sixteenth of Decembaenrineteen seventy-one we did
get a country unto ourselves, but we could not ohauaccording to our desire. The
Bangladesh | dreamed of was one that would be #eting place of the south and the
north, the east and the west; where the believérttaa non-believer, the man and the
woman will live together with the same rights.; whene will not be fined or jailed
for speaking ones mind even though it was not me twith the authorities, and no one
will have to be a fugitive in one’s own country aloroad. | dream of a Bangladesh
where people will talk of their joys and sorrowstdled, just live content and happy;
where even | could move freely, visit the Book Fainongst a throng of people, be
able to place wreaths at the Shaheed Minar ormtasty-first of February and on the
twenty-fifth March and recite my poems on the sextitn December on the dais, in the

procession or in open fields. | shall then fly ttagional flag from my own rooftop.
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IT IS INDEPENDENCE DAY THERE, AND HERE | AM IN AN ALIEN LAND!

Whenmy mother was a teen-ager she used to $aukeylengeyPakistan’
(Weshall fight and win Pakistan) without knowing whiatneant. When right before
her eyes Amala left and Kuntala Shashibala and Reorfadlowed suit, she stood
under the bean tree, speechless. Tihdke lengey Pakistanfeft mother alone in a
desolate ground, alone in the courtyard with fadinogscotch markings, lonely for the
whole afternoon —lonely in the midst of a noisgsde.

Mother was born and brought up in Manirudditnshi’s four-tier hutment
by the banks of a pond full of small fry, in a glithne in west Mymensingh town. Ma
was unaware of the fact that the British had leét ¢ountry. But she knew and felt the
going away of the next door neighbours--the Kamaimashibalas and the Romolas.

Deep inside her she nurtured a long suppresseaf eryguish.

Like her | was also born in the same hutmenthe stagnant pond full of
small fry. | did not have to songs urging the Bhtito leave, nor ladkey lengey
Pakistan. In the morning we lined up in the school to siffgak sar zameen saad

baad” Ma sighed ‘what is it that we sing.? Can't evelole the language!”

Next was the sight of the demos. The prooessis marched along the
high street shouting slogans like “ Burn Ayub Kheekat of power, burn it to ashes”
My elder brothers came home in the evening witlte@®ihoarse with shouting slogans
and discussed in whispers all night , the Six PBiemand. Any procession in sight
was fired upon by the police. Still no mother cohlold back their children from
joining them. One day my brothers came home beahegoody of Alamgir. Some
one was flying his blood-stained shirt like a flhgemember how Sheikh Mujib came
to the bank of this dirty pond in this dirty lanEhere was such a crowd just to get a

glimpse of him.

After a couple of years, | remember hearinggbend of bullets all around,
planes droning overhead and dropping bombs at rapdnd mother shoving us under



the bed stuffing our ears with cotton pads. Thentawas empty overnight. People
were crossing the border, running towards the gélta We also went to Begunbari in
a buffalo drawn cart, under the cover of a darkhnhigrrom Begunbari to Trishal,
Trishal to Dapunia, leaving behind my mamma-dadughter-doll, thirty-six pair of

marbles, a top and our playfield

After nine months’ when we returned home thenais full of the stench of
corpses. My dolls were gone. Uncle was dead, anotinewas a cripple, and my aunt
coming back from the camp, raped, and hiding heg.fdhe War has taken a lot from
us but at least in exchange it has given us freedfoeedom to speak, to sing in our

own language.

The British left, the Urdu fanatics were goneg ttountries’ map was in
shreds, and we got a small piece of it which waspesed to be my country--. My
mother’s country. Mother, as she sat on the banthatf small pond full of small fry
was the daughter of a vast country. And suddenlifewstill in the same place, she
was reduced to an insignificant citizen of a coyrike a drifting kite without
moorings. She can never again board a train boandélcutta, Bombay or Delhi.
How was it possible with the tracks being barrichadth barbed wire all around?
Poor Ma, she was always very keen on going to takkets in Calcutta and pick up a

Kanchipuram sari!

Mother may not have understood then but now sladizes full well that
‘ladke lengey Pakistanvas simply a ruse by tHérduwallaha.to mislead the people.
And they are exploiting us just as the British dfdinally, they had to be driven out,
then where was the need to partition the two Benmga stop trains bound for
Calcutta, Bombay or Delhi?

A lame man once lamented to me that he wagdooirdis typhoid after a
great deal of suffering but it left him with botishegs paralysed. In the same way, we
were free of two centuries of foreign dominationt ldia was divided into two. Just
like cutting a person into two—one part had theybadd other left with the heart.

This still pains my mother and me too, even thoughs not born in undivided India.



One, who loses all, is still left with his dre and that is what one clings to,
for life. The dreamer Bengali has fought for flower just one blossom, for bringing
the smile to just one face. We have won a coun#éled Bangladesh, where our
neighbours, Archana and Anjana had the same rigiitsye no one had to uproot
themselves, a country which was to give us demgcraecularism and a Bengali
nationalism. But what happened? Years pass anardeat grows. There is blood
again on the highway, rulers come and go—rulemilitary uniform. They snuff out
secularism; crush our Bangla nationalism underr tfagkboot, pound out socialism
and gamble throughout the country in the name ofateacy. The utterly poor people

await helplessly the ultimate doom.

| had fought for the freedom of Mother’s neighl® Archana and Anjana.
But my fight was unlike those of my brothers, notdemos with sticks and spears in

hand, but with my pen—my only weapon.

Religion only brings discord, division anéath. Religion only brings
solitude to my mother by exiling her childhood nsafenala, Kuntala and Shashibalas
to far off lands. Who has suffered more than thadadis in the flame of blind faith?

Yet, the foolish Bengali is again playing this dsteding game of Religion.

Three long years have gone by, and | have beeblaina go back
home—to my own country, to the eternal memory & dusty lane where the four-
tiered hut on the banks of a dirty pond full of §nfiy, stood. The United nation has
given me a travel permit which states that | ane fi@ travel to any country in the
world—except Bangladesh! | could not care lesstlios U.N.Permit if | had a call
from home. | would leave all this honour and weleoim foreign lands and rush forth
toward my country. A daughter comes home to theofaper sorrowful mother. O my
dear Ma, how | long to meet you! It is ages andsagjece | saw you! The last time |
saw her was the night | left for the airport wraghpe a dark blanket. My mother
rolled on the floor in tears, stifling her criestbat no one may hear her, no one may
know about my flight. Someone shut her mouth. The who left a mother bereft of
her child, just disappeared without a trace. Motiseall by herself now, when she

stretches out her hand all that she meets is avi@tgof emptiness., The neighbours,



and even our enemies, can hear her when she aiedomud and bangs her head on
the wall out of despair; but no one comes forwarglace a sympathetic hand on her

shoulders.

Independence Day in our sub-continent is beingocated this year with great
pomp. It is the fiftieth anniversary. | am alsoparticipant; a piece of this sub-
continent is also my native land. But how can ptgdrthat this freedom made my teen-
age mother weep as her friends Amala,Kuntala araki8balas left forever. My
mother used to tell me of her childhood sorrows—smgdenly on an afternoon, she
was left desolate. | have also seen in my roundthénvillage that there were no
Brahmos left in the Brahmo colony, no Baidyas i tBaidya colony, none of
Upendra Babus grandchildren come to the UpendrgaBith, the school founded by
him, nor are there any students in the Radhasyndathakali, or Mrityunjay schools
either. The old houses on Rambabu Road, Ishan @lbaky Road and T.N.Road are
now inhabited by Shamsuddin, Alimuddin and Mansur.. Khadija, Laila and

Tofajul Husain came from West Bengal to settleni Durgapur area of Mymensingh

| was born fifteen years after Independenamight not have witnessed its
advent but | have seen its consequences. | hawvetsegyain of immigrants uprooted
from Bardhaman and Murshidabad in West Bengal.dl teawitness more of sorrow

than happiness.

India has been free of the British fifty yeag. As they celebrate, | am in
Scotland who also wants to get rid of the Englisiom here | shall soon go to Ireland.
The Irish also want their freedom. Everyone wargedom, is there anyone who does
not? We too wanted and got it. But what did we dthw except to fight amongst
ourselves and shed each other's blood. We havéedrecwall within us. A strong,
hard wall. In the name of religion and caste neduthe poison-tree of hatred and

intolerance.

India is a country which has practiced demogifac half a century. | am a
woman of this sub-continent but | am denied a \byathe secular India! Indian
independence and democracy have rewarded me wehidD. When they celebrate
their Independence | roam alone the streets ofeagio land.. They ask me “Where are



you from?” | reply’ from the sub-continent” Theykase “There is celebration there,

aren’t you going? “

| sigh silently. I, an unfortunate writer, @efed, exiled.. | am stateless, |
have no religion, and | have neither a sub nodlac@untinent to myself. All that | have
are the heavens above, a sky full of sorrow thatyisrery own.

Let everyone enjoy, let them fly the freedom eolet a hundred doves
spread their wings above. | will shed tears alareniy solitude, for my mother, for
Amala, Kuntala and Shashibalas, for Khadija andalL& shall cry by myself for the
carelessly torn atlas. | shall hold warmly a fistitithe Berlin Wall in my hands. One,

who has nothing, has at least one’s dream—dredivirg.

1998



KEEP WELL, KOLKATA!

My reverie was broken as the plane suddenlk wf® skyward from the
Calcutta airport. Sitting mournful near the windowyas thinking about the friends
who came to see me off. | have lived months andsyebmy life in the skies, spent a
great deal of time in the air, but even | was frggted as | watched the plane pierce the
clouds and rush towards a fiery sky. This fear braksecret lock in my heart and

appeared before me as a few question marks-

“Where am | heading for? ‘With whom am | staying?Vhy am | going at

all?

All through this tiresome journey, as | read, In#d to music, dozed, woke up,
sipped tea, brooded or just stared blankly, thesstipns would not go away but lurk
in a corner of my mind. I turn the answers in myndjibut the answers come back at
me like sharp knives and slash me into pieceam boing far away to a foreign land,
not for fun, not happily but because | have no otmion... | am not going. For my
own sake at all, nor for anyone else. | am goingphse there is no place for me in my
native soil; | am going because | am homeless. bamg on exile, for a long stretch

in an alien land, on an unbearable sojourn.

Ten years ago | had to leave Dhaka. That wasuv® s life. Then the answer
to the questions, as to where | was going and wig, simply, ‘Wherever | was going

| was going to save my life—to stay alive.’

But | carried within me a deeply secret dream thaill come back some day.
So many years passed by but there was no retumdoEven today the door is closed
for me in that country. Its image is somewhat duskyny eyes. | do not know if
anyone else remembers that someone like me evetiedxisomeone whose life was
spent there, was born and brought up there, | ddkmaw if anyone in that country
thinks of me as their own, or ever was. | wondahdre is anyone in whose remotest

thoughts there is a concern for the daughter ohthese who is only waiting to return



home. None of my near ones are there anymore trcthantry. Father was, but now
no longer. Mother used to keep my room ready inhibyge that | shall come back one
day. Now there is no one to settle my room. That a@pointed room of mine has
fallen apart and is gathering dust. So much sd, Ithaould hardly recognize it. All
kinds of vermin—termites, weevils and even humaeats have been nibbling at all
my things, leaving nothing for me. Things! Whatldéitsense do material possessions
make without love and affection? When | lost my haotl still had my father. Having
lost everything | had, everyone | called my owglung to my father as the last hope.
Just then he fell ill. He wanted very much to see e refused to go without once
seeing me, petting me, taking my hand to his head talking to me like the old

times.

| cried my heart out for just having one glimpsenof father. Alas no hearts
melted at my misery. Their doors remained shutnfer |was not permitted to enter
my own country. Neither Khaleda nor Hasina relent&oh | not a citizen of that

country? | certainly am. Is their any law under eththey can stop me?
My beloved country, there is none quite like youthe whole universe!

Annadashankar, the famed Bangla writer remarkede,ofiBangladesh is
Taslima’s ma (mother) and West Bengal is hemaashi (mother’'s sister).” The
overwhelming love showered on me by the peoplealt@ta, elicited the old adage
from him—not as a critique but in appreciation—& taunt seems to be more loving
than the mother herself | don’'t care as to whaohiss mother and who the aunty,
wherever | find love , | can feel my mother. Foe mow, Ma is no longer a person in
flesh and blood. She is just love. Love pure andllaged. | no longer consider
Kolkata as mymaashi.l feel now that she is indeed my mother. My natweentry is
not a particular soil, flora and fauna, rivers gains. A love full of love is my pure,
unsullied native land. When there is no one arowten there is no one to love, when
a huge ogre of emptiness holds me in his grip dagspghe game of death with me,
then the language in which I talk to myself, thegaage in which | dream, comes to

my rescue. How blindly I cling to It.! My motherfigue becomes my motherland!



