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Prologue

The work on acid violence had the power to stir one’s imagination, ..
we did the work because it moved us. It was the work of creativity and
imagination. In the beginning that is what mobilized us. We did not
have resources, or support, but we had the imagination,

—Nasreen Hug, Naripokkho activist,
and founder of the campaign against acid violence

In September 2000, I received a phone call from Bina Akhter inviting me to
an event honoring television journalist Connie Chung and her ABC 20/20
team for the Amnesty International Media Spotlight Award. Chung's report
“Faces of Hope,” which aired nationally in the United States in November
1999, had featured the experiences of two young Bangladeshi women, Bina
- Akhter and Jharna Akhter (no relation to each other). The event honoring
" Chung’s work, along with that of Terl Whitcraft, the show’s producer, was to
take place at the Yale Club in New York City and be hosted by Whitcraft’s
mother. A number of Bina’s friends had been invited, and I told Bina that
it would be my pleasure to attend. T had just moved to New York City that
summer and was looking forward to seeing my old friend and to witness
such a momentous occasion honoring her story. Bina and Jharna would be
flying in from Cincinnati, where they lived with their American host family.’
“Faces of Hope” had reported on a growing epidemic of acid attacks
against women in Bangladesh. Connie Chung and her journalistic team
told their American prime time viewers that the incidence of acid throwing
had become highly prevalent among lower socioeconomic groups, in both
Bangladesh’s urban and rural areas. The ABC reporters noted that the per-
petrators were mostly young men and adolescent boys, while the targets were
primarily females between twelve and twenty-five years of age. As we will
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see, although this profile of targets and perpetrators was accurate in the late
1990s when ABC produced its report, in more recent years there has been
a shift; today, women, children, and even men are being attacked by acid
throwers of both genders, though women continue to comprise the primary
targets. According to an UNICEF-Bangladesh report, the overwhelmingly
female targets of acid violence are attacked for reasons ranging from rejection
of sexual advances from men, refusal of marriage proposals, family or Iand
disputes, vengeance, and unmet dowry demands (UNICEF, 2000).

The televised story had an angle expected to give it immediacy for its
American viewers. In particular, the 20/20 report focused on the compelling
story of a courageous young girl, Bina Akhter, whose strength and tenacity
in the face of unspeakable horrors left the television audience stupefied. The
story peripherally focused on Jharna Akhter, another young girl who had
also been the victim of an acid attack. Connie Chung’s visit to Bangladesh
preceded by a few days Bina’s and Jharna's “coming to America,” sponsored
by a U.S.-based organization called “Healing the Children.” The organization
had arranged for the Shriner’s Hospital in Cincinnati to donate surgery for
these two teenage acid violence survivors. The narrative of 20/20s “Faces
of Hope” culminated in the momentous journey from Dhaka to Cincinnati
leaving its intended American viewers with the promise that the girls, on
their way to recovery, were being transported in good hands and extricated
from the oppressive lives left behind in Bangladesh.

I arrived at the Yale Chub promptly at 2:00 p.m. The plush interior
and leather sofas were a stark contrast to the surroundings and circumstances
in which Bina and I had last met. As I was signing the guest book, I heard
Bina’s voice exclaim with pleasure, “Elora Khalamoni [auntie], you are here!”
I turned and saw Bina resplendent in a brown sari with a gold border, Her
hair was tied in a loose ponytail, and a few carefully styled strands sheathed
her injured eye. She rushed toward me with a warm embrace. It had been
two years since I had seen her, and it took me a few minutes to register Bina,
now seventeen, in her new role, Jharna, fourteen, soon followed, greeting me
with a quieter warmth, She seemed content to be in the shadow of Bina,
who busily introduced her guests to one another and offered us soft drinks
and hors d’oeuvres being served by men in uniforms.

