A Slap Does Not Hurt That Much – Case study 1 – Batticaloa
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This scenario is created, based on the observations of a Men’s Action Group formed by CARE Sri Lanka in the village of VVVV in Batticaloa.  The story aims to bring out the views and sentiments expressed by the members of the Action Group. Names and other descriptions that lead to identification of people or specific situations have been changed to ensure confidentiality.

“A Slap does not hurt that much”

Manidaran is angry. He sits on the doorstep of his home, fuming with anger. The door behind him is closed. It is locked and Manidaran cannot enter his home.  “How dare she!’ He mutters to himself. “How dare she leave home when she knows that I have to go to this training programme tomorrow morning?” 

Manidaran’s wife, Kamala leaves home and goes to her own mothers’ house at least once in every few months, after a bitter quarrel that ends in Manidaran beating her. Kamala’s weeping late into the night and her leaving home with their toddler son and infant daughter after the older sons have left for school and Manidaran has left for work is not an unusual happening in their home. Manidaran well knows that she has left the house keys with their next door neighbour. The two older sons who attend school will not return home until dark because they know that their mother is away. They will eat at one of their relatives who lives close by or at a friend’s house. No one is overly concerned about these ‘family fights’. It happens in most homes. 
Yet, Manidaran does not go to collect the keys. He is angry not because he misses his cup of tea that Kamala always has ready for him when he returns from work. Whether they have had a bitter quarrel the night before or not; whether he has beaten her and she has kept up crying all night or not, she always gets him a hot cup of tea early next morning. If she is home, she will make his tea in the evening too. “Ah. She is alright now.  She does not feel bad about the fight now.’ Manidaran thinks with relief. He does not want to drag on a quarrel.  

“Women easily forget a beating, even though the bruises remain for some days”, Manidaran thinks. “Physical beating is quite different from bitter words that stay on for a long time in one’s mind. How she nags him! He wishes he could forget her nagging. She deserves to be beaten when she nags so.” Manidarana thinks. He is not sorry that he had beaten her the night before. 
“Women need to be silenced and kept in their place. They sometimes forget their place in the house. It is all these organizations that come and spoil the women, telling them that they should be treated equally…Ah…..” Manidaran stops half way in his own thoughts. What about his plight? He too is a member of a village action group that CARE Sri Lanka has formed in their village.  How can he face the officials of the organization tomorrow? How can he participate in the discussions about violence and the pain of being beaten? Can he keep a straight face and give suggestions as to how men should behave sensitively and caringly in the homes when he has beaten up his wife the day before? 

Manidaran remembers that he was extremely proud when the officials of CARE Sri Lanka came and asked the men in their village to come for a meeting to form a Men’s Action Group. This was the first time that anyone in the community had heard of a Men’s Action Group. CARE Sri Lanka had told them that it is the first time that men would work collectively as a group to help reduce violence against women and children. 

Manidaran and his friends knew that the organization had earlier formed a Women’s Action Group in his village. Sethu’s wife and Jayapala’s widowed sister were members of it.  They and other women went for meetings and met regularly to discuss cases of violence that had been reported to them. It was said that this women’s group had made contacts with several useful government offices in the area: The police was foremost among these. At first the men were surprised about a Women’s Action Group being formed to help women and children who face violence in their homes and in the community. Then, their surprise turned into anger, and anger into ridicule. 
Manidaran and his friends in the neighbourhood had often laughed about it. “Look at the crazy times we live in… We men are at home while the women have been trained to run to the police station when some violent incident takes place in the home or when women are harmed.” They joked, feeling somewhat peevish about being identified as ‘those who create violence in the homes…. the ones who dominate the women… “ Manidaran felt that the Women’s Action Group seemed to challenge the leadership of the men.  
“Did they forget that it is we men who ride bikes? We can reach a police station much faster than they do. Besides, some of those women have not even stepped out of their houses before…. Some are so scared of their husbands…. How can they talk to the police about their men hitting them!” …. Manidaran and his friends had commented. Yet, months later, the women were seen going to the police or directing women who faced violence to report their cases to the Women’s and Children’s desk at the police station. Sometimes, when a woman had to take treatment from the hospital after facing a violent incident, this Women’s Action Group was reported to have asked them to go the “GBV
 desk’ at the Batticaloa hospital.  The men were not too clear what exactly the ‘GBV desk” was but some of them were aware that it helped women who faced violence and advised the men to stop their aggressive behaviour against the women and children in the family.  
When CARE Sri Lanka, after successfully forming the Women’s Action Group in their village approached the men and asked them also to work as an action group, the men were excited.  They felt that they were being recognized for their capacity to deal with violent situations. 
“Finally, they (the organisaiton and its officials) are realizing that we men are the leaders. We will soon be doing what the Women’s Action Group is doing. We too will be introduced to the police so that we too can report on violence. After all, it is a man’s job to intervene in matters of violence.” Manidaran’s work mate and neighbour Suranjan said, holding up his arm and jokingly flexing his muscles in a show of his physical strength.  