Why must | leave Kolkata and go somewhere elsehave hurled this
guestion, time and again from my plane, down to@amga flowing below, towards
her welcoming shores, where for centuries people bailt their homes, people from
so many far off countries, speaking so many diffietanguages,

People of varied hues! But no one had an answerytquery. Even born liars
will feel ashamed to admit that | am running awegnt Kolkata to save my life. |
never left Kolkata for life; | come back to Kolkataorder to live. | return here to get
back the breath of life, to feel the warmth of loxelife without this warm touch of
love withers away. Am | not keeping well abroad)Ysurely | am, in the sense of
good food good living. Abroad, they spoil me, irgiilme no end; but they also put
me on the shelf when they have had enough of mel ®ant to feel the dust of the
grounds all over me, and run in the dust laderd flghying our favourite game of
‘Touch and Run’. They do not want me to get huramy way. But who told them that
| want to save my skin always; haven't | enjoyeacténg my goal however scratched
and bruised | might be on the way? Such scratahdsruises were certainly, no big
deal. What does one gain from living a still, ifieiient, dull life in one of those neat
and clean, orderly, barren, lifeless countrieshefflar North, buried deep under snow
and darkness.. This kind of life is nothing butgo on for the sake of living —a
moronic existence. Tired of paddling in one’s ownaky pool, | am refreshed in the
clean water of another culture; but I still thiester my past life. What else is there left
for me? | am human, | come from the southern clith@gant warmth, | want to boil
and bubble over. | want to explode and emit a amillsparks. A foreign country may
be very good to me, lionise me, but still it rensaan alien country. Some have been
able to accept a foreign country as their own,nmitme. So many years have gone by,
but still even for a moment, | have not been abléhink of such a host country, as
anything but a foreign land.. | could not, becauserse in my heart the image of a
‘Bangla’, because | have been under the spell ef‘Bangla’. After all these years |
am still a stateless subject. The country of myhbvas already declared that | do not
belong there. Where | now reside is most certanolymy country, but dare | tell the
country which | consider my own, that | may havetlthe East but | still have my

West? What if the same West makes it clear tohmer¢luctant guest-, in so many



ways “You are an alien’, and sounds the ugly albefhto tell me “Enough is enough,

now pack your bags and get lost”. What then? Wkéadl | go? Did Kolkata ever

call me aside, like a mother, put her hand ligbthymy back, gently moved the unruly
lock falling over my face and asked me lovingly “Dou wish to go anywhere, my
dear?” Even when | say that | have no wish to gpnduere else, Kolkata never once
says “No, you need not go anywhere. Do stay hbre,t your homestead, your own
courtyard .Take this fresh madhabi creeper to pl&tsty on here on my lap, close to

my heart”.

| think of Kolkata as my mother, but she could hetome one to me, even as
she wanted it. This is because some people threagtishow red eyes. Even a couple
of years ago one was unaware of such a possil#iiytimes are a-changing. The air
is awash with scowls of hatred .Now, my ways anmayy.

The intellectuals avoid my shadow. | am suppadsetbe the deadliest of
cobras. Much before | could fathom all this, andeai®in why my boolDwikhandita
(Split in Two) wastorn to pieces, | had already alienated a numbdrierids. What
indeed is my crime? That | have written a book lisaslisregarding the rules of the
game? Thereafter my face was about to be blackanddny neck adorned with a
garland of shoes. Yet at the very moment when dss lof friends and all this
humiliation was driving me towards an irritatingatbsomeness, | was pleasantly
surprised to feel the cool shower of love from sajnarters. The pain of losing my
old friends was falling off me, like raindrops: seame was wiping them dry and also
filling my home with new friends. The home was pader like a house; it was more

like a garden.

This time the one-and-a-half month in Kolkata, padée one-and-a-half day.
The days were slipping by without my realizingTihe days crept away secretly. | did
not sleep at night lest | waste my time. Whilst lkadl slept by my side, | waited to
see its innocent child-like face. | watched thermegnevery day. The Kolkata sky, its
rising sun, all seemed to me so very much my owrerf morning a bouquet of
flowers arrived from Anil Datta. Out of gratitudadcuriosity, as well, | went to meet

him.



Why the flowers? Because he liked my writing! Hes heeen to Konark, to
Ajanta, Ellora but he never met the artists what@é them; he could only offer his
esteem silently. And now he faced an artist in fesh and blood. So he paid his
respects in this way. Anil Datta was past eightithvdeep emotion he called me a
temple, a goddess! .There was such intensity inahisulation. The tears in his
impassioned eyes and his delight made me touchdule in shame and shrink in
humility into an inert being. as it were. | knewatH did not deserve in the slightest
degree the crown that he put on my head, but haidclodeny that touch of deep
affection. | felt it so close to me; was it my fatts hand? No, even my father’'s hand

did not touch me so closely!

We cannot select our relatives, but we do selectfriends. We select them
according to our own liking, beliefs and judgmentis is why | do not believe that
blood is thicker than friendship. It is not thatvas regaling myself all the while in

Kolkata; sorrow has also often darkened my do@ &k unwelcome guest.

It is those friends who pulled my stupefied selft af that slough of
despondence Old friends, like Shibnarayan Ray, Anfdatta and Nikhil Sarkar
remained. open to me like the wide sky.. We exchdngur deepest thoughts anew
with Mahashweta Devi. We both believed more in daisther than talking and so we
were able achieve something together. This kindvofk gives a unique sort of
pleasure. And that is what pulled us to the favdfage of Langalberia. | chatted with
Sukumari Bhattacharya as | had always done beétrayt the similarity between the
Vedas and the Koran, about how the men composed #mel why.. Annadashankar
Ray was also once as open to me. | could not beaaldisence this time. He was no
longer waiting for me at his house in Ballygungehef' | met him last, he was in a
coma, could not even register my presence by liis. shpparently, only the day
before, he had asked for me and waited for me. Wihyot | go then? | want to make
amends, but however | crave, that day will not cdraek ever again. Likewise, my
heart was wrenched by his awesome absence as sdaetfoot in the room of the
poet Subhash Mukhopaddhaya. The man with the gemdé was not there, nor in
his chair. Everywhere | meet this emptiness. Sohrthas disappeared. But still we

live on. How do we still manage to live amidst tmsnstrous emptiness? Sometimes |



feel man is the most stony-hearted creature. Yet dhme human heart can be
devastated by the flood of love. Man is strangen Mabeautiful. However | cannot
always live with my head in the skies and with haitaat large. | belong to the earth,
its dust and dirt. | am a tomboy climbing treesinsming wildly. | really can not live
in the company of extraordinary people too longeéd to come back to the common
people. | must. My life in Kolkata was brimming wisuch common humanity, as
always. | may have lost some rare old friends,dwngs it matter much? | always had
numerous ordinary friends. | have always felt rethand happy amongst the crowd of
such people. This time also | had the same Bisliweasame Gopa, friends whom |
could wake up noisily and take them to the Harimajardens to look at the rising
Moon. Then there was the cook Jharna, who sent pasntwice a day, and as | ate
them | felt | was tasting the world’s best dishesng Grandma’s house, sitting on a
low flat wooden stool. | am bathing morning and réag in the fountain which
springs from affection. Every time | go to Kolkdtenake a new set of friends. | keep
the door of my heart open so that one can dropyrtimme one feels like it. Many have
entered, some touching my heart. The freedom fighteere always by my side, as
were the sculptors and artists. Arun Chakrabdrfgekhachitramit up the room with
his calm, charming, handsome presence. Arun waanaazing artist. His perfect
artistry was to be seen to be believed.. Even antshsits to his home | felt so near to
the members of his family.. As if, | had known thémn ages. | tell myself, ‘how is it

that they look so familiar? Were they related toimsome past life?

If I had any belief in reincarnation | might haakéen this to be true. This time,
| met another clutch of artists like Arun. All ak took a trip on river Ganga. | had
never seen the river so close. Kolkata looks likele from the river. They shared my
joys and sorrows—Kripa, Kamal, Kaushik. Also witk were Sushil, Rinki, Swapna,
and Swati. They were neither famous nor pricey th& snobbish upper crust of the
society. But to me they were as precious as diasmand pearls. There was Jaba, true
to her name, with the warmth of a hibiscus and Rekhh her fascinatingly beautiful
eyes. Suddenly stormed in one Panchu and becameerih no time. The hotel’s
cleaner boy young Subhash used to come runningmattsages. Shankar and Manas

belonged to the Police, but were totally unlike £oBilas came all the way from



Jadavpur.. One day the hotel guards refused hiny,drgcause his clothes and shoes
were not expensive enough! My pleadings did nop.h8b | an ‘honoured guest’ of
the hotel, marched out into the open , welcomedewgred guest Bilas Sarkar with a
bouquet of flowers and escorted him into the holédle hotel employees were
standing agape. If it were possible | would haveag the red carpet for Bilas. What a
blind stinking cesspool of false pride people deelin. | feel incensed to spend a
lifetime in hotels, in my Kolkata. Some people g@g As though | stay in a hotel out
of choice, as if | love it! Did any of you even effme to stay in your attic and did |
refuse coquettishly? Those who deride me will cargito do so whether | stay in an
expensive hotel or in a shanty in the slum aresderstand some feminists claim that
my dealings are all with men only, that | fall aller them | do not mix with women; |

do not care for them in the least.

Listen to me my dear Feminists “I do not select fngnds by their gender. |
choose those with, thinking, belief and ideals Emio mine. My dear female friends,
however large in shape and size the gender mayige,génitalia are not more
important to me than the head. Hark ye, feministishve seen many men who are
more of a feminist than you are; and | have alsb mmeny a woman more patriarchal

than men.

Oh how lucky | was that | did not become a femifiistn reading books. | am
fortunate that after skimming through all ‘ism&difeminism, militancy and so on, |
have finally settled for humanism. Without gettinggo arguments and counter-
arguments, if | could only wipe the tears off tieaging child on the pavement, find
her a mother’s lap! Only if | could pick up one thfe sad young things from the
darkness of Sonagachhi, the red light district ofkéta, whisked her round the bright
lights of the whole city, singing and dancing atilit, and finally, eating at one of the
roadside stalls-thdhabas,and then in the morning, show her a decent waivioig
the rest of her life! If | could only buy their bk® and stationery and send to school,
the boy hauling luggage and that girl polishing shees of the passers by. There are
so many such things | want to do. But am | abldadhem? How little can | do! So |

dream, | shall die dreaming.



| wish to get together some dreamers like me andasoething stirring.. But
others will never allow me do any such thing. Eeilgues spread the rumor that shall
never be allowed to set foot in Kolkata again. Bowill be shut for me in this country

as well.

Out in the open of the Book Fair, | have seen same are happy just to touch
my hand, others just to have a look at me, somegusay that they are with me. But
when some one said | have learnt Bangla only tali#e to read your books | could
not hold back the tears in my eyes.. There are neartgem; countless. The tide of
love has flooded me, drowned me; | had lost my nmggrbut found new ones again.
Doubtless, | had lost some friends, but | gainechyrmaore than | lost. People have
come from distant towns and villages. They have edrom Assam, Tripura, and
Barddhaman. One doctor, Sheikh Muzaffar Hussein dwade from a village in the
24-Parganas, disappointed with the true charadtewrtters and journalists with
secularist mask. This was my biggest gain in Kalkéhis time. | bowed my head in
respect before the youth who were fired by my wgs; | bowed before, this
tremendous possibility, this hope, this incipiexplesive, this foreboding.

Many who did not agree with the banning of my bodkswever, remained
silent (silence is also a kind of agreement!). Sdraee sniggered from a distance. |
know they are the dangerous ones.. When | wasithienvof a cruel attack then many
sniggered the same way, and clapped on the sig®. talking about the time when
there was an outcry throughout the country askimgrfy head., but the revered artists
and writers of the land said unanimously “ Thidé personal affair” .They did not
bother about or interfere in my “personal affairhad created this trouble, and it was
up to me to settle it. In that year of 1994 evea lifundred people opened their mouths
and said “This not just Taslima’s personal matter it concerns all of us, it is a
guestion of the freedom of speech of everyone™ thevould not have to leave my

motherland.

| am happy to see that people in Bangladesh havesnwap at last. Today
when a male writer is attacked, the whole coungts ginited at the snap of a finger,

regardless of the fact that the man may have begaged in nonsensical acts and



wrote utter nonsense but just because he is altindid. not matter that he might have
had any number of critics. The entire male-domithagdeciety becomes mad like a
bull, to protect the rights of a man- the rightitote or speak freely, the right to rage.
They want these immediately.. Now they cry hoaxseffeedom of speech. Every
place is in a turmoil, meetings and protests evagre. Columns of condemnation are
overflowing in the newspapers. The bogey of thentgyubeing in danger is raised all

over.

However much Humayun Azad may have criticized metod strongly
condemn the attack launched against him. | seg afraope in the way the people
have woken up, taken a stand and joined the fraaupport of Humayun. Whatever
the issue, let there be movements for the righthefwriter to write freely, let the
freedom to express one’s opinion be ensured, letpbete tolerance prevail in that
country. | fervently wish for this to happen.. Othe other day, just one day before
the 2\ February, the twenty-first , a day of the grelatesnour for the Bangla
language, the government of Bangladesh banned wly ‘Bei sab Andhakai(Those
Dark Days). Nobody was to read the book, toucpublish it, distribute or sell it nor
allowed to quote from it. Did a single soul exprasy regret for the fact that my book
was prohibited on the Twenty-first, a great day tfee triumph of Bangla language?

No one did. This was also considered my ‘privataigf

But when on the same Twenty-first Fair, a maleevns attacked then it is no
longer his “personal affair”, then it becomes a owmon concern. | am certain if | were
the victim, if an attempt was made to kill me b{tihg me or maybe even actually Kill
me, then it would still remain my “personal affaiSuch events against women are
certainly personal! Whenever women are torturepedaor murdered, it is held that it
is the woman who provoked it. If a woman sits byskd# and happens to pen some
strong words, and does not act as a puppet of #e an their drinking bouts, and
entertain them as they please, then she must inedea harlot. One after another her
books are banned in her country; she is chasedfdwgr own country and not allowed
to come back. On the charge of writing a selectédnon she is even sent to prison for
a year. They can easily argue for her capital fument or let anyone who likes to kill

her, do so.



The argument is that she writes about sexualitijfl@ too openly: her writing
does not qualify as literature, she is not a wriBdre does not write stories and novels
as we do. That's enough. The prosecution rests thse. End of the story. Not only
the men of the East, but even the men in the Wegtatting forward such pleas. Why
| am in danger? Have | harmed anyone’s interest?l Ilave not. Maybe | have.
Whatever anyone may say about me, | still wish thdsperity overflows that
country, it becomes the land of milk and honey, wwhgeople can live well on their
own right. Where they have the right to speak atngre they have the right to differ;
no one’s book is burned, no one’s book is bannexd, and no one has to lose one’s
own country like me, no one is forced to this fteyhing loneliness; no one need to

roam in the streets like a beggar

Are these good wishes only for the Bangladesh, amsthis other Bengal
need it? Is it such a citadel of democracy? Aseéflom of speech is here just for the

asking?