Bina had been a strong, vocal leader in the campaign against acid
violence in Bangladesh, a campaign T had originally covered as a journalist
and then studied as a researcher. When I had last seen Bina, then fifteen,
in Dhaka in 1998, she was helping to create a network of female survivors
of acid attacks, women’s rights advocates, local journalists, doctors, lawyers,

Prologue xv

and even members of the Bangladeshi government. Following her medical
treatment and residence in Cincinnati and the showing of 20/20% report,
Bina, here in New York, held center stage in a gathering of western philan-
thropists, international journalists, and human rights actors.? Here, however?
Bina appeared not as an organizer of an antiviolence campaign, but rather
as the lone representative of it. Amid the Yale Club’s plush decor, Bina
skillfolly represented a cause that had always been hers, but now from a dif-
ferent angle and for a different set of actors and audience. The hosts of the
celebratory event presented Bina to the room of influential New Yorkers as
the spokesperson of a campaign that had a complicated genealogy involving
the efforts of manifold collaborations and institutions spanning the divides
of time, geography, and ideology.

I searched the room for familiar faces. I recognized the former com-
munications officer from UNICEF-Bangladesh and said hello. I learned that
she was now in UNICEF’s New York office. We had met briefly in Dhaka in
1998, while I was a consultant with UNICEF doing research in preparation
for the establishment of what would become the Acid Survivors Foundation.
Later, Bina introduced me to a number of the staff of international donor
agencies who were her personal friends or had had some involverment with
the work against acid violence in Bangladesh: the journalist who wrote a
feature story on Bina for Marie Claire magazine; the undergraduate student
who wrote a term paper on acid throwing; the “gender desk” officer of
United Nations Development Program (UNDP); United States Agency for
International Development (USAID) staffers; and even a few Bangladeshis
with relationships to Bina and Jharna similar to mine.® Some of the guests
at the New York ABC event had made Bina’s and Jharna’s acquaintance
in the United States, once the 20420 documentary had been aired and an
avalanche of responses from sympathetic patrons had befallen the sponsors.
That afternoon at the Yale Club Connie Chung and Teri Whitcraft
made impassioned statements about “discovering” the plight of Bangladeshi
women, deciding to “do something about it,” and “exposing” this despicable
atrocity to the American public. Several other speeches were made during
- the course of the afternoon, including one by Bina who profusely thanked,
- first, ABC for bringing to the attention of the international audience such
“a crime against humanity; second, Healing the Children for sponsoring her
“and Jharna in their path to a “new life”; third, Shriner’s Hospital for provid-
© ing medical care; and, finally, the ald workers and the journalists for their
humanitarian work. She assured her listeners that the combination of efforts
of everyone in the room truly had changed her life.
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That afternoon I left the Yale Club with mixed feelings. I was happy
for Bina and Jharna, who had been sponsored by international agencies and
voluntary organizations to undergo reconstructive surgery in a reputable burns
hospital in the United States. I was happy that they would be able to pick
up the shattered pieces of their lives, whereas many acid violence survivors
in Bangladesh faced inadequate medical care and treatment. 1 was in awe of
the strength demonstrated by these two teenage girls who left their families
and everything familiar in search of restoring some semblance of “normalcy”
to their physical and emotional well-beings. At the same time, looking back
at that New York event afterward, I began to think of Bina as personifying
what might be called the story of the “progress narrative,” the transforma-

Qtion of a victim to a survivor and then to an activist. This progress narrative
about acid violence survivors had been used both by women's rights activists
in Bangladesh and the western sponsors who assisted in bringing Bina to
the United States, although with disparate goals. Whereas the organizers in
Bangladesh who mobilized the antiviolence campaign, which Bina joined,
intended for victims to eventually shape its direction as activists, the spon-
sors in New York seemed to imply that Bina’s transformation from victim to
survivor to activist was solely enabled by their intervention, which extricated
the young women from local oppression. I felt disappointed in the simple,
self-congratulatory progress narrative crafted by the “benevolent” patrons—and
to an extent by Bina herself—who had sponsored that day’s event. These
institutions were supporting Bina and Jharna's recoveries in a way that effec-
tively erased other crucial elements of their struggle, including the anti-acid
violence campaign mobilized in the mid-1990s, primarily by Naripokkho, a

ﬂ Bangladeshi women’s advocacy group founded in 1983.4 Without that piece,
this became yet another story of western philanthropists “rescuing” passive
and helpless third world women.

