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Taslima Nasrin, the Bangladeshi author and feminist, has been living
in fear of assassination since September 1993, when death threats

were issued against her by Muslim extremists who accuse her of
blasphemy and 'conspiracy against Islam'. The threats followed the
banning in July 1993 by the Bangladesh authorities of Nasrin's book Lajja
(Shame), on the grounds that it had 'created misunderstanding among
communities'. Written shortly after the December 1992 destruction of
the Ayodhya Mosque by Hindu militants, the novel describes the plight
of a Hindu family under attack by Muslim extremists. Apart from posting
two police officers outside Nasrin's home in response to international
pressure, the Bangladesh government made no move to guarantee her
safety despite threats from extremist groups.

After over a year fighting for the return of her passport, withheld by
the government on a technicality, Nasrin travelled to France where she
spoke at a meeting marking International Press Freedom Day. She
returned to Bangladesh through India where she gave an interview to the
Calcutta Statesman which quotes her as calling for changes to the Quran.
This revived calls in Bangladesh for her death.

Nasrin says she was misquoted. In letters to the Statesman and
elsewhere she acknowledges that the Quran cannot be changed and that
she had in fact called for changes to sharia law that would improve
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women's rights. Far from placating those calling for her death, this
clarification fuelled calls for her arrest. On 4 June, the Bangladesh
government issued an arrest warrant against Nasrin for 'insulting religious
sentiments', an offence which carries a maximum two-year prison term.
Nasrin went into hiding for two months. Demonstrations in the capital,
Dhaka, saw tens of thousands on the streets demanding her death.

On 3 August Nasrin appeared briefly before a court in Dhaka where
she was bailed and ordered to appear for trial at a later, unspecified, date.
On 9 August she arrived in Stockholm where she is staying as a guest of
the Swedish PEN Centre.

The forces of darkness

Four days before going into hiding, Taslima Nasrin explained the reasons for her
struggle against religion and against the oppression of women

Muslim fanatics have sentenced you to death for blasphemy. There is a price of
US$1,250 on your head. Do you often think about death?
I am careful, but not frightened. When I hear them shouting through
their megaphones in front of my house, whipping up passers-by, when
they demand my death with slogans such as 'If you wish to protect Islam,
hang Taslima!', I am sad for my country, not for myself. So many
injustices are carried out here in the name of Allah. I cannot stop writing
against all these simply to save my own skin.

For five years now, you have been publishing articles against the discrimination to
which women are subjected.
And it's since that time that they have been demanding my death. In my
view, the Quran is wrong on several accounts. They rely on it to oppress
women in our society. I have to denounce this situation: for example,
why does a girl inherit less than a boy? Why does the sharia forbid
women to divorce? Why can a man have up to four wives, whereas a
women cannot even choose her only husband?

Other women who defend the rights of their sisters in Islamic countries pose the
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same questions. But they don't go as far as questioning the Quran. According to
Islamic law this carries the death penalty. Where do you find the courage to
question the Quran?
I must have been 11 or 12 when I first understood: even the Quran can
be wrong. We were learning at school that the Earth revolves round the
Sun. The Quran, however, says the Earth is stationary, and supported on
a mountain. My mother was incapable of explaining this contradiction.
She used to say: 'The Quran is the book of Truth. You must believe what
is written.'

Your father was a doctor. As a scientist, how did he react to your doubts?
My father used to say: 'Religion is not logic; you must not engage in a
debate with it.' From that time I stopped
believing in the infallibility of the Quran.

The problem is the
Do you really want to rewrite and modernise the
Quran as people have alleged? intolerance of the
The Quran can no longer serve as the basis of . . . ,. . . _ _ .

, _ , , . , fundamentalists. I fight
our law. Four thousand years ago it may have
been useful for fending off barbarism. But we with my pen and they
live in modern times, the era of science and
technology. The Quran has become want to fight with a
superfluous. It stands in the way of progress sword
and in the way of women's emancipation.

Are you arguing that the Quran simply be
abandoned?
In a modern, civilised society, religious books are no longer the most
useful. They have alway served to strengthen men's domination over
women. In our country, a woman has no right to self determination. She
must control her sexual desires, remain silent about the rape and abuse
she endures. She doesn't even have the right to give her opinion on the
number of children she will bear. She is the slave of her husband — who
uses her uterus for his own satisfaction and to produce male infants.
Women must have power over their wombs and be able to express their
ideas freely.

Muslim feminists such as the Moroccan sociologist Fatima Mernissi think it is not
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the Quran that opposes emancipation, but more those who 'want to return to the

past to hold women in contempt'.

The problem is Islam's intolerance: it refuses any modern interpretation
of the Quran. The problem is the intolerance of the fundamentalists. I
fight with my pen, and they want to fight with a sword. I say what I
think, and they want to kill me. I will never let them intimidate me, I
will never accept any compromise with a government that guarantees
Islam as the state religion. Progressive forces and the Islamists are at war.

Do you still consider yourself a Muslim?

No. I am an atheist. All forms of religion are anachronistic to me. I
dream of a world without religion. Religion gives birth to
fundamentalism as surely as the seed gives birth to the tree. We can tear
the tree down, but if the seed remains it will produce another tree. While
the seed remains, we cannot root out fundamentalism.