Buddhadeb Bhattacharya, the Chief Minister of \eestgal is also unhappy
about the affair of my books. But | wish him wellet him and the twenty-five
intellectuals as well as Sheikh Muzaffar Huseingkeell. Let all those who love me,

and also those who hate me keep well. Let my otbray new ones keep well.

Let all those whom I've met and all those whomill ave to meet, keep well.
Let the river Ganga and the trees flourish. Sky keep well, go on spreading light.
My heart, do keep on giving light. | am the untoaicle, the last and least, lower than
the lowliest. | have strayed, fallen. | hide mydadn the dark for my remaining days.
Away from my home, away from you, my near and dmags, away from Kolkata,
from my mother | have no means of keeping well.alymot be well, but Kolkata you
keep well. Keep well in sunshine and in rain, mognand evening, in sickness and in
health. Whether | meet you again or not | wish yall. Whether you love me or not,
keep well. If you want to forget me altogether, dat you keep well. If you want to
hate me, do so, but do keep well.
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WHAT IS THIS PUJA? WHATEVER FOR?

here is noEid, no Puja, no Christmas for me, and nduddha
Purnima. | observe neither Hanukkah nor the Sabbath; | mav&ith in God, Ishwar
or Allah. I am a person with no religion whatevebelieve in rationality and free
thinking. | believe in the earthly, the mundane,scialism and in humanism, in
debating and in protest against discrimination of kind.. | may be irreligious, but
not more and more from more than more more tham tfoe them and necessarily
immoral. Am | for that matter, the least bit illita¢? Even my enemies dare not say
that of me. Today, here in secular India, in myrdaty Kolkata | witness all around
me preparation for a religious festival—it is goitm be on a larger scale, more
splendour than before. It reminds of the frenzyobethe Eid in Bangladesh. The rich
competed amongst themselves as to who could buyore rexpensive bull for
slaughter. |1 have never seen the Puja in West Bdngaheard about it. Both my

atheist and religious friends have talked to meuailio

They said it was entirely a Bengali pheeraon and now it has nothing
anymore to do with religion. What about caste atass? None they assure me.
Anybody can join a public festival. Even some Mosliare the Presidents of Puja
Committees, these days. Is that true? | am stunrleask “May ashudrabecome a
priest? Can women touch the idol on days other tharday of immersion? As | ask
these questions | notice the signs of annoyanceaapm the forehead of my friend .in
spite of their trying their best not to show thembarrassment. One of my non-
believer friends dwelling on the flip side of thaj& celebrations, launched on a vivid
description of how the chasm between the rich dredgoor is hideously exposed
during these times. Remembering the festivitiesuneed up his nose in disgust and
said “you call this a festival, when men and dogslsble over the food left over after
the feasting?” | smile wanly and say “that is atés&ind of festival—festival for the

dogs and the poor”



It is a country where people do not even have cleater to drink, lack
education and health care, yet they have to haie Festival! A country which is the
home of ninety-three percent of Asia’s poorest peowhere four hundred million
people live below the poverty line, and forty pericef people are illiterate, needs
must have its Festival where crores and croresipéas will be wasted on senseless

entertainment.

The other day | saw Kolkata by night. The Clubs #m&imansions of the rich
were overflowing with festivities; men were drownacdexpensive liquour. Only a few
steps away from the shining lifestyle of the irgetuals who are spouting day and
night, superior words on politics, socialism, lgimre and the arts, | see any number of
starving, emaciated, suffering people sleepinghenpavement. | was transfixed with
horror, shame and amazement at the sight. Horewause this terrifying disparity
does not seem to be so to the people here, shathe &ct that | am stepping over
these pavement dwellers to go and sleep in my [sedt on the fifth floor of a
mansion. Amazed as to why thousands of people aepting this disparity without
protest. | could never really understand why thegept or are made to accept this
situation.

During the day | have gone round and watched tloavsbf Shani (Saturn)
Puja. Do people really believe that if you worskig®hanj your life will be free of
bad luck and accidents? Not just Bleani Puja people are worshipping everywhere
in a thousand ways. Most people are wearing gerdsséones for all events, like
getting married, keeping cool, increasing virility; winning lawsuits. Every one is
carrying a mobile phone. | have never scene suclkxstence of science and
superstition, amongst any other people. Most ofmtl@oid going into the merits of
the two but keep and use them for comfort and colewee. It is quite patent that
religion is used just for commerce. All that is paping is just that—feathering one’s
nest! Religion has been like that from the very ibeigpg. Some people always
exploited the gullible. Those who exploit are thelwss non-believers and the
exploited are the completely faithful ones. Tharfer were few in the past, now they
have swelled their ranks. It is no longer a maifeshame to use religion in one’s self-

interest in a small or big way. | am not advocatihgt religion in itself is a good



thing, only its misuse is bad. Whatever use it mhayput to religion by itself is not a

good thing. Not for an individual or for the sogietr the state.

We were talking aboupujas and my question was “Do the secularists say
anything about doing away with these pujas? Thevans got was “they do not”. |
was dying to know why they do not. But my eagerngas not welcome to anyone.
Blind faith does encourage such worships, but Ild/gut it more strongly—the more
religion the more of these rituals. But the wayigieh is being nurtured with
indulgence, day in day out, what will it finallydd to? Will the Pujas be still
celebrated in the same way, one or two centuriasd®®When we climb the ladder of
civilization, is not the first rung to be stepped, known as religion? Something
created by men, fanatically anti-women and patniakcAt least that is what | think.
Some people pointed out to me brutally that thoserwwe took be secular are not so
in reality. If the Communists of this regime areniselves non-secular, why blame the
common people? The actual meaning of the word la€cis ‘without any religion,
not just ‘neutral to all religions’. In the name thiis ‘neutrality’ the communists of
today seem to bow down to every religion. At thenedime the ruling parties are
desperate to move religion from being a persorfairato a regional affair, an affair
of the State. They are so conscious about notriguttie religious sentiments of a
single person that they do not hesitate to cudairiter's freedom to write. | was
speechless when | learnt that the renowned Commigaider Hiren Mukherjee wore
the sacred thread till his last days. | am equstligechless to see them running on a

pilgrimage to Tarapith and Bakreshwar!

If festivals are a necessity, then why mugila Boishakh(The Bengali New
Year’'s Day),Varshabaran(welcoming the New YearNabanna The new Harvest)
and so on? Rabindranath Thakur introduced many fastivals in Santiniketan which
are still observed with great enthusiasm. These f@mdtonnection whatever with
religion. Is it not possible for these festivals $pread throughout Bengla and
eventually the whole of India? Maybe it is justr@aim. True, more often than not, |

am in a dreamland!



Has anyone ever proposed that let this year’s dudg@uja expenses be spent
on the uprooted homeless people? Or, if so mamgsrare being spent, then at least
half or a third of it be spent on some other h&dth as for those boys and girls who
are unable to enrol themselves in schools? The yndnat was earmarked for
fireworks be spent on some better cause that ménaiging it to ashes. Whatever
remains be spent on planting a tree or tending@egavhich can give its fragrance all
the year round. Just because we require food et dot mean that we cannot ask for a
rose? In fact, we need both.

Puja touched my life on several occasidio be precise not Puja but
the festival... There used to be several publi@®uj our locality. The mikes blared
forth the whole day. A hundred mikes played a haedddifferent tunes—Hemanta,
Manna Dey, Satinath, Jaganmoy Mitra. | swam inea ef happiness, listening
daylong to their incomparable tunes and words eflyhics. | do not know who was
responsible for piercing our eardrums by songs fatinsides, but still we listened to
those songs, hummed those tunes from morning iilhight—sitting on our rooftop,
or on the raised terrace or the verandah, in #lddj or sitting by the windown a
house where the rule demanded that you stick to gesk and chair, with your school
text book open in front of you, | was wild with agit for these few days, as$hani
the evil Saturn, had been banished from this hobgen after the Pujas were over
and mikes were silenced, they continued to buzaunears, with the undertone of

Satinath’s voice faintly.

It was not as if the songs were all that th@® meant for me. | danced with
excitement at the prospect of doing the roundshefdifferent Pooja pandals. When
the permitted we held their hands and went odhénevenings. Thoughts like what
was the festival about, to what end, never crossgadnind then—I would only think

of the images of goddess Durga and the magic tofitre sculptor-artists.

After | grew up | thought about these fedsvadf their source is religion
and barbarism | would gladly stay away from themdA stick to that. But | am not
suggesting that all, temples, mosques and chutmhéemolished in a spreading wave

of hatred. Roaming round the world, I have beenticalegd by many a temple,



mosque and church. By their unparalleled architattbeauty and magnificence. |
have, in my mind, paid homage to those brillianists whose imagination conceived

these, and not to Ishwar, Allah or God.

Now in my exile | am totally unaware of theginning of the Puja or the
Eid. | only hear about them when they are over.r&li®no need for Eid or Puja in my
life, yet this deathly silence of my exile, makae pine , just for once, to get in touch
with my childhood days filled with the commotion tiose festivals, the lit up
neighbourhood, houses ringing with laughter, huddd@ds of song, and the tumult
all around. My atheism does not confine itself wita bundle of reasoning. | love, |
cry, | let myself be carried away by meaninglesstional things and activities. | dive
headlong into pure happiness and cross over thkessndhore. | adorn the shapely
body of rationalism with seamless emotion. | diilsire people to have sense and
intelligence free from the religion of the decebjefree of ugly superstitions. Let
people live without jealousy, hatred and barbarigrdream of a mankind happily
living and preserving their species in a corneryénxer small, of this huge universe.
This is my dream. | dream of the beautiful. | godveaming, that is all that | am left

with...
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BAT TALAA* AND HAAT TALAA* WILL FLOURISH AGAIN!

It does not make sense. Does it? The Baok Wsed to be held in the
heart of Kolkata. Now the heart has been pushedeat the foot. Nowhere there is
such a to-do about a simple fair. Was it not a enaif great pride that the Book Fair
was held in the city centre?

It is annoying to see such a fuss beimgde over pollution in a city
which itself is a polluting city. As though the emnmentalists will make Kolkata a
clean city overnight, just by stopping the BookrFé¥e simply love to see, feel, smell
and read books. However far the Fair is held, wadl glertainly go. But will we find
there the same sense of grand space, the samelhubbisame liveliness? Maybe in
the beginning we shall miss everything. But sooough it will flourish again like the
fairs under the banyan tree where books are sadychr in the stalls on the market
day in our villages.

In my teens the Book Fair was the fair after myrbhdavas known as a
bookworm. The days of the Book Fair passed in eed&pr me the choice was
between the Book Fair and the rest of the wortthdse the former.. | have seen many
book fairs abroad. There is brisk buying and sglbhbooks, no different from the big
Sales of furniture, household goods, clothing Btioks are a great item of commerce.
But in Bengal the Book Fair still remains somethhferent. It still smells of the
earth. Where else do you have such a Fair undeogbe sky? Everywhere they are
confined within four walls under a concrete rooburneed a heart as wide open in
order to get an open sky for yourself. | am remthdeTagore’s song “Who is it there
in the open sky doling out love with both hands?”

TheMaidan stands alone, a ground filled with emptiness. Wheo
past it, | feel the disturbance in the air, theliwgiin the wind. My heart breaks. Its
soft cry wafts in the air, on the wings of a stijht One can hear it in one’s heart not
by one’s ear. Amending another Tagore song slightkeep my heart open, O my
dear, to hear you again and again in the deepgeadesny heart” (In the original it is

“I keep myears open..)



Does not theMaidan also miss the meeting of lacs of people? Those
making a show of their concern have left Miaidan naked; seem to be totally callous
about the feelings of thklaidan itself. Does not earth exist just for man? Sthis
open forest. If there were no human beings whatlavtinese hundreds of green fields,
hundreds of open grounds and stretches of earthreeé? With whose happiness will
they swing in harmony? Man loves the earth. He davelisplay of green, loves clean
air. It is not man who spreads pollution, it isyotile polluted politics of a few which
does. The kind of politics which spends millions senseless luxury, instead of
spending it to ensure a pollution-free environment!

As a child, 1 used to go to the gaiholding my father's hand. We
used to buy so many things—bamboo flutes, puffeel, orses and animals made out
of crystallized sugar, clay dolls, mangoes, jadk$ralso made out of clay, and palm-
leaf fans. Today | have the same excitement abigiiing the Book fair. Ageing does
not necessarily mean fossilization .1 still jumpiwjoy and make a din, on any happy
occasion. . The rules about what to do or not da eg¢rtain age, are just redundant;
these are the perverted creations of some consarvatople.. Even now | tremble
with emotion at the prospect of a Book Fair agdlidimy childhood for the local fairs.
| do not write any book with the Book Fair in mirmecause | am still unable to think
of it as a commercial exhibition. Books sell wdlltls Fair, So most writers try their
level best to get something out for this occasitust as they put themselves out |
withdraw myself, and put by my pen and papers. htwa enjoy myself at this time,
not to write.. |1 write only when | must. | shall & when | am in deep pain for those
unfortunates who suffer in the hands of those wéaeit/e and torture them. .| weep as
| write and go on writing as | wipe my tears. Thesay be published any time of the
year. | do not target the Book Fair, others maye Book Fair happens to be my joy,
my festival, the breath of my life, my childhoody wandy horse...!

Of the myriad stars in the sky | do not know efhone is my father. Does he
know that | think of him, can he see me wipe mygdda secret when | go buying

books, flutes as go round the fair ground?