However, introducing the Men’s Action Group to the police in the area had not happened as the members had eagerly expected. All that had happened so far was a series of meetings and a few training programmes. “What is there to teach men so much about leadership? What is this all this talk about power in the family?” the men asked somewhat frustrated with the delay. They were eager to see their action group as active and as recognized as the women’s action group. Every time the group met for a training programme or for their monthly meeting, the members asked the officials about introducing them formally to the police in the area. “All in good time. All in good time. First we must understand why we are working as a collective of men” The official had replied. 

In the training programmes that were held for them, much of the talk was on violence against women and children and how the men must be more considerate towards the women. Mandiaran longed to say that men hit women because of women’s faults: Either the women would nag their men until they could not bear it any longer or they would neglect their house work and be just lazy: Some women would spend time gossiping while some others would spend the hard earned money on unnecessary things like trinkets… Men would work hard all day long and when they come home, they had no peace. Was that fair? Is it tolerable? Manidaran wanted to ask. He and most of the other members in the Men’s Action Group felt that women often deserved the beating they got. 

“Besides, what is a slap or two? The bruise goes away in a few days and then the women forget everything. A slap is easy to forget. It is us men who really suffer because of their harsh words, annoying hints and nagging. How much we men have to tolerate?” Jayapala would later say. The others would nod in agreement. 

“Can we easily forget their harsh words and insulting comments?” Manidaran would question his fellow members earnestly, his voice full of self pity. “Words really hurt. The anger stays on in our hearts and it just comes out in a burst. We cannot help that, can we?” The others would agree in unison. 

Although these sentiments were discussed among them after the training programmes or quietly during the tea or lunch breaks, they dared not openly say these to the officials and the trainers who worked with them. They did not want to be identified as people who are not suitable to be in a Men’s Action Group that was working to prevent violence in the homes and the neighbourhood. They knew what standards or codes of behaviour were expected of them as much as they knew the patterns of their own lives. 
“Not that the organisation can afford to ask us any of us members to stay away because we talk or behave aggressively” Manidaran thought with a wry smile. 
One year after the formation of the inception of the Men’s Action Group, much of the initial enthusiasm seemed to have waned. Over 60 men had come to the first meeting that was called to form the Men’s Action Group: The men had come with many expectations. In about two months during which only meetings were held, the numbers had reduced to about 50 and in another two months or so, it dwindled to 30. Although there are about 20 members in the action group currently, it is about ten to twelve members who come more or less regularly to the monthly meetings and to the occasionally held training programmes. The organization has been quite sensitive to the life styles of the men, and their responsibilities of having to earn for their families. Therefore, the meetings were usually held on a weekend or in an evening. Despite this and the opportunity to go to training programmes, only a few members continued to be part of the action group.  
Manidaran remembered that they have not had a meeting for about 2 months. What is the problem with the organization? Are they losing interest? Is there a lack of money to support the Men’s Action Group? Has the organization changed their plans? Manidaran did not care very much because it was good enough for him to be part of this Action Group, which to him denoted power. 

Manidaran and his friends continued to come to be part of the Men’s Action Group because they felt that it would give them some power to deal with the tension and the violence of the area – being a suburb town in Batticaloa, strife with armed conflict and a scene of sporadic armed fighting until recently, the men felt that it would be extremely good if they could develop closer links with the police through the Men’s Action Group.  Gang fights, sudden security raids, arrests, abductions had been a part of their lives for a long time. A link with a law enforcement mechanism gives people a sense of security. 
Still seated on the doorstep, Manidaran looks at the sky. The sun is going down. He has been thinking of their Action Group for a long time. He gets up from the door step and wanders down the road. 
“The wife will come home in a day or two. It is not a cause for worry. But he has to get his clothes, soap and stuff ready and keep some money for the daily expenses of the two days that he would be away. He cannot arrange all this without the help of his wife. It is she who usually gets his clothes ready and looks after the home, managing what ever money he gives until he returns. She is a good woman,” Manidaran feels. He cannot understand why she has to nag him so for taking a swig of moonshine after a hard day’s work. Yes, sometimes he gets a little drunk, sometimes more than a little drunk, but he does provide for his family, doesn’t he. Why does she have to nag him for this? Manidaran wonders irritably. 