As this book will show, it was the efforts of local groups like Naripokiho
that had created both the conceptual and organizational groundwork for
placing acid violence against women and girls in Bangladesh into the global
landscape of gendered human rights violation, and had mobilized attention
to the issue for both national and international actors. Further, as the fol-
lowing chapters will show, it was the strategic interventions by Naripoklkho’s
activist women that opened up the space to develop services for survivors
of acid violence by local, national, regional, and international actors. While
this activism should be acknowledged and even celebrated, I believe it is
equally important to consider how the fruits of those efforts by a Bangladeshi

& womer’s group were co-opted by certain local and international institutions,

esulting in a rewriting of the complex genealogy that had led to the public
‘recognition of acid violence as an “issue.” My concern is not just with the
‘erasure of local activists’ roles in global initiatives to fight gender violence
ut also with the dominant narratives of global feminism that enable only
certain, partial stories to be told.

As I left the Yale Club that September afternoon, it did not seem to
e to be a mere accident that this event was being held not at a Bangladeshi
omen’s center in Dhaka, but rather at an elite U.S. university's exclusive
‘club in midtown New York City. The choice of location for this celebration
f two young Bangladeshi women’s courage, the hosting of the celebration
ot by their own media or government but rather by a powerful western
‘television corporation, and the choosing by a western-based independent
‘human rights group, Amnesty, of a U.S.-based media corporation for a
‘prize, combined to reproduce a colonial progress narrative by a resurrection
.of what feminist legal scholar Makau Mutua (2001) calls a triangularized
‘metaphor in western human rights discourse that pits “savages” against both
their “victims” and “saviors.” According to Mutua, in the human rights story.
-the savior is the human tights corpus itself, with the United Nations, western
‘governments, international nongovernmental organizations (INGOSs), and
western charities as the rescuers and redeemers of an unenlightened world.
‘The savior promises freedom for the victims, who are primarily women and
‘children, from the tyrannies of the (third world) state, tradition, and culture.
‘Mutua posits that in reality the human rights institutions themselves serve
as fronts to sustain a historic relation of inequality. The savior is ultimately
“a set of culturally based norms and practices that inhere in liberal thought
“and philosophy” (p. 203). Together, the three dimensions of the triangular-
_.'ized metaphor maintain the human rights regime just as in its particularized
rendition at the Yale Club event the victimized third world women were
saved from localized oppression through western intervention.
. The metaphor is infused into the doctrines of powerful first world-based
institutions that profess to do humanitarian work in third world nations.
Hence, Mutua’s three-sided metaphoric narrative helps us understand the
discourse of human rights as a space for the systematic creation of concepts,
theories, and practices that reinscribe inequalities even after the dismantling
of formal domination with the end of colonial rule. That is, human rights
discourse, even as it claims to protect the rights of the oppressed, has simul-
taneously served to naturalize the ongoing efforts to control the “savage”
or the “underdeveloped” world by the west. Similarly, Liz Philipose (2008)
interrogates the wide appeal of international law to human rights and femi-
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nist advocates for providing redress for gender violence, despite its colonial
genealogy and indubitable role in the service of imperialist, racialized, and
masculinist power, While Philipose does not deny the strategically valuable
use of international human rights law by feminist advocates, she nevertheless
urges a revisioning of its colonialist underpinnings and implications.

In this case, while it is true that ABC News, Healing the Children,
Shriner’s Hospital, and UNICEF all contributed immensely to enable Binas
and Jharna's medical treatment in the United States, there are critical “oth-
ers” whose names and efforts went unmentioned that afterncon at the Yale
Club. Similarly neglected was the fact that this trajectory was but one—
and not necessarily the most desirable by all—possible option for gender
violence survivors to follow. These invisible actors had enabled the better-
known, better-financed, and better-connected institutions to make important
interventions in supporting survivors of acid violence in Bangladesh. They
may have had other goals that were subsumed by the global progress narra-
tive of victim-survivor-activist, but without these other actors, whose visions
may have disrupted the dominant narrative that unfolded at the Yale Club,
Bina's story remains incomplete.

A March 30, 2000 ABC News clip describes the “Faces of Hope”
program this way: “The report, which aired November 1, 1999, exposed a
little-known crime in Bangladesh as every year hundreds of young women
are permanently disfigured, blinded and/or killed when sulfuric acid is thrown
in their faces by men” (ABC News, 1999). The producers and journalists of
20/20 certainly exposed the western audience to this particular “little known
crime,” but it is important to ask the question little known to whom? While
it is true that the number of victims of any violence anywhereis never
itself a guarantee that that violence and those victims' sufferings are “well
known,” it is important to note that by 2000, acid violence was certainly
not “little known” in the context of Bangladesh. As the ABC report itself
indicates, Bangladeshi activists had already documented hundreds of young
women who were victims of acid violence yearly. Neither are the efforts
by Bangladeshi groups, in particular women’s advocacy groups, completely
absent in supporting the victims and mobilizing medical, legal, state, and
media professionals to actively take up this cause. The very fact that Bina
and Jharna were chosen among the hundreds in Bangladesh was the result
of years of careful negotiations among various invested parties.