Why have | started living in Kolkata now@id not lack fame, reputation
honour, or money in the West.. | left all that éurn to my own soil--Bengal. Bengal
is one, merely that some people have erected &baetween its two halves. | am
borderless, bound for the infinite. Barriers betweeuntries, between states and even
between different localities: | do not feel likeossing so many barriers! | long for a
world without frontiers. not that you can havedt the asking. But let the longing be.
Now | am here in this West Bengal, because | loeadal, becausBanglais my
mother-tongue, in which | speak and write The geltof Bengal is my culture within
which | grew up. Everyone should have the freedortive in any part of the world
one likes. Can | convince the higher-ups, with adrad reasons as to why the area
known as Bengal is a vital necessity for a Bengailier? If | could | would have got
my citizenship in a trice. Europe saved my life. &@pwing me permanent residence
India can save me my writer’s identity. But willey? If they do not then | shall have
to go and live one of those dead cities in an di. In those towns where Book
fairs are held within the confines of four wallsden a roof of concrete; where there is
no open sky. Can a human being survive withoutpansky?
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*BaT=the banyan tremlaa=underneath, ground. The reference is to the
local fairs held under its shade, where cheapaditof popular books are sold
* HaaT= open marketplace
* Maidan=A large open field. In the centre of thy ©f Calcutta, adjacent to
the Fort William barracks, there is a very largadj which was originally used as a
parade ground for the troops. Now, known as thed$uof Calcutta”, it is the venue of
amateur football and Cricket games and events afynkinds like the Book Fair for

instance.



DAYS GO BY, AND SO GOES THE FUTURE OF FAIRS!

In my childhood, in Mymensingh, there used to besfaoth on the days
of theRath* and theUltoRathfestivals. The fairs used to be held on the pavésnein
the Swadeshi Bazaar., on thghtami(the eighth day of the lunar phase). Holding on
to my father’s fingers, | used to move freely aleothe fair, deeply happy.. My father
used buy us puffed rice of the season and toys ratef sugar. We made childish
demands for clay dolls, bamboo flutes and coloudidphants and horses. What
excitement in those days, those fairs, my childhdayks!

Later in my teens when my heart was dedictigubetry, | used to listen to
stories about the Book Fair. Confined to a life hmme in the small town of
Mymensingh it was truly beyond our dreams to vie# Book Fair in the city of
Dhaka illuminated with red and blue lights. Somexhalong the line, what was
beyond dream actually became a dream, lying in iwahe deep recesses of my heart.
After an interminable wait, this shameless, impentt dream of mine came true. | did
visit the Book Fair at long last.

From then on it is always me and the Book Faitatted to soak myself
in the smell of books. | ran through the time, frtme month ofChaitra (mid-April,
the start of the Bengali New Year) till Magthe end of the Bengali year), only
waiting for Falgun (springtime, usually when Book Fairs are heldroone. | suffer
these eleven months only on the promise of one evhwnth’s enjoyment. | have no
religious belief. | have always kept myself awagnfrreligious festivals. | do not think
that all the pleasures of Paradise that | havednhe&rcan ever match the pleasure
afforded by the book fair of the Twenty-first Feary... Every year a book of mine
comes out; | have a great time with my writer fdenexchange views with my
readers and recite my poems from various platfoimgie midst of these tumultuous
days aatwalis issued by the wise, learned Book Fair Commitb@@ning the entry of
my books at the Fair. The reason for this order stated to be prevention of the

vitiating atmosphere caused by the regular burihgwy books and attacks against



my person, at the Book fair. Year in year out thé I held, all my friends revel in it,
only | stay a prisoner in my home; all the whiley khind on the Fair
Afterwards | have been to many a boak-+fall abroad. Not only was |

banned entry to any one of them, | was actuallytéavto attend. Not just a simple
invitation, | was often asked to inaugurate larggaértant Fairs in many European
countries. | have been a Guest of Honour, or a iSpeuwvitee.. In spite of such
welcome abroad, | still miss the Book Fairs at Chakd at Kolkata. A ground full of
dust, dotted with little huts, books heaped onckety table, books poorly printed
poorly bound; yet my heart lies in this fair aloB®ok Fairs in no other country draws
me the way the Fairs in Bengal do

In the glittering Book Fairs abroad, beautifullyoguced expensive books by
famous writers are published, serious learned dmons ,in depth are held,
everything is perfect, flawless, still my heart dgnfor the dusty Fairs of Bengal. |
have addressed this question to myself and alwagseaup with the same answer
every time. The answer was that the Fairs in Beagalvibrant with life. the like of
which | never found in any Book fair anywhere ie thorld. After having been to the
resplendent Fairs in the rich countries, the Faiithis poor country has seemed to me
to be the richest. When | inhale the air of the fiegre, | breathe the air of life. Not just
because it was the love of my childhood and mydgebut this Fair has a scent of its
own which reminds me about my self, my own identitys the fragrance of the earth.
Being away from the soil far too long we forget hawach we owe it. Abroad, any
sizeable Fair takes place within four walls, newera field or close to the ground.
You cannot get a glimpse of the sky even if you tednt. The object of a Book Fair
there is buying and selling of books, the aim is ohtrading; both the author and the
publisher count their monies. But Book Fairs in ando not smell of such
commerce, at least not to me. The great thing fdsatinates me, beyond the trivial
financial transactions is Love, the true love bewdéiterature and Man. | can smell
the excitement in the air that new writer feels whes book comes out after the
labour of one full year.. It is a crowd of thousaraf people; those who cannot afford
to buy books come at least for the pleasure ofitapkt books, smelling them, those

who have saved money in their piggy banks for alevgear only for this day; people



who have come from far away, by bus, train or oot.fd see their faces here. The
Book Fair is something more than just books. lassthough one can embrace the
whole of Bengal’s culture in a single afternoon,are ground. It is indeed a Fair for
our union.

.When an alien culture consumes our own then we dtivingly to our proud
heritage. In the same way we have taken unto cant ligis Fair. The vibrancy of this
Fair reminds us we are still alive, alive in areimde fashion. This Fair is not all about
Bengali identity alone, but it is also one of umsad awakening. It is a Fair of free
thinking, of freely opening your heart and speak @uthe open air, under the open
sky.

Bangladesh has shut its door to me: | carenattend the Book Fair in
Dhaka even if | die longing for it. Now West Bendmdppens to be my motherland.
The Kolkata Book Fair is my book fair. | do not ieek that there are not hundreds of
Sharmilas to embrace me lovingly, just becausevaMallikas are kicking me in a fit
of rage. | do not think anyone will rush to blackewg face or behead me, just because
there is datwaagainst me. There is no reason for them to db Isave committed no
crime!

My greatest sorrow is that in a city which is dearte me, a city where

| get the greatest of love and affection, | havévwe guarded by the police. | cannot
roam around the city as | please. | want to walkbgl myself in the midst of the
crowd, but | may not. The Government of India akalvme visa on condition that
there will be a pilot car in front another policarvbehind my car; | have to bear with
the torture of their sirens. | have pleaded thaave no need for security, and the
answer was, in that case there is also no neednérto visit India.. But here in
Kolkata, on many occasions, | have been disobedirdtwent out with my friends
defying their vigilance. Even that little freedomasvsuch a pleasure. | am a very
ordinary person, and | want to mix with the comnpaople in the normal way. | want
to share with them their joys and sorrows. | wanitite about them. Besides | do not
want a single person disturbed, or a single pieublic fund be spent on my account. |
come to Kolkata to lead a peaceful life. | com&udkata for solace, sick and tired in

body and mind, like a person who has lost his wal/r@amed round many countries,



for many days. | drink to my heart’s content, tio®lcclear water of Kolkata, like life-
giving nectar. | revive. | dreamed of living in Kailta, in a little room of mine own in
one corner of the city. Alas it never came to pass.

| cannot be a permanent resident here, becausestipposed to be a foreigner.
| have been trying for over a year but with no sscso far.

| have a dream which holds me in a tramomfthe moment | set foot in

Kolkata—that just like many others | may also h#we liberty to move about at will;
let anyone meet me if they so wish, reach me andhtane, that | may be able to
convince them | am not a rare person, | am theim and | am related to them all.. Let
these two hands and this shoulder of mine be hlebgebeing able to lighten the
burden of even one sad woman. Let me be spareshdmae of moving around with a
vehicle with sirens, in this beloved city of minget me roam about in the Book Fair
like any other visitor. Let me not be circumscribdeg laid down limits. Let me not
ever need the services of security men. Let thelp&olove be my only security!
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THOSE WHO HAVE LOST THEIR HOMES .

“Freedom is always and exclusively, freedom for dime who thinks
differently”
Rosa Luxembourg

After trudging through nyayears of my life, | look back and
see them in unrelieved grey. Out of that graynesslenly a forgotten dream appears
before me, now and then. Or a particular memorglshiento my solitary, silent room,
shakes me up, makes me cry and drags me towarde thndom days. On those
moments, is it possible for me to resist retracimgsteps among those lanes and bye-
lanes, part the layers of darkness and pick upwnafifiezen pieces of memory? But
what is the use? What is lost is lost forever! Wisathe point of picking them up
gently with soft fingers, clearing the cobwebs &mgers of dust, those dreams that are
dead for a long time so that they can longer begeized as dreams even. What is
gone is gone for ever! | know all that, yet my exilas, time and again made me look
back and | have retraced my past in a trance. dikgghtmare, a particular night has
cast its pall of sorrow on me. It is then thatdrttd recounting the story of that girl. A
shy, obedient girl who grew up within the narronwubd of strict family control and
exploitation ; one whose little desires and indatges where crushed and thrown out
into the garbage heap; one who had to repulseutimd) hairy hand again and again,
it is her story that | have narrated. | have tible story of the girl who as a teenager
began to nurse a few modest dreams, one who fédvm all of a sudden, and in her
youth wanted to secretly get married and lead plsitife like so many other ordinary
girls. | have related the tale of that girl who wdeceived by the person she loved
most—her own husband, the girl whose house of toiétpsed like a house of cards,
the girl who shrunk out of intense grief, regretl gain and driven by extreme shame
and torture and even thought of taking the grininpditsuicide. | have told the story of
that grieving girl. That girl who gathered up thelken pieces of her shattered dreams



in the hope living again, begged for a small cofoetherself, within a cruel, heartless
society; the one who was compelled to submit hetsethe care of a male guardian,
as the social mores demanded, and still had tesbidéw after blow, the kind of blow
that destroys the foetus in the womb, which dragrsitood night after night, the blow
of dishonesty, cruelty, mistrust and humiliationonly wrote about that trampled,
bitten, pitiable woman. But the unhappy woman glHherself up again with whatever
strength she was left with, this time, without biegganyone for a standing room .This
time she fought her own battle all by herself, diveerself, was her own support; this
time she has not submitted herself to anyone, baeenounced the world because she
was deprived; she turned her back on the censuo¢hefs. | have written about this
turnaround. This girl cared a fig for the multifaws social taboos, every fall taught
her the lesson that helped her to be up on heafggh, every stumble took her on the
way to walk straight and she found her true pathdsyng her way ever so often.
Gradually, she realized a new understanding antidemte grow within her. That her
life was entirely her own, not anyone else’s. Sloe@had command over her destiny.
| have described the development of that persomutabhe environment and
neighbourhood that shaped and built her, the perndon was not burnt to ashes by
the fire of patriarchy, but came out as temperedlst

Was | wrong? | may not think so but tonyathers it was a grave
trespass on my part. | committed a grave offencexposing this story. | am being
put on the dock before the public for my crimemight not have been treated as an
offence had | not disclosed that the girl whose taltold was none but me, me
Taslima. | could indulge in anything in my imagiloat, | can depict falsehoods, | may
even write about a girl different from the restl Alat may be tolerated, but in the
world of reality, here and now, no one will stahe &arrogance of a real woman who
proclaims that she is the woman of the story, fitegt has overcome her sorrow and
resolved to live her life as she pleases. Suclomtffdoes not behove any woman.
Truly I am a misfit in a totally patriarchal ambgn

In my beloved country, in this WestnBal, | am a forbidden name, a

banned person, a proscribed a book. My name musb&aittered, | may not be

approached, and | shall not be of the read. Pratiognmy name might spoil the



tongue, touching me will pollute the hand and regdne will be loathsome.. That is
me. For a long time, not just now.

Even if | am minced to a thousand psedeshall never admit that it
was wrong of me to have writtddwikhandita (Split in Two). Is it a crime to write
one’s autobiography? Is it a sin to reveal the deegrets of one’s life? The prime
condition of writing an autobiography is that ewbigg should be in the open; nothing
should be hidden under the carpet. Autobiograplaikes meant to reveal secrets
hitherto unknown. | have tried honestly and faitlyfio follow this condition. Even
though there was no controversy about the first Weloimes of my autobiography—
Aamaar MeyebelagMy Girlhood), andUtal Haowa (The Wild Wind)—this third
volume has become the subject of debate, here ist Bengal. | did not start this
debate; others did. Many have opined that | haveethghosen an excitable topic. But
in whichever context such questions may be validannot be relevant in case of an
autobiography. | have only narrated the eventsvamigd experiences of my growing
years.

There are many definitions of an aidgkaphy. Most people take to
the kind of autobiography which presents beautfafmons and ideal examples.
Usually the savants write their autobiographiespriaher to, illuminate others with his
ideals of life. to perceive the truth, and guidenthon the right path. | am no savant, or
an intellectual nor a super person. | am nothindp hot write my life story with the
noble object of illuminating the blind. | am onlypmosing the wounds, the frustrations
of an insignificant individual.

Even if | am no great literary figure @ celebrated personality, | can
not deny that there have been remarkable eventsinlife. It is surely not a
commonplace existence, if my life incites thousaofipeople demand my head, on
account of my ideals and beliefs, if my books amerted one after another because
they are contrary to established opinions, if tia@esmachinery robs me of my right to
live in my own country, it is just because | tdlettruth. As this particular life has
been discussed and presented in many ways by gasdipearsay, should | not take
the responsibility of presenting it in its entiretyAfter all no one knows better than

me this life of mine.