Things like this offend even moderate believers.
All believers have narrow minds.

Many men would say the same of feminists.

I am not a feminist. I am a human being who writes against
discrimination and racism.

Salman Rushdie says the most dangerous people are those who claim to know

what is good for the world.

It seems to me that Rushdie is afraid of the fundamentalists. I'm
absolutely convinced that a system based on religion is no good. In any
case, my concerns are not the same as his; I have gone further than he.
Rushdie has tackled the private life of the Prophet; my aim is to change
this society and improve life for women.

And you believe that only a head-on confrontation with extremism can achieve

this?

We live in darkness. We must use extreme methods to be heard. Every
attempt to change this society gradually, softly-softly, has failed. Twenty-
three years ago, this country became independent from Pakistan. The
women of Bangladesh are still waiting for their liberation. Family laws,
deeply marked by the sharia, have not been modified. On the contrary,
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six years ago, Islam was made the state religion. For the last three years
fundamentalists have been the fourth political force in parliament. Their
influence is growing and because the government fears alienating the
deeply religious masses, it does nothing.

In one of your poems, you write: 'I could well buy myself a young boy... A tasty
young boy, a virgin with a hairy chest. I could well buy myself a young boy, and I
would ill-treat him at will.' Do you want to reverse existing relationships?
No. This poem should be read as an allegory, as a rebellion against a
male-dominated social order, where it is natural for men to purchase
women and ill-treat them. The opposite would be equally shocking...

I don't hate men, I hate macho societies. When I was 18, on my way
home from the movies, a young man came up to my rickshaw and
stubbed out his cigarette on my arm. It wasn't just my flesh that was
scarred, it was my soul too. Other men who were standing around did
nothing to help me: I had the impression they were enjoying my
helplessness. And it came to me so clearly that if a woman did not
envisage the destruction of the entire system of oppression, her personal
rebellion would come to nothing.

Your family is not overly religious: you have been able to choose your successive
husbands, your father allowed you to study. What are you referring to when you
write in your collected essays: 'Low writing from a woman fallen low', of 'the
unbearable pain and suffering' of your childhood?
From the age of 11, I could not leave the house to go to school, I could
not play in the fields, nor in the playing field, nor could I go to the
shops. Yet my brothers could do as they pleased. What kind of society is
it that needs to lock up women to protect them?

To escape being shut away, you have cut yourself off. To what extent have Western
feminists inspired you?
I have read several chapters of Simone de Beauvoir's Second Sex and parts
of Virginia Woolf's A Room of One's Own, nothing else. I write from my
own experience. As a doctor, I have seen so many women cry after
having given birth to a girl. They were afraid that their husbands would
leave them. I have seen the torn vaginas of women raped by their
husbands. I have cared for little girls of six, raped by neighbours. It is this
collective suffering that I write about. I write about things I cannot bear.
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Who has been your biggest disappointment in life?
Men.

Even your father?
Yes, because he adapted himself to this society while teaching me to
break the chains.

Who hasn't disappointed you?
Only myself. I often dream that I am running in a field beside a river.
The field is vast. Endless. I run alone. I want to see others running with
me. At that point I shall have achieved my aim.

First published in Der Spiegel. Translated by Nathalie Vartanpour-Naalbandian

Poems

Border
I'm going to move ahead.
Behind me my whole family is calling,
my child is pulling at my sari-end.
my husband stands blocking the door.
but I will go.
There's nothing ahead but a river
I will cross.
I know how to swim but they
won't let me swim, won't let me cross

There's nothing on the other side of the river
but a vast expanse of fields

but I'll touch this emptiness once
and run against the wind, whose whooshing sound
makes me want to dance. I'll dance someday
and then return.
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I've not played 'keep-away' for years
as I did in childhood.

I'll raise a great commotion playing 'keep-away' someday
and then return.

For years I haven't cried with my head
in the lap of solitude.

I'll cry to my heart's content someday
and then return.
There's nothing ahead but a river
and I know how to swim.
Why shouldn't I go? I'll go.

Taslima Nasrin

Note:
The children's game in the third
stanza, played by the writer
during her childhood, was played
mainly by girls in rural areas. It
is one of the few games in which
running, shouting, and being
part of a team — activities
usually reserved for boys — is
permitted for girls

Translated by Farida Sarkar and
Carolyne Wright
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Female Product
Would you like a woman, a woman?
Various kinds of women are in stock
White, tall, knee-length hair,
Slim waist, well-endowed body,
No fat, no salt,
There's no crease in her skin.
She has the right perfection
In the nose in the ear
Also in her digestive system,
Check for yourself with your own fingers
That there are no other holes
She is a virgin, still unbroken.
She is unsmelt,
Would you like such a woman, a woman?
Give her meals three times a day,
Give her sari, jewelry and a good soap,
For her face and body
She won't look up, she won't raise her voice.
She is indeed a shy person,
She can cook seven times in one noon.
This product can be used in any way you like.
If you like you can chain her feet,
Her hands or her mind.
If you like, you can divorce her:
Just say, 'I divorce thee,'
And get rid of her.

Taslima Nasrin

Translated by Farida Sarkar and Carolyne Wright
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