On the way he meets Selva and Jayendra. Both men are returning after work. Both are members of the Men’s Action Group. Selva, well into his middle age, works as a daily labourer while Jayendra, much younger, works as a clerk in a government office. Manidaran and his neighbourhood friends are happy to have someone as educated as Jayendra in their Action Group. 

Selva and Jayendra stop to speak with Manidaran. Soon they notice his dejected look and inquire the reasons for it. Manidaran complains that his wife has ‘run home to her mother after a fight last night and that he is annoyed because he has to prepare his clothes to take for an overnight stay at the training programme: He also has to attend to household matters all by himself, before he leaves tomorrow.’ The co-members of the Men’s Action Group are quite sympathetic. 
“Remember, at the last meeting our Sir (official of CARE Sri Lanka) said that we have to think of the pain of being hit…. He said that we, men, would feel the pain and the shame of being hit……” Selva begins to say something. The discussion that had happened in one of the training sessions, about the dignity of human beings and the shame and the pain of being hit is clearly etched in Selva’s mind. He had often though about it, and has at times felt bad about his own aggressive behaviour  at home. He seems to be the only member of their Action Group who believes that a husband’s slap hurts much more or as much as a wife’s harsh words and that the men should try not to hit their wives. 
Jayendra quickly interrupts Selva, “Yes, I too thought that it was a good way to start the discussion. I too felt, at that time, that it was wrong to hit one’s wife or daughter.  But do you know, when I went home after work a few days later, our house was a mess! My wife had not cleaned the house: Said she was busy because she had to visit a friend in the hospital. That may be true. But keeping the house clean is a wife’s responsibility. Looking after the children too is a wife’s duty. When I 
went home, I found the daughter had gone out to play and my wife did not know where she was. The house was not cleaned. I really lost my temper when she tried to argue with me too, after all this neglect. I forgot all what we discussed at the training and I hit her hard. I do not think I was wrong.’

Selva opens his mouth to say something but looking at the angry faces of Manidaran and Jayendra, he stops. 

“In our training programmes they tell us we must not hit women. They say that we must support the women to be more confident and powerful and that we should respect them. They do not tell us how we, the men, can remain as the heads of our homes unless we use our power to silence our wives when they try to tell us what to do or when they do not do their duties at home.” Manidaran mutters. 
“You are quite right Mani” Jayendra says. “If we don’t behave powerfully as men are expected to behave, the society would laugh at us.”
Selva nods thoughtfully. “Yes, that is true. It will be easier for us men if we understand why we want to hit our wives and children or our younger sisters when we are angry.’ Selva says slowly. 
“Actually, why does a man take out his anger on his wife and family? Why do men feel that they know best about everything other than cooking, washing and looking after the children?  Why do men feel low when they don’t know as much as their women folk do about an economic or political matter or when the women take decisions that are wiser than the men’s decisions? Why do men feel bad when other men who are more powerful than them insult them? Do our wives too feel insulted and inferior when we men hit them and shout at them? Selva wonders. He is torn between the power he wants to keep as the head of his household and a dominant male and being a sensitive and an understanding man. He wishes that the discussions and trainings they have had through their action group had given more attention to such dilemmas that men face. However, he does not voice these thoughts. He too does not want to be ridiculed by other men for being ‘too soft’ or ‘being afraid of his wife’. Society expects men to be rough, strong and brave, doesn’t it? Selva asks himself silently.  “Who am I to challenge the ways of the society?”
“How will you prepare your stuff for the trip tomorrow? Remember, we will be away for two days.” Selva asks Manidaran. “I will bring some breakfast for you. Don’t worry about that.” He offers.
“Training, training, training and meetings….. That is all that seems to happen in our action group…….  When will the organization introduce us to the police and start us off as a proper action group?...... “ Munidaran mutters irritably. Then he says, “I will ask my older sons to go ask my wife to come home. She had better come today itself. If not, she will have to face the consequences when I return!” 

“No need to get so angry, Mani, Ask your boys to speak to their grandma. She will send her daughter home quickly. After all, being slapped by your man is no big deal. I am sure the mother has had her share of beating in her own married life. She will ask her daughter to return home when her husband sends for her. The older generation of women still lives by the age old traditional ways. It is only now that there is all this talk about not hitting a woman and that it is a violation of a woman’s right and all that….” Jayendra says. He stops at the bus halt to catch a bus to the town.  
“Yeah. Yeah……” Manidaran nods in agreement and adds. “Stopping violence is one thing: Getting a woman to be obedient to her man so that there is peace at home is another thing. Yeah….Yeah…Yeah.” He turns to go back, to look for his sons.
“True…. True….. strange though that with all our criticizing, we too have somehow become part of this change. Wish we understood better what we are doing through our Men’s Action Group.” Selva says with a disappointed smile and walks on. 
*******
� GBV – Gender Based Violence
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