If I do not open up myself, reveal saly fully, and specially do not
expose those events of life that distressed miedd not lay bare my good and bad
points, faults as well as good qualities, the gand the evil in me, my all the in the
know now is lawyers and the U.N. joys and sorromvg,cruel and generous aspects,
then it is no autobiography—at least not to meeétature for the sake of literature is
not the last word for me; there is also somethikg, Ihonesty which | value a great
deal.

Whatever my life has been like, howewvaferior, however
blameworthy, I am not going to deceive myself, whestart writing about my own
life. Regardless of whether the reader hates mieals like throwing me out, on
reading my life story, | shall have the satisfacttbat | am not cheating my readers. |
am not presenting a made-up story to the readénepretence of an autobiography. |
am narrating unhesitatingly the whole truth abowtlifie, even if the truth may not be
always decent and palatable. Whatever has takete pla my life has already
happened; | can neither alter nor deny you nedadov did you see a long and only
ten oh them by claiming that they never happenextcept the ugly as well as the
beautiful equally well.

Darts of ridicule are being ainmadne; | am being drowned in the
slush of insult and calumny—for one and only oresom, that | dared speak the truth.
Everybody can not face the truth all the time. Tlowuld tolerate myAamaar
meyebelaa’and ‘Utal Haoa’' but the truth in‘Dwikhanditaa’ proved too much for
them. In the first, when | narrated the story of humiliation, people felt sorry for
me. In the second volume, where | was deceived pyhusband, even then people
sympathized with my plight. But when in the thirdblwme | talk about my
promiscuity, they condemn and reject me. This caly smean one thing. It is only
when a woman is tortured; when she is weak, hedpdesl suffering that she is an
object of pity and affection. But the moment shaaslonger tortured or helpless, the
moment she stands straight and asserts her rigieaks the social taboos for the
freedom of her body and mind, then she is no lofigeable, but becomes an object
of hatred. | was aware of this character of ouietggstill | did not hesitate to present

myself in the open.



A major issue in the debatewlidwikhanditaais sexual liberty.
Deeply mired in the prejudices, most men in ouretgdeel annoyed, offended and
angry when a woman proclaims openly her sexuattiibeThe sexual freedom | talk
about is not just a belief for me, but in my owie li have established it. Yet no man
will have me just because he desires me! This Boidaot yet ripe to accept such ato
the right for any woman. They are not prepareddcept that a woman can have
pleasure with men of her choice and yet strictlyntaén her sexual purity.

Our rich and famous writers areihgva grand time calling me a
fallen woman, only proving thereby their opporttigisnale supremacy, in a terribly
grimy patriarchal society. They satisfy their lugith the fallen women and at the
same time do not lose any opportunity to use thedwhallen’ as a term of abuse.
Using women as sex-slaves is an age-old pracidewikhandital have talked about
my struggle against the male-dominated societpvehalked about protesting against
the oppression of women and minorities by suchcesp But no one has uttered a
word about that; they only talk about sexualityeyhgnored my tears, my sufferings;
their only concern was with my sexuality then. Thaitention was focused on my
relationships with men; they only noticed my arnogg in opening my mouth on a
deeply secret and nasty subject like sex!

History shows us that in a unenlightersaciety, any woman has
rebelled against male domination, declared herpeddence, wanted to break her
shackles, she has been branded as a ‘fallen wobhwrg ago | also wrote in the
preface to Nashto meyer nashto gady@oor Prose from a Naughty girl) that I like to
call myself fallen in the eyes of this societyislwvell-known that if a woman wants to
be rid of her sad plight, if she stands up agdmstotten rules of any religion, society
or state, protests against the many means of asgipg her, if she is conscious of her
rights, then the gentlemen of the society is sardub her ‘fallen’ It seems that the
first condition for a woman to be emancipated ibeégome a ‘fallen woman’; there is
no way to be free of the grip of a python socidtye woman whom the society brands
as ‘fallen’, is indeed a truly healthy, pure hunimging, | still believe that if a woman
truly wants to earn her freedom and become a abp then she has to be a ‘fallen’

one in the eyes of the society. Of all the enconsiurhave earned, | consider ‘fallen



woman’ the highest. | have earned this sobriqueabse | was able to effectively hurt
the wicked corpus of the male-dominant system. Thisy life’s achievement as a
woman and as a writer.

Because of this book one Bangladesiter has filed a suit for libel,
against me. Someone in Calcutta has also followséd Bhey did not stop with the
court case but also raised the demand for banhiedpook. | fail to understand how
one writer can ask for another writer’'s book topbehibited. Many lies and imaginary
gossip have been spread against me, but | didumotar the court on that account. |
believe in Voltaire’s wordsjé ne suis absolument pas d’accord avec vos ideas
je ne battrais pour que vous puissez les expirerhdy not agree with your views but
| shall fight till the end for your right to expregourself).

So many people have written thetobiographies; they did not distil
only the sanitized aspects of their lives for thadrrative. In any real person’s life
there are bound to be some slips, some mistakese slark spots, some thorns—
something or the other.

Even the great ones were not free of blemishesist&r religious leader
Augustine (335-430) did not hesitate to write fignibout his anti-social, immoral
reckless life. He did not hide anything about hesual profligacy, his fathering an
illegitimate child. Even Mahatma Gandhi has adrdittew he tested hisrhmacharya
(vow of celibacy and continence) by sharing his adéth young girls in undress. Let
us take the case of the French author Jean JaBpuesseau (1712-1778) who in his
‘Confessions’ has narrated all that he has doniowt reserving anything unsavoury
in a secret chamber for himself .In his days theexe few who could accept
Rousseau’s ideals. That mattered little to him desg without restraint all his
misdeeds. Apart from Madame Gautier and many otlwnen, even Madame de
Warren whom he addressed as ‘mother’ was the objdds sexual arousal. Benjamin
Franklin (1709-1790) in his autobiography has déssrthe tumultuous, wild days of
his youth and mentions how he brought into his karis illegitimate son William.
Bertrand Russell has talked about his illicit nelaship with different women. The
relationship that Lady Ottolin Momel had with T.8dEs wife Vivian is no secret.

Leo Tolstoy made no secret about his encounter withrostitute at age fourteen,



sexual relationship with women of the lowest strafasociety and with married
women. He also wrote frankly about his venereaaie. One may well ask why they
had to publicly present facts which were unaccdptabthe society. There must have
been a reason for it. Either they did not hiderttwie character from the public or
they narrated these as significant events in the@s. Did they become outcasts
because of this or does anyone today, call thenesirables? No one thinks so, not
only have they retained their position in society are today glorified as apostles of
truth.

Man-woman relationship is no longer kept under coire the Western
countries, for quite a while now. Recently a Fremaman, Catherine Millais in her
book ‘La vie sexuelle’ has written about the unkaitsexuality of the sixties and a
sensational story of her affairs with many men.olighout the book there is vivid
description of sexual union But has it made inet#hce? Has the book been denied a
place in the shelf of Literature? The answer is@abriel Garcia Marquez in ‘Vivi par
Contrala’ has left nothing unsaid about his frolwgh other people’s wives. Will
anyone call Marquez a bad character or rush todhé to have his books banned?

Biographies of eminent people are beinglipned all the time all over
the world. The biographers write them after yedrmt@nse research. Every secret of
their lives is being dug up. Even Rabindranath Telgofamily secret is not spared.
Are the public aware of the reason why he, a staitg of child marriage, arranged
the marriage of his own daughter at a tender afpe?pdint is that, need the readers be
aware of such facts of the author’s life, at all? is totally irrelevant to find out who
did what, where or what was his lifestyle, then wéwo much research to establish
such facts? As a result of these researches tlyeapioers present hitherto unknown
facts in a celebrity’s life, and it is possibleanalyze and revaluate not only the man
but also his creative works in the light of the rewts.

Quite a number of Bengali male writers ot averse to secretly play
the game of lust and love with many women. Evemghothey lightly pass over such
facts in their own story of life they do not hesstao visit the characters of their
writings with the same. But nobody questions th&he question arises only when a

woman writes about sexuality, be it in her autobapyy or her novels and stories.



Sexuality is a man’s exclusive inheritance from faither. | am not allowed to write
the same way as a male writer can, | have to cibwgp.. Because | am a woman!
Only a man has the right to play with or write abaoman’s behinds, breasts, thighs
and sex. How can a woman also have those rights?rmale-dominated society did
not give this right to women. All these objectia@re, because defying the taboo, I still
wrote, however pitiable, however tragic my tale wasespassed beyond my rights
For a man, it has been always a maftprowess as to how many love
affairs he has had or how many women he had slgbt.\But let a woman put down
in black and white about her own love affairs oxus¢ experience, she becomes
immediately, a traitor, and a depraved adulterdshave said things in my
autobiography which must not be said. | have crbsle limit; | have overdone it. |
have been obscene, indulged in raking up filthyy ngatters. What takes place behind
closed doors, by mutual consent must not be taitemit. Those are not important
enough. But | think they are, because these veentsvand disasters are the basic
elements for the task | am engaged in, namelyedorrstruct this Taslima, with all my
beliefs and doubts, my opinions and ideals and atiyie and mores. | am no upstart.
This person, contrary to a paragon of virtues,visr bit, the product of her social
environment. | feel this self-analysis is esseribalunderstanding my own self.

I may have disgraced myself butavd no reason to tarnish the
reputation of others. | am only writing about myrolife, not anyone else’s, yet many
have raised the question of bringing into disrepghte family and social prestige of
others. | am not clear as to why men who are sohyp@about their prestige commit
such acts that they well understand, will hurt threputation. They say | have been
unfaithful! But have | promised anyone that | shadt reveal anything ever? They
assume that there is an unwritten understanding'trith, this excuse about
‘understanding’ is brought up exactly by those vidsar their divine character will be
blemished, if their secrets come to light! And ket threaten with red eyes that if |
trespass my limits then, | shall be properly puadfor breach of trust..

But in case | consider it proper to publgsomething and proceed to do
so, what then? May | know who will teach the distion between right and wrong

and to whom? .What if | consider something not ¢oodbscene? Who indeed is the



venerable arbiter between what is unprintable ahatws not? Whose responsibility is
it to draw the lines of limit? Is it not for me ttecide what to include and what to
exclude from my own autobiography? Or is it for goffom, Dick and Harry—some
Maksud Ali or Keramat Mian or Paritosh and HaridRedl—to tell me what to write

and how much.

Critics want to mark my freedom afifulness. The fact is that all
our values—vice and virtue, taste and the lack,df@auty and ugliness —are the result
of eons of patriarchal training. The characterssbf a woman, namely her softness,
docility, submissiveness, chastity, beauty andepag all follow from this teaching.
This is why our conditioned consciousness panidheatprospect of facing the rude
reality. We close our ears to any rude words, augg rises. And that is exactly what
is happening with some critics. Questions have lmeated as to whether | have the
right to pen my autobiography and serialize it. B® honest everyone has the
inalienable right to publish one’s autobiographyek the self-conceited journalist
who feels there is a grave risk in allowing me totey has his rights. | am being
blamed for being extremely irresponsible.

| may be irresponsible and unreasonable but sithlunwilling to give up my
rights. George Bernard Shaw said “A reasonable adapts himself to the world. An
unreasonable man persists in trying to adapt thiédwo him. Therefore, all progress
depends upon the unreasonable man.” | Taslimareobthem. | am an insignificant
writer. | do not make such a stupendous claimttiatvhole world’s progress depends
in the least on me! But | would gladly welcome thecision of the wise that | am
foolish and unreasonable. It is because | am fodist | did not seal my lips and
spoke out the unspeakable and did not stand agetewhen an entire society spat at
me. Because | am a fool, | took a stood firmlyiagiathe onslaught of the big sharks
of patriarchy.

Perhaps my ignorance, my stupidity and my unreddenass are my greatest
assets.

The question of religion has been dialso. Those who know me are

aware that | speak out against all kinds of religidyranny. Religion also from the

start has been male-dominated. The custodiansadloavérs of the patriarchal system



can not possibly, tolerate anything against religipersonages or books. It is these
great men who have had me exiled! | have paid migtife the price of speaking the
truth. How much more do | have to suffer still?

Banning of my books on the pretext oégble riots is not new here in
West Bengal, the same excuse was used in BangladeshMy books are not the
cause for the constant clashes we see in this@uinent. The reason lies somewhere
else. | am not at all a factor in the oppressionnoforities in Bangladesh, the
massacre of Muslims in Gujarat, the harassmenBibfaris in Assam, the attack on
Christians in Orissa or the clashes between SmdsSainnis in Pakistan Even as an
insignificant writer | do write for humanity,. | \e with all my heart the truth that all
people are equal and every one has the right ¢olike a human being, regardless of
religion, race or gender. No, no such calamitowenexlike riots take place because of
my books. If any such thing happens it happensydifmalone. | am punished for my
writing, no one else. It is my house which is setfioe. My poor self has to lose my
home everywhere.

2003



YOU FALLEN WOMAN--YOU ARE FORBIDDEN TO SPEAK!

From the time | set foot in Kolkattrange things are happening,
one after the other. | would not say they are hapgespontaneously. | have been
noticing for quite some time that little by littlmy entry into the literary world of
Kolkata is being prohibited.

Festivities and poetry-readings are beiell lall over; every poet has
been invited bar one—me! Only one has been bariredg me! My last invitation
was three years ago. When | reached the Nandatodudi with my invitation letter,
the convener informed me that my name was not etighof poets, so | may have no
chance to read my poems

No, | am not in the least eagelnéaon any dais. | am beginning to feel in
my bones, something familiar, and something | hexygerienced before. This conspiracy
to gently remove me from every agenda, to push mefthe dais is but all too familiar.
| know this process of turning me into a prohibitetdhtter, only too well. | have
experienced indifference at close quarters. In Balggh, | have been thrown aside,
rejected, ostracised. Gradually, | began to losdriagds, lived confined to my room and
lived like an exile in my own home; until that nigbf horror arrived when | was driven
out of my room, my family, my society and even mgtherland! Those days remain
with me more as unbearable nightmares than as meraories. The poet's of this
Bengal welcomed lovingly a banned person from tteeroBengal. But that was in the
beginning; after sometime started the chase...eTagr many reasons and many ways of
throwing one out. In Kolkata | am not confined saai but | can feel trouble brewing.
Bad days will follow; sometimes silently, sometinweish clamour. My books have been
banned and with both official and private encounagiet my name is creeping into the
list of undesirables. Sometimes | am alarmed faktlthat perhaps | am back in
Bangladesh. | fear that maybe little by little, stBengal also wants to become like
Bangladesh. Maybe it does!

In Bangladesh, | was banned to enterBbok fair. Here the dust and

din of the Book Fair is not yet out of bounds foe.mstill have some place to breathe



in and out. | maybe banned out of Government offened stables, from the prominent
areas of culture, but I am still welcome to theyverdinary people--to their hearts.
They are the ones who keep me alive. Even nowtalkeof the Book Fair makes the
blood rush through my veins. | come from beyond skeas, to this dusty city of
Kolkata just to see this Book Fair. | come as itpmy heartstring. | have always held
that there is no book fair anywhere in the worldifelike the Kolkata Book Fair. But
despite all this excitement of the Book Fair nowwhong can it go on?. | dread to
think of its fate a hundred years hence. Most ef llew generation can not read or
write Bangla, many can not even speak it, or if/tb@n, they do not or do not wish to
speak the language. They have no love for Banglthénleast. Perhaps a Fair of
Bangla Books may survive for quite sometime amonlgstpoorest of peasants in
some remote villages. If a Book Fair is held atital likely to take place in the open
fields in the village landscape. The Bangla languisgslowly becoming the language
of the untouchables, the language of the downtnodidam prepared to give up all for
the sake of Bangla, but the language of the exuois destined to disappear
according to natural law. That there was a langueajked Bangla, will someday
become a matter of history, at least in West Benifalot in East Bengal. Maybe,
maybe not; | see more chance of the former. Theg8lemppears to be embarrassed
about his own tongue. Usually, when | am in Benbakver speak to any one in any
other language than Bangla. | carry on in Bangth @& Bihari cabman, or a Marwari
businessman or an artist from Uttarpradesh, aflidgivn Bengal. | do not believe in the
theory or excuse that otherwise they will not fallevhat is being said. The truth is
that they follow all right, but no Bengali wants gove them the chance to speak it
properly. All languages are beautiful, and | res@#idanguages but being in Bengal |
want to savour the pleasure of speaking its lang@agl also share it with others. This
does not diminish one’s worth, but enhances ibné has no respect for oneself then
he can not also bring anything worthwhile into bign life. In the same way if one
does not love this language then he will fail teeganything of worth to the land or its
people whose language it is.

I had long talks with publishersBdngla books, and | was surprised

to find that in spite of people being glued to T, Computer, MP3 and DVD the



sale of books did not go down, as feared. Aftepekis came publishers were sure that
nobody would buy books anymore; but that did nqiges either. It is however true
that the advent of the internet the sale of boo&stwp in some ways, but it also came
down in other ways.

Combing the bookshops you got some titles you vehbtg others were just
not there. No end of such problems. But in thermgeshops we get titles from any
country in the world, with just a few clicks. A feslicks more and the book arrives at
your doorstep. The system of gift presentational$® wonderful. Clicks and clicks
and the book is sent to whomever you want, wrappealgift paper of your choice ,
even, adding a few words that you wanted to wiitéis way the sale of books has
increased. Yet the sales have also decreaseddgegau can access any information
you want. If one is interested in a particular topicosts both time and money to track
books on the subject, in the internet and thenthasn.; but you can read up all about
it in the internet. It saves both time and mondye Tlever ones choose this path.

The largest bookshop in the worldné&on.com’ is now on
internet.. In 1994 the founder of Amazon Co, JosBpbes , noticed that internet
business is increasing at an annual rate of 22005%he decided to put his shop in
the net, and in no time his sales spread to mane 160 countries and well above the
home sales figure of 130 billion .Amazon .com hawerthan 5 million books, CDs
and DVDs, comprising 3 million books alone. Tod#yre are many Bangla book
sellers on the Net. Credit cards are also gainmogrgd; so why lag behind? There is
indeed no reason: still | feel like going aroundkshops, handling books, searching
for titles and buying books

Maybe not today but some day in theait future even the internet
bookshops will vanish specially, if the shop selger books. If books are sold at all
it will be electronic books on the internet. Thatnhat | gather from the air all around.
But the heart refuses to accept it. | wish thahdaas be held month after month, year
after year.

Let there be a host of Fairs, let it be a gameedrfidplost forever, and let it be
the time for love! But my wishes will not stop tpeogress of Science. | am by no

means anti-science; on the contrary | am a beligvecience perhaps a bit too much.



But that does not mean that | would like to seewitoeld overrun by robots. If one
depends too much on machines, then the mind to® tgebe mechanical. | shall
certainly pity the children of the future if theyeadeprived of the unique pleasure of
turning the pages of a book whilst savouring a kredaoasted puffed rice and a cup

of hot tea. There are certain things for which ¢here no substitutes.

What is the situation in West Bal? Selling books to Bangladesh
is nearly at an end. But does it mean that no bao&sold any more? Books are still
being sold but the growth in the number of read@gs behind the rate of growth of
literacy. Who are the majority of readers? Somelipibrs were unanimous in their
answer-‘it is the women'’ followed by the childrerhavread a lot now. Men are the
least among them. They read little but write anhare. The women on the other hand
read a lot more than they write. So amongst writeesn outnumber the women. Men
tend to dispense more knowledge than they imbibat I§ where the problem lies..
Women are far more observant than men, yet thete uass. Lack of time is the only
reason for it. Women have to manage the familythechousehold. Looking after the
children, cooking meals for everyone, and hundiddsuch chores handicap women
physically, mentally and psychologically. They gaach less leisure than the men for
creative activities like writing or sketching. ladt, for women, such activities are still
not considered as work proper. Household is the firiority, and only after that, if
the husband or his family permit, them to take ygbeor any other profitable work
(not all kinds of work but only those consideredatle for women) can be thought
of. Somehow, with great reluctance, it may be tikat, but a stylish activity as
writing is just out of the question. On the partvadmen, it is nothing but fashion,
coquetry and indulgence. Therefore women consgiousstrain themselves from
appearing to be overtly forward. Patriarchy setortse resting more on the support of
women than men. After all it is not for long thabmven have been literate. A male-
dominated society did not even give them the opmay.

If one observes carefully, the eliéhce between West Bengal and
Bangladesh is disappearing to a large extent..eThsed to be a lot pf piracy on the

other side. As soon as a novel appeared in the Aupaal magazine here, it would



appear in print as a book there. Who is goingap sthom? There is no law against it
and even if there is, it is not enforced. | was tedelieve that there may be piracy
elsewhere but not here in West Bengal.! But inltbek area of College Street pirated
books are selling like anything, under the veryasosf the publishers. | am stunned at
the absence of any concern about this booming (fajgrated versions and at no
voices being raised against it. A poor helplesgenilike me has no way to find out
who is or are the printers and publishers of thaisated books. | hear that books
worth a hundred rupees fetch as much as a thowwahdive hundred. The people in
Lallbazar (the police headquarters in Calcutta)rsée be particularly kind towards
these merchants of pirated books and not in faebany action against them. Many
complaints have been made that these illegal tsader selling illegal books in an
illegal manner, but the administration showed rtergst in proceeding against them.
The book Dwikhandita’has been out for over a year and it is still bannetlis state.
When it was banned in West Bengal there was sowtegir but it was fruitless. The
West Bengal government did not lift the ban. Thasied item still remains so. The
government has robbed, with ease, the writer dhaisight to express his/her opinion
and also robbed the reader of his right to readteviea he likes to read. | fear that if
pirated books are sold like this, easily withoutde hindrance, then it will become a
habit to distribute only such pirated editionssitertainly difficult to imagine a scene
where the College Street is inundated with pirabedks, infested with thieves,
robbers, liars and black marketers! If corruptisialerated, malpractices are bound to
be rampant and beyond control. In Bangladesh tstaited with a few publishers of
pirated books, and now they have the upper handhd Banglabazar area of Dhaka,
most publishers have given up; a few still cling tteir trade and others have
themselves engaged in piracy. West Bengal coul@,haivleast learnt a lesson from
this. It is in this state at least it is possilerdise a voice against piracy. Buddhadeb
Bhattacharya who has promulgated this ban coulteast see that it is enforced
strictly. Or was the real intention behind this baas to take away the rights of the
legitimate publishers and hand it over to the psaflhe legal edition is rotting in the
Lallbazar police lock-up whilst the market is flemt with the pirated edition. The

illicit is triumphant everywhere. The banned nelvad it so good.



A few popular writers from West Behgdten come to Bangladesh
and enjoy its Mughlai cuisine and generous hospjtadffered in mansions attended
by many retainers. But they never utter a wordragigiracy there, maybe for fear of
losing all the lavish comfort. There is anotherembjof delight awaiting the visitors—
female company! The company of Muslim women. Thwb thing is quite exotic!
Women who were supposed to be hidden undrirga are freely walking about, in a
sari with a vermillion dot on the forehead, smiliagd talking: the very sight makes
you shiver! Some Hindu intellectuals here are emély angry with me. They have, of
course, joined hands with some Muslim writers igitticlamour for banning my book.
This stance serves many ends—part of the onusedbdh was shifted to the Muslim
writers, the mask of secularity was well maintaingg expressing an admirable
anxiety to save Islamic religious codes and atgame time ensure the luxurious
hospitality on visits to Bangladesh; also meting pwper punishment to me, for not
following the diktats of the patriarchal society.

| believe in freedom of expression. kEvke fundamentalists, all over

the state, who were baying for my blood, have,rspeally hold, the right to speak as
they like and write whatever they feel in their HeaThe Bengali magazine from
Kolkata was banned here when it carried a storyibyil Gangopaddhyayratham
Manabi (The Primal Woman). | protested against the ba,tlye same author led a
strong agitation for banning m¥pwikhandita’ Sunil Gangopaddhyay was worried
that | had written disparagingly about the Propinetny book which will hurt the
Muslim sentiment and he firmly believed that thigllwead to great violence
throughout the state.. Anyway after a great eftbet book was successfully banned
here. Soon after that the Bangladesh governmemteolathe Desh magazine because
they thought that a story by Sunil Gangopaddhayay ¢tut to the quick, Muslim
feelings! The news made headlines in every newspadgangladesh, but not a word
was published in West Bengal papers. | have no &eto who were behind totally
suppressing the news from the local media.

Here to | find that male writers and intellectiale not in favour of freedom
of expression for any one else. So is this righHy dor you, and not for me? There

must be something behind it. Something working démtinely. May be without



anyone knowing about it | shall also secretly beeavholly untouchable. Still turning
a smiling face towards me these powerful enemidk psgvent me from coming
anywhere near the Kolkata Book Fair, as it was don@&angladesh. Some day
perhaps, all points of entry- to this country via# closed for me. | can feel this fear
slowly creeping up my backbone. This fear doesstein from the fundamentalists,
but from the free-thinking intellectuals, from tfeened male writers of this state. It is
true that | was hounded out of Bangladesh by theddmentalists, but more
frightening was the icy silence of the writer-itéetuals. Such silence is more harmful
than the shouting of the fundamentalists. Perhaps dilence was the real reason
behind my exile. If their silence is so potent,ntHecannot even imagine as to what
well of darkness | may be thrown into by the eagyed intellectuals.

I do not belong to any faction. VBano party or any clique. | do not
think of even those who take me to be their borengn as not being my friends. My
innate nature is like that. Whenever | see Suniiggpaddhyay | go out of my way to
meet and talk to him. | have heard that the wetivkn writer Samaresh Majumdar has
abused me because @wikhandita. So what! | greet him also when | meet him. |
have never had any reason, nor have | now, to sppitelationship with writers like
Kabir Suman, Ashok Dasgupta, Dibyendu Palit, AziHdque, Subodh Sarkar,
Krishna Basu, Hasmat Jalal, Syed Mustafa Sirajathdrs. It is entirely a matter of
their personal ideals, beliefs and taste that theing writers themselves they should
write in the papers, give Radio and T.V intervieadvocating the banning of books
by a fellow writer. We may differ in our opinionsitol see no reason why that should
make us ferociously jump at each other. There wayd room for healthy debate
between different points of view or within the saomnion. Every human being has
the right to speak. But | observe that it is podtly incorrect here, to talk about any
unjust or indecorous behaviour on the part of eaamdus male poet or writer. The
accepted norm here is to defer to them; any dewiais at your own peril. The
disciples earn their right to exist only by payihge homage to their mentors. Men of
name and fame wield a great deal of power in ttea.a

Maybe this power comes from the patronage of sooigiqal party or the

other. Once you became the target, the terror litigsoin literature is bound to get at



you however small you are. The mafia is everywhiéndose honourable intellectuals
who earn their living by selling their intellect dnvhose influence make and break
many things in society cannot rise above their to@anness their inferiority complex,
then they cause more damage to the common man pgbssibly to themselves.
Because, the common man takes his lessons fromt#ikectuals

Then, around our loves and jealoysms& hates and pride, the
festivals come upon us in a rush. Fairs occupyhele of winter here in this Bengal.
The Book Fair is starting. Everyday the huge growmlld be swarming with
booklovers crowding the brightly lit stalls. Likke last year, this year also many will
look for the banned bodRwikhanditg only to be disappointed. None of the big guns
of the Fair Committee will think of doing somethiagainst the banning of books at
least during these few days of the Fair. It willt mooss the minds of neither our
intellectuals or the votaries of socialism and die® of expression. We tend to forget
many things too easily. Perhaps we forget seldgtiv®se things that we do not wish
to recall.

So many unjust things are being gegbed in our society, so many
misdeeds we overlook. People are unable to livea wieir minimum rights. Still we
accept such dire poverty; we do not deprive oueselof tasty dishes just because
millions are starving. We are accepting the glataion of capitalism, accepting ugly
patriarchy, accepting the lies of the politiciansdaaccepting corruption in the
administration! A small thing as banning of bookewd not hurt people who are
prone to accept all these. It is but a commonptam®irrence to them. | too am an
unalloyed Bengali, then why do | startle, like @lfovhen a book is banned, or is it
just because it iy book?
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A FARE OF BOOKS

When | was in Bangladesh | waitedeggfor a special month—the
month of February, the month when the Book Faiktplace. The Book Fair was not
just a fair of books; it was a concourse of writaengl readers. It is lit up with all of a
Bengali's, joy, his indolence, impulse, the bullssiens, and his pseudo-
intellectualism, his fussing nature, his egotisrd amen his malice! Come what may, |
had to go to the Book Fair every evening. | cameklbeome late at night, only after
the fair was over. The Book fair pulled me strondike a magnet. On the ground
itself, or in one of the food stalls, we sat iniecle and had marathon sessions of
gossip and discussion on every topic under the-galitics, art, literature, love and
lack of love, feminism or male chauvinism, educat@nd culture! Every evening
there was a programme of poetry-reading, singind bterary debates. | loved
listening to the poets reading their poems, sonedirhalf-leaning on the grass,
sometimes standing or just leaning against a @ee.these Twenty-first February
Fairs, all poets were given a chance to read tveir poetry. The Fair lasted the whole
month, but the Twenty-first was the most crowdeécduse the Fair was in
commemoration of the day. Bengalis shed their dlfwr their Bangla language on
this very day in ‘seventy-two. On the twenty-fitee fair ground overflows with the
entire population of the city; it seems the enstage is assembled here. | recall how on
the twenty-first morning we used to go the Faigcpig wreaths at the Shahid Minar
(the Martyrs’ Tower) all the way singing the sdtigs is the twenty-first of February,
painted red with my brothers’ blood..."” This is quitéferent from any other book fair
in the world. This Fair is in the memory of thedsslaid down for the love of their
language by the Bengali people. No one who is urawhthe history of the Bangla
language or has witnessed the spectacle of thisvidliever be able to grasp its
significance. To me the Book Fair in Bangladeshhis most significant fair in the
world, however small, inconsequential and poorighthbe.



Most civilized countries do have their Book Fairgld have been to most of
them-Frankfurt, Paris, London, Guttenberg, LeipBmpk fairs, the Baltic book fair,
MuaSartou, Madrid and Malta. | have seen the baak in Norway, Finland, Iceland
and Denmark. | have seen them in Switzerland, AaysBpain and Greece. Yes, over
many years, in the countries of Europe, | have ook fairs large and small, in their
cities townships and villages. Books are sold aodght in these fairs. The authors
themselves sit in the stalls behind a heap of hdéken the established writers do not
hesitate to sit and sell their own books in thigyw&rom the selling of books, to the
seminars on literary subjects arranged for prongosale of books, everything is
serious, grave and mirthless. No open grounds, efting lost, no yelling and
shouting, no boisterous roars of laughter! As thowg were visiting a shopping mall
for books.. Counting of money, the sound of runningdit cards through a machine
are all that you hear. The shops are heaped withsbdt could have been a fair for
any commodity, other than books, such as cookiegssories or a computer fair. The
only reason for not calling the foreign book fasrs malls is that the stalls are not
permanent. As soon as the fair is over they willtddeen down or destroyed. In all
these fairs, people go round examining articles; them, load their bags and go
home, be it summer or winter there is always a ovefr your head out of reach of rain
or sun.. No, this is not in the least like a Boak fn Bangladesh! | have looked for it
in every book fair on the earth but never found ooée like it. That flavour is
missing; the aroma imparted by the flute playeBahgladesh, the Poets’ contest, the
drummers, and th€hhaudancers. Even now, Book Fairs whether in Dhaka@nor
Kolkata are more like the village fairs, full ofegt delight and liveliness, wary eyes,
frankly flippant, simple and guileless, like tegaes!

There is a vast difference betwedBoak Fair abroad and thgoi
Melaa of Bengal. A Book Fair abroad can be compared waiity trade fair—shoe fair,
suit fair, boot fair or a brute faiBoi Melaasof Bangladesh and Kolkata are more akin
to any local fairs for handicraftbaul songs or folk dances. Kolkata is trying its best
to be modern, international, every year seminarshigher standards are being

arranged, different countries are being chosehashieme for the Fair, yet | find them



similar to the Book Fairs more in Bangladesh thamhose held in Europe or North
America.

The last time | could go to the Bdé&ir in Bangladesh was about
thirteen or fourteen years ago. The Kolkata is &igg size and in the number of
books and in the volume of sales but otherwise #@reyjust the same. The biggest
similarity is that they both meet under a vast oplepn People brave the sun and rain
and buy books. People wait for one another to rae¢he end of the day and look
forward to the debates, gossip sessions and roanmegthey are going to have. There
will be sulks and joyous reunions. This is indeddiaof unions. After a whole year’s
wait, a month arrives for the bookworms, those wke to smell books, those who
just love books and even those who do not. They lealove books, to get their feel
with shy fingers. | gather that some people buykisow fill the racks and impress
others. Whatever may be the reason people do buy!

In modern times nowhere do people readcch. There are many
gadgets available now which reduce the attractm@artd dependence on books. In
short, the future of books is dark. Yet the Bengalys Bangla books, reads them—
even now! Even at a time when the might of Enghak pushed Bangla into a corner
where it finds itself disabled, and insecure. Bwtn now the Book Fair pulls at their
heart strings; whether they buy books or not thdlyceme to the Fair. Let this habit
of thronging at the Book Fair be with them forever

Perhaps the face of Bengali Book faiif also change with the
passage of time. Perhaps they will be held witbur fwalls like the commercial book
fairs of Europe and America.. It will then look déikhe city book stores such as the
Crosswords or the Oxford Book Stores extended altewifiold in length and breadth.
The rasping sound of credit cards passing througbhmes will be heard loud and
clear. Those who come to the fair will come witk thtention of buying books; .there
will be no commotion, no songs will be heard on thi&es, no child will wet the
grounds, tea and snacks will not be consumed esiglabe buyer of books will no
longer be crushed by the crowd of non-buyers, tl@dnof love and festivity will
simply not be there. When that day comes, | doknotv how many people will shed
tears, reminiscing the Fairs as they are todagttainly will.
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THOSE GOLDEN DAYS....

Today many a learned men will speak at length ablmipoetic genius
and immortality of Shams-ur-Rahman. | only wishréoount those memorable days |
spent with him. We were introduced in the late gegh but in the early nineties we
became close friends for three or four years. Siomesteven an acquaintance of three
or four years does not reach such depth. Thereawasusual similarity in our ideals
and beliefs, our thoughts and insights, in our eomg. We were strong atheists and
both of us were genuinely non-communal. We wereaearades-in-arms in the fight
against fundamentalists. We used to dream abowfci@tg without inequality. We
used to try our level best to free people from ssiieon and become scientifically
minded and rational human beings. We fought togettie a state free of religion
where secular education would be spread all owvestate, and for creating a healthy
secular society. These were the main topics of adelvates and informal gossip
sessions. We confronted immense obstacles but piited race ahead was
unstoppable. Our vitality was robust.. Shams-urfRam had many such fighters as
friends, many writers were his followers with whdre participated in movements
against the fundamentalists. But many of them viieevers, so he could not open
his heart to them. It is only with me, in my houbat he became his young self,
boisterous and light-headed!

Shams-ur-Rahman has always stood k& im my trials and
tribulations. At a time when the male chauvinististy was hacking me to pieces, my
writings were being slammed; he wrote a long columeaded “Blessed be Her Pen”.
The piece was like a lash of whip on the back of anfics. When my book ajja
(Shame) was proscribed he wrote ‘Personally, | gairst banning of any book;
because | do not think that any book can harm @&todooks which incite and
encourage people to genocide, or sing the praistscism, are of course a different
issue. How is it that the book of a writer seekifrgth and Freedom is banned in a
country where miscreants move about freely, medgiare faked, illicit trade is



rampant and even food is poisoned by adulteratitn? because a writer is
vulnerable? We writers, who believe in freedom xgression for writers, demand of
the Government that the ban bajja be lifted. We hope that by doing so they will
confirm that they really stand for freedom of sgeand democracy.’

Lajja still remains proscribed in Bangladesh. But ShamBahman
and the freedom-loving people were vocal against thn. At a time when the
opponentgook tothe streets demanding in unison that | should Imglaund quartered,
Shams-ur-Rahman wrote poems supporting me andatedi¢the book of poems to
me. His support was a great source of strengtimirHe used to say that he did not
possess my courage. Maybe he did not, but he wmnatgy poems, instilling courage
into the youth and inspiring them. He was a dreaamer his touch, made many share
his dream. They still do so

Shams-ur-Rahman wanted to say muchemdo much more, but
perhaps it was dampened somewhat when the couradg mim their Poet Laureate
and placed him on a high pedestal. | found in hiwwild teen-ager, an angry youth and
at the same time a tender heart, a pair of humpee e

Shams-ur-Rahman was beside himself Wwigesaw with his own eyes

how | became a victim of the raging fury of the @ovnent. Once a group of poets
was going to attend a poets’ assemblage in Kolkat@duding Sham-sur Rahman,
myself and few others. Every one had their perfoit¢eaving the country, except me.
Shas-ur-Rahman’s kindly eyes were filled with teémsa tearful voice he said he was
going to stay back with me. ‘He will get the perifindm the Government somehow or
the other and take me with him to Kolkata. He wdt leave without me. In the end he
had to go without me’. But, he said that for hirardnwas no pleasure in that trip. He
has been deeply pained whenever he saw me beingglyrdnumiliated by the

government and being crushed by the system of mé&gment, and when on the
previous occasion, he came back and found thagakiernment had not returned my
passport which they seized at the airport. Monthaelgone by and a whole year too, |
still have not got my passport back. Then, stagddige commotion in the country.
Millions of people were going round in processi@ntnding death penalty for me,

fatwaswere being proclaimed against me every now and. tAeprice on my head



was being declared. The Government instead of gakiction against these people
made me the target. They sued me for hurting thgioas sentiment o the people,
sent out a warrant for my arrest. So | had to fleecountry to save my life. For two
months | had to go into hiding, moving from one $®tio another. Shams-ur-Rahman
was worried about me, enquired about me and myanelfOnce he, even, came to see
me in the darkness of a small cell. On that dagitlds if those golden days were still
there, days when a few of us met every afternadearding of making our state, a
democracy, of making the society healthy and exguand to do something so that
people can love each other forgetting their rehgio gender .

The last time | met him was in Frgnicethe year 2000, when | was
staying in Paris. He was putting up with anothendg#i in the suburbs of Paris. He
did not want to die without seeing Paris! So he eadhough he was confined to a
wheel chair. His host traced my telephone numb#r miuch effort and rang up to say
that Shams-ur-Rahman was in Paris and wanted té meeFrom ‘ninety-four’ to
‘two-thousand’, | have been away from home for seyears! This long exile was
simply unbearable! | was going to meet Shams-umialh) | should have been
bounding with joy but | was not. Was | sulking? Yesas. Such a strong personality,
such an eminent poet, such a powerful voice, sugieat friend who has been fighting
against injustice day in day out, why does he k&#p silent about this gravely unjust
decision of the Government —a decision that hakguigne of his fellow writers, out
of the country and closed all points of entry fer'h But when | stood face to face
with Shams-ur-Rahman, and a pair of kindly eyes mag, all my sulk vanished .We
got into theaddamood and | felt again that those golden days atdast to me. Any
time | may get them back. At night when we partedembraced me and wept, his
eyes were bathed in tears, | could not see theittin @&aus knew that this might be our
last meeting. Perhaps he was crying for the paimmgf exile and for his own
helplessness

My car was speeding towards Paris, legWaehind Shams-ur-Rahman,
leaving behind my golden days, the relentless gteygny dreams, my father, my
motherland. | was also affected by his tears.

He was a poet, as well as a fighter—anel dikvast open sky!
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..... STAINED WITH THE PAIN OF MY MOTHER AND SISTER!

| was taught one language; by my mother—her owguenl grew

up learning it and have become a human being dmigugh learning the same
language. Because of this language | could talgresss myself when | was hungry or
thirsty, could talk about my wishes, and articulaig desires. | said aloud ‘I am must
have my due’ It made it possible to sing, write owt protest on the wall and in my
personal diary. It did not remain personal for Ipitgspread like wildfire throughout
the country. It is the language which made me npaneerful day by day. | was no
longer that docile goody goody child. | was no lenghe girl walking from one
railway crossing to another or spend the wholeraften playing the game of Touch
and Run. | was no longer the one who would sitrenterrace all by herself, counting
the stars. | was now walking with thousands of peobreaking down barriers, and
busy uprooting innumerable poison-trees. | did mot belong only to myself; | was
loudly voicing the demand of millions for their hitg! This made some so angry that
they wanted to choke my voice and strangle me. y Bmatched my pen away from
me and threatened to rob me of my language. Theyt bne but | did not become
ashes, | came out as steel! How can they take dwway me the power which my
mother gave? Can anyone ever wrest from some aewhich is deeply within
oneself? Can they tear it with bare teeth and stiamps? Can they win love this way?
Language is in one’s blood, can the blood cellfebeted out?

| was punished-to be exiled. | had thenone with me, no family, no
friends. only the two of us, me and my languagea foreign country, amongst alien
people we two exchange our deep thoughts in quidude. We keep awake the
whole night. | do not let my language be pummelgdnailed fists, or be crushed
under hairy legs. | protect my simple innocent lzauge, | keep watch over it. | save it
with love | clean the dirt on it with my tears. are for it like a mother, like a sister,

like a brother. My beloved language lived in eXie ages, dark and frozen, it lived



for ages in my heart though not in my lips and .ehilse me it lived in a solitary
corner for ages.

Slowly the language begins to be ill ie fhosty ice; | try to save it with
the warmth of my breast. | nurse it sitting imprnied in an enemy camp It is my close
relation then, it is my friend it is my mother. ¥egass, so many people go away, so
many near ones; go away disappearing beyond tinedaoy, beyond one’s ken It is a
distance that can never be bridged. So many lefy;, lobam here alone bereft of all |
had. It is because of our language that | can tstil, in my mind, with those dear
departed. It is only because of my language thetnl write a few poems and prose
pieces about the desolation all around me, aboubnsjfiness. On days when the pain
is intense | can bury myself into its bosom andauy my grief. As long the language
is there, | have someone with me.

But a language must have somehow, lbedlitation, a country; it
needs warmth and articulation. It is because ofldémguage that | am here today
crossing the seven seas, in order to save thisiteye—My language!

“My language has seen the Sun todag/jshow a sunflower in bloom

“She plays happily in the fields in the afternoorsun
Nwre gloom.
“ The damp slime falls off her body as she swim&anga ,flowingnto the Bay of
Bengal”

Me and my language are now here safe in this lanthe western border of
my country, at the end of a long long sojourn irefgn lands. | love my language as
my mother. My mother is no longer there for me; emsay she has become a star in
the sky. My language is looking after me like a heot the language in which she
used to love me, used to cry for me and used toobege to come back to her lap. |
embrace her closely and tell myself ‘'you are myhedt | can smell my mother in
her. My mother’'s possessions were meagre, and txatrhas gone to rack and ruin.
All that remains is the language, lively, vibraBtery day | am talking to my mother.
Her name is on my lips. | want to pronounce it in oavn language till my last breath.

| will love you as long as | live and come backymu every time. O my language,



please look after me, | am for ever homeless. Blegage me courage, give me
strength, just as my mother would, when | bend dbeaten and hated by people

| am persistently penning my protestsyimg the stones that block the
road, so that it becomes a proper highway. Outsighve been gobbled up totally by
the crooked males, leaving us the women of todagldwithout a tongue. Each time
we want to speak they gag us, pour poison dowritooats; every time we speak our
lips are sealed, and tongues are spiked.

How shall we let the world know that wee twomen today are not at all
well! For thousands of years we have carried bsume our backs, spent sleepless
nights robbed of our speech. Now, let them speakaigthem become sparks of fire,
and spread all over like wildfire. Let them be #deby the fire. .Let the woman be
empowered

Speech, you are my mother,

Speech is you and me

Speech, you are my sisterl

Women today are articulate; they aneing their protest. Her voice is
now sharp and strident; she is expressing herflmweomen

My language and | are now moving in tipemlet no one come near us
to shackle our feet, let no one stifle our freecepiet no one stab our love.

Powers that be—
Keep your distance from us
Do not throw stones at us
Do not block our way
Do try to be a human being
Be human, be humane.

Allow me to live my life as | please, withouterference, with love, with
my own language. Let me live with my mother. My tmeats tears will wash all my
dirt. My mother’s lap will be there for me always ¢come back to, in happiness, in
sorrow. My mother always wanted me to return tokdusom.
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KEEP WELL MY BELOVED COUNTRY!

All religions enjoin you to love your neighbour atrdat them as closest
to you... But even the most religious person hanheable to follow it always. If
your heart does not accept your neighbour thenod'<Gwrit alone is binding? Does
the dictates of the heart count for nothing?

Neighbours are an entity you can not dthoeut; at the same time they
are also a source of friction. They are very hdlpiuimes of distress and need, but
sometimes they go too far prying into your persafédirs. But whatever one might
say human beings need the company of other hurbares anybody wish to live all
by himself in a desolate area devoid of human htbii? There may be no union of
hearts, they may be miles apart in their taste idedls, yet people do feel at ease
living near one another. Neighbours can be of dasert, there maybe some with
whom one is at loggerheads and there is no exchaingmile or words; there maybe
others who are totally enamoured of each otheouintime it was the trend to fall in
love with the boy or girl, one glimpsed in the riéagur’s terrace or window

Whatever be his faith, be he an uttkeiat, or speak a different tongue
or have a different colour of skin, a neighbouaiseighbour! No one with a mature
sense cares for these differences. But before medasans these differences become
the cause for violence. Differences in race, rehgilanguage are never barriers to the
union of hearts and minds. No one today thinks ttwad persons of differing
temperament and mindset must accept each otheb@estuse they belong to one
particular sect with a common ancestry. The hearparamount. A relationship
without it can never last long. Some people, ofrseucan compromise and adapt with
any situation. They nod their assent to everythifltey give up their character and
personality in order to coexist for its own sakeah never do so if our minds do not
meet.

| do not know my neighbours too w&8lbme | do not recognize even.
With most of them | have only a nodding acquaingaienited to a greeting smile or a



“How are you? | hope all right” kind. If | take ¢hinitiative to make friends, | am not
sure what trouble | may get into. After all no dakes me for a native, they think | am
a foreigner.

| a complete atheist am taken by some people witAoy sense, as a Muslim
simply because of my name!

Even with my great love for this city,dbes not accept me as its own!
Even those with whom | have developed a close dskip take me to be a visitor, a
guest of India for the moment. They ask me abouttemyporary visa. It has been
extended by six months; it expires on thé"If August. Supposing my plea for
extending my stay in India is not granted? Themuehto leave this country as well.
.But | see no one being perturbed over it. Mayley thre even planning a suitable
farewell for me the day before | leave. Not thatldo not love me, but considering
the matter of my permanent residence or citizenshippolitical issue and a
governmental affair, they perhaps put it to my orgfne and bad luck, and so keep
quiet..

But | really do not know where to gd é&m refused permission to stay
in India. | may have to seek shelter in some fério§ cold country. Such a thought is
akin to me as thinking of death! | could have gtma neighbouring country. But how
do I get back? Anyone may set foot there barringAsdf | am a sworn enemy of that
country and they must close their door for me feerel never thought that to talk
about humanism or human rights was wrong. In thesayf the rulers, the die-hards,
the fundamentalists, the blind believers, of couitss an unpardonable offence. | was
given the sentence of exile ages ago; much timegbas by since then. Even a life
sentence has a limit. My punishment has none. Méaybil end only with my death.

| look wistfully towards this neighbong country; barbed wire fencing
separates us. Clouds float from the west to the éaend them a few drops of my
tears, to be shed on the tin roof of one househbyshore of the round pond. Birds
spread their wings as they fly from the east towbset. All problems arise because we
are born as humans. Would it not be better to lmeen a bird? No borders to be

crossed. No bother of passports and visas. No vedroyt citizenship.



Someone whispers in that soft twilight hoatween sleep and awakening,
to me-

‘Now you are no longer within yourself. You aresige out. You are an
outcast; you have to live your life away from honhdiave been floating far away
from where | was born, grew up; where my heart Id@w | have to stay for good, in
Bengal. Bangla was once undivided, but now sheersolvn neighbour. | am sure |
would not be exiled if it was an undivided Bangladd would not become my own
neighbour. This country belongs to me, yet it i$ mine. If it was indeed my home
then would | be knocking at its door for twelve dogears? My own state is the
neighbour, though not quite. A neighbour at leastid have responded, come out
and opened the door. | do not believe that nobodgtsvme. But why those who do
want me, open it for me? | have been asking thigifany years now. It is a strange
life for me, | am a neighbour of my own countryndaat the same time a neighbour’s
neighbour! Then which is my country? | do know,dm®s my country; it lies in my
heart

Am | the neighbour of only myself? Nam also the neighbour of my
parents, my brothers and sisters, friends, relafiatl of them. | was away for a very
long time, in transatlantic foreign lands, thousarad miles away from my own
country—beyond anybody’s reach. | should be thdnkifiat | am at least, the
neighbour of my own country mow. | feel relieveatimy country is there; close by,
next to me. | can hear her breathing, | can snmall Bo | not also keep awake, like
silence after everyone has gone to sleep? | catonoh her but | can watch her sitting
near her. | may not go too close to her just nawt,amy time the moment may arrive
that will take me safely to her. | shall then crtiss courtyard and enter my room—
known to me for years and years. This is the driehkeeps me alive and kicking! It
is no small mercy for me.

Will that moment ever arrive in myelifme? | lead my life in this deep
uncertainty. Like a knife-wound old memories bleed. My school friends are just
within touching distance. My college, the colleganteen, the corridor, my doctor
friends, and my poet friends they are all close ®&y.are my uncles and aunts, my

relatives whom | have known since my birth, my hetead, mykaraitalaa, my river



Brahmaputra; my writing corner—a long life of tlysbne years spent there. | recall
my joys and sorrows, my protests and my ceasekesggée for bringing about a
healthy society free of religion, of superstitiomsd free from all forms of
discrimination, that filled those years. | am sthehg my hand but can not touch any
one. They are all my neighbours, the trees, hoysegle, my loved beings, but | have
no power to touch them .A strong wall separatedfuswere just a brick and mortar
one, it could have been broken down, but it is & eaected by religion, politics,
corruption, hatred anghad | can scratch. the wall but to break it is beyonel inam
an ordinary human being, | write.

| write to live and live to write.

My country may be a neighbour, but canhetrieighbour slowly become
my country as well? No, it seems very unlikely. ISom an alien in every country. |
had to live like one even in my own country! | am @&ien in an alien country too.
And here where people speak my tongue, look likeghare the same culture, remind
me, all the time by their manner and hints thad hdt belong to them, | am different,
and | am a foreigner. If the people do not maketmee own, can | do so by myself?

Whenever | meet an old acquaintance, | dtedaswvhen did you come to
Kolkata?”

My answer is “But | stay here!” The conversationgeeds like this—

“So then, how do you like Kolkata?”

| reply with a smile “Very much”

“How long will you stay this time?”

Embarrassed, | reply “I live in this cityh&ve a household, and | have an
address.”

“Will you stay for sometime?”

“l am staying on”

“But when do you leave?”

“I am not leaving.”

“Oh | see.”



Nobody seems to be very happy with my answheyTwould like me to
come now and then like a guest, praise everyone, kel want to strike roots here
but actually do not do so. Once you stay for goodryalue goes down. As long as
you are a guest you are more than welcome. Ify t4a away, very far, in some
foreign land in whatever condition it may be; butem | come back home on a visit
everyone will crowd round me in great excitemenit ®henever | expressed a desire
to settle permanently, then the same crowd turit faees away and lose interest in
me. When you meet less frequently they shower anfyisome praise, but if you live
here and roam about you become the object of mabojossip. The person who stays
back may be very generous, very sincere, honestdaudted but she is no longer
likeable... Naturally, after all she is only someawho lives next door.

Only a stateless person knows how sies lon. | have lost my country,
a well set-up homestead, my favourite garden, meyndis and all that | called my own.
| cried a lot, but now my tears have dried up. ihgsvery time, | have lost the sense
of loss. | console myself by telling myself ‘Il magve lost my country, now the whole
world is my home! | also say to myself, what | atsacerely believe that one need not
have country of one’s own—one’s heart can be osafe haven. Sometimes | say
with great despair, ‘If having a country means safthen in that sense women have
no country of their own, because nowhere in theldvare women absolutely safe. As
for myself | have no country, in every sense of wWwed... | do not have it because |
have been fighting for women'’s liberation; and hessal am a woman!

Whenever | think of my native land, ink of my mother—the one
wearing adhanekhalisari, one who spent herself with love, the opmesme, the one
who was ignored and neglected all her life. My glditeam that | cherish is that | am
back home and my mother is holding me to her bogwetting me all over, tears
streaming down her cheeks. She is feeding me veittotvn hand and will not let me
get out of her sight. | fall asleep gently as sinesrher finger through my hair telling
me so many stories she has nursed within herialtithe | have been away. It seems
thousands of years have gone by since | saw herfedihll crying and waiting for me
watching the flying planes wistfully. Every timeeskaw a plane she thought it was

bringing me back. So did pine my suffering moth@&thers may have spurned me, not



my mother; they may have forgotten me but not myh@g they may not love me any
more but my mother’s love was always there for hmever had a more reliable haven
than my mother. Now my mother and my country haw@ehow become one. My
mother is no more. | shall never be able to embh&ceagain in my life. It is the same
with my country. | have lost my mother and so havey motherland. Sometimes |
feel they are very near me, but the next instaetlize they are miles and miles and
miles away.

| do not believe in separate statesn@artitioning them. | consider
myself a child of the universe. But others do ik that way. They feel comfortable
to live within bounds. As my reach spreads | losesg of a distinct country of my
own, or any neighbour. In a bird’s eye view eveirygh appears tiny, the big
skyscrapers, the people, the factories, the minar@sed by religion, all appear
insignificant! In this wide universe | myself amthmg but a speck. But what horrific
spectacle of clawing apart each other, just fos ihfinitesimal life which will be
extinguished in a fraction of a moment.

No country, no neighbour, noghthat | may call my own
remains; but | have no regrets. If in some corrdrthe wide world | have a few
friends, | shall be able to spend the rest of g liappily. | may remain an alien
everywhere. So what! After all everyone is not ohest to claim a bit of the earth for
oneself , nor does everyone have the good foriuised their mother alive forever!
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