It is analytically dangerous to imagine, then, that Bina and Jharna’s
stories began when ABC’s camera crew turned their lenses toward them.
Before getting deeper into Bind's and Jharna’s stories subsequent to their
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eing featured in “Faces of Hope,” we have to ask, When did their storiesﬂ
eally become an issue of public concern? Tracing Bina’s and Jharna's stories
sack will allow us to document and explore the dynamics of the anti-acid
viclence work initiated in the mid-1990s by Naripoklho, 2 women’s advocacy
roup founded in 1983 in Bangladesh, Complicating the narration of the acid
ampaign in this way will then enable us to launch 2 nuanced critique of
lobal feminism that pays attention to women’s struggles in multidimensional
Ways at the local, national, and transnational levels.®
In this book I present several contesting narratives of the anti-acid
folence campaign in Bangladesh. It is my contention that the success of the
ampaign can be measured by the creation of an independent coordinating \
ervice-providing body called the Acid Survivors Foundation (ASF), founded
nd financed by the international donor agency UNICEF-Bangladesh. Ignor-
ng the complexity of the genealogy of the anti-acid campaign, the dominant
arrative presented by ASF, UNICEF, the international media, and even the
angladeshi media, erases the agency of the Bangladeshi women activists
15 18 symptomatic o

those groundwork made the work possible.
eminist discourse, operating through international human rights organiza-
ions, that too often essentializes rescuers and victims on either side P_ffbf
North-South divide. Thus] this Is at once a story of the development of the
nti~Mn, the charting of distinct and evolving narratives of mul-
iple actors’ entrance in and engagement with the campaign, and a critique
f the very frameworks that make stories like these intelligible to a global
udience. It is an attempt to make the women activists’ part in the campaign
matter—not simply in an uncritically celebratory way, but in 2 manner that
[luminates the challenges in doing transnational feminist organizing—and
hus to shift the discourse of global feminism.




Introduction

This book aims to make visible the complicated transactions and uneasy
alliances between women activists in Bangladesh and local and international
development and human rights organizations. All of these groups participate,
ometimes fogether and sometimes on their own, in the process of improv-
ng services for victims of gender violence and transforming structures of
ender discrimination that enable and sanction women’s oppression. I intend
o detail the complex processes of transnational movement building while
ighlighting diverse forms of local activisms. At the same time I will make
isible the intramovement dynamics that lead to conflicts of unequal power
relations among differentially located women, what Gayatri Spivak (1999)
has called the “intra-cultural differences” in transnational women's networks.
In this chapter, I will introduce some key debates surrounding transna-
tionalism and women’s organizing and illustrate the ways in which they help
us understand the context, in the global South in general and in Bangladesh
in particular, within which development and nongovernmental organization
(NGO) initiatives around women’s empowerment have been conceptual-
ized. Locating women’s transnational organizing in Bangladesh within these
debates underscores the value of paying attention to multiple layers of power
operating in transnational movements for gender justice.

At the heart of this book lies an investigation of women’s organizing
against gender violence in Bangladesh. By showcasing the exemplary work of
one particular women'’s group, I discuss both the possibilities of transnational
networking and its less discussed effects and consequences within local level
organizing. I use Elizabeth Friedman’s (1999) concept of “transnationalism
reversed,” to which I owe the title of this book, to focus the discussion of the
" consequences of transnationalism to a “local” women’s campaign. Friedman
argues, and I agree, that while the successes of feminist transnational organiz-
ing has received a great deal of attention from scholars of social movements,
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not enough has been said about some of its lesser known, and perhaps
unintended consequences and challenges to “local” women's movements. By
emphasizing intramovement, intraorganizational, intracampaign dynamics,
! 1 wish to expand the ongoing feminist analysis of the indeterminate ways
that communities of women mobilize against gender inequality. Specifically,
['am interested in how and whether transnational praxis of gender violence
advocacy articulates with local feminist responses.

Critical Feminist Perspectives on NGOs, Development,
and Nation-Building in Bangladesh

Bangladesh has been featured prominently in scholarly discussions of the
growth and role of NGOs in the 1980s and 1990s. Not only is it home to
some of the world’s largest NGOs, but these organizations have played a
vibrant role in social and political mobilization in the country. In addition to
providing services like credit, health care, and education, the NGO community
has also played a significant role in democratic nation-building, alongside
the government. These multifaceted roles have been likened to those of a
social movement, and NGOs, like social movements, have historically drawn
participants from all walks of life and spanning all social classes, including
the urban elite, leftist intelligentsia, rural elite, and the poor.
% The rise of NGOs and their impact in the global South have not gone
ithout criticism, however, Broadly, these critiques and debates can be catego-
rized in three camps. The first recognizes the critical role of NGOs, especially
in the context of weak states failing to protect and provide for their citizens.
The second sees NGOs as agents of neoliberal development implementing
new forms of imperialism that help maintain a chain of dependency linking
transnational corporations, states, donors, and, at the lowest end, the “target
population” of development initiatives. In this vein, scholars Lamia Karim
J (2004) and Dina Siddigi (2006) both see NGOs as facilitating the global
capitalist reach into the private lives of citizens, particularly the poor, who
are brought into the chain as clients, rendering them vulnerable to forces
of modernization, patriarchies, and cultural and economic globalization. A
third and more nuanced critique, within which I wish to situate my own
work, emphasizes the complex and often contradictory roles that NGOs play,
and the multifaceted relations they foster with states, donors, and clients, I
believe this third approach is more useful and even honest in illuminating
the very difficult terrain of doing feminist work in a postcolonial context,
given the multiple challenges of globalization, neoliberalism, and patriarchy.

Introduction 3

It is true that NGOs have been and still are central to nation-building
n_"Bangladesh, both as service providers and as vehicles for progressive orga-
izing, often challenging government and corporate top-down approaches
‘development. It is also true that they are tied to colonialist discourses of
evelopment and donor-driven neocolonial “empowerment” projects for the
oor in the third world. Such discourses perpetuate dependency on “aid,”
rioritize external agendas over locally based ones, and weaken and co-opt
ocally directed vision and capacity. Some scholars have characterized the
ost-1980s NGO boom as the “ww%h whic
eoliberal governments, in collaborapion with.in tional development aid
nd polif Strategists; have claimed to enhance efficiency by cutting public
ector services, parceling them off to private sector companies, and deployi
orp"afit_e—;n—anagement techniques (Townsend and Townsend, 2004). This
type of development assistance, incorporated into NGO agendas, focuses
ore on making societies governable rather than meeting the needs of local}'
opulations, These strategies, suggest Townsend and Townsend, have made
IGOs suspect as “guns for hire” in furthering corporate goals, enculturat-
ng a climate of gate keeping through monitoring and evaluation schemes ./
hat make NGO staffs more accountable to the donors than to their clients.
owever, a concurrently Houristing rhetoric of “partnership and participa-
on” gives the illusion of equity in the industry and muddies the underlying
‘hierarchical management structure. In this system, bigger NGOs often became
e parent organization funding and managing smaller ones.

Rather than encouraging accountability toward clients, rigorous monitor{
ing mechanisms tend to protect donors from public scrutiny. Staffs are traine
to prioritize meeting the goals of the NGO, and to acquire technical skills
like fluency in English language and drafting reports according to certain
formats, rather than to adapt the organization’s style to locally based needs.
Academic research is commissioned through development organizations and
presented in these preformatted styles that are absorbed by the NGOs to
legitimize their own existence instead of producing knowledge accessible and
useful for broader publics. These reports are rarely disseminated in the form
of academic books and journal articles but are often shelved in the libraries
of donor agencies to be presented and discussed in international conferences
as country case studies. What is more, high-fevel NGO staffs are often
criticized for drawing corporate salaries, driving expensive cars, working in
air-conditioned offices, and taking frequent foreign trips, all of which add
to the distance from the clients whose needs they are apparently serving.

It would be 2 mistake, however, either to characterize NGOs as

a monolithic structure