Two years after the quake
By Nighat Majid

TODAY is the second anniversary of the devastating earthquake that shook the Kashmir valley on Oct 8, 2005. In our novelty-obsessed culture, amnesia sets in fast. A tragedy that occurred two years ago is almost history. But the survivors of the disaster are not history yet.

Their struggle to rebuild their lives is all the more poignant because of its fast-fading visibility in the media and the collective national consciousness.

Recently, I visited a women-friendly space (WFS) in Muzaffarabad in Azad Kashmir in collaboration with Sungi, an NGO which has worked extensively with earthquake survivors in Hazara and Azad Kashmir. By training, I am a mental health counsellor, and I was interested in assessing whether women survivors would benefit from regular psychosocial counselling.

The best way to do this was by meeting and asking the women at the WFS which have been established by Sungi with financial support from Shirkat Gah. Permanent centres are under construction but thanks to the generous donation of space by community members, three temporary WFS are operating in Muzaffarabad district. Here women socialise, share their skills, learn embroidery, cooking, and crafts from one another, and also attend adult literacy classes.

As the jeep moved up the meandering mountain road, I gazed in awe at the breathtaking valley, the sparkling Jhelum rushing past rocks and boulders, playful in its girlish restlessness. The late September morning was warm, yet gentle.

The sun shone on the valley benignly. How deceptive, I thought. In that blissful moment, it was hard to believe that I was in one of the most violent regions of the world, where much blood has been shed in the last six decades over territorial disputes between India, Pakistan and China; and where the earth had most recently outpoured its pent-up fury, killing thousands, and rendering hundreds of thousands more homeless.

The narrow road ended as we reached the village of Batliyan. The Sungi project coordinator and I walked up a narrow path to reach the WFS at the top of a hill.

About a dozen women were sitting on the floor on chatais. More women came in as the morning progressed. How do women go on laughing, singing, embroidering in the face of so much insecurity? Women at the WFS are learning crafts that would help them to generate incomes at home. Women walk for two hours to fill a vessel or two with drinking water.

Some walk for an hour or more to get to the WFS. Their men won’t carry water, they tell me. It’s a woman’s job.

Many of them are still living in camps, where they are making do with donated household items.

Their third homeless winter is just round the corner. The tents are not weather-proof against the rain, snow and freezing winds that threaten to blow away the very pretence of a shelter. Compensation from the government to rebuild homes arrives but installments are not always on time.

A home, a safe place, a space many had taken for granted — the everydayness of courtyards, kitchens, household chores. Life might have been harsh, but a measure of stability and predictability made the harshness tolerable.

For the survivors in the relief camps, life is now a long uncertain stretch and stability a concept to be newly carved out from the shared uncertainties of people with similar fates.

I met about 20 women, each with her own stockpile of tragic memories.

The oldest in the group was ‘Dadi’. When she spoke haltingly of losing her son, her daughter, and her daughter-in-law in the earthquake, I looked around. Women were hiding their eyes with their dupattas. There were stifled sobs as each one relived her own losses through Dadi’s narrative, revealing how fragile their calm was, how grief hovered just below the surface of their outwardly collected faces.

Some women were very quiet. Some simply listened and once in a while smiled at some comment I made. Others were very vocal. Children were crying. It would have been like any other women’s gathering but for the pain that was a palpable presence in the room.

I had feared distance, lack of sharing, linguistic difficulties and a lack of trust since I was an outsider, a city person, visiting for a few days. But neither language, nor differences of social class or educational background were obstacles that morning. We discussed how women all over the world faced limitations on their mobility and freedom of speech.

Some women mentioned how restrictions on going out of the home had increased after the earthquake. They explained that in the villages, everybody knew who they were, whose wife, whose daughter. In the camps, identities had got mixed up. ‘So our men fear that we’ll be harassed by other men. And since we’re not in our village anymore, our men are always worried about our whereabouts in a strange place.’

Earlier, the men worked in the cities, and would only come back home to visit once a year or so. But now they’re home after the earthquake and so they keep a strict watch over women’s movements. Some have to negotiate with male family members to come to the WFS. Men are suspicious about what women are taught at the WFS. The restrictions on young, unmarried women have increased the most, upsetting their opportunities for socialising, education and employment.

But in the midst of the hopelessness I heard the words ‘women’s rights’ and a young woman mentioned that of all the activities at the WFS, she liked using the library (a steel cabinet lined with books) the best. ‘I like to read books that talk about women’s rights,’ she said. I smiled. This was the ray of hope I had hoped to find.

Most women expressed the wish for more group discussions on women’s issues, and some also wanted individual counselling. This openness too was surprising as I hadn’t expected such willingness to talk about personal emotional issues with a professional counsellor. Slowly, imperceptibly, change has started happening. Change was written in the face of the young woman who knew that as a woman she had indisputable rights, even if all her rights had not been granted to her yet.

Dadi recited a noha about the pain of losing loved ones. Again, dupattas were raised to hide moist eyes. But young Shafqat dispelled the gloom by reciting a naat in her soulful voice:

Faslon ko takkaluf hai ham se agar

Ham bhi bebas nahi, besahara nahin

Khud unhi ko pukarenge ham dur sey

Raastey mein agar paon thak jaengey.

In the silence of the room, 25 women, old and young, were praying — for scars to heal, for life to return to normal, for new beginnings. For these women, many of whom have missing family members, whose corpses have never been found, psychosocial counselling may prove beneficial in helping put a closure on their grief, but it is their shared faith, hope, love and courage that’s serving as the cement to rebuild their shattered lives.

The writer is a mental health counsellor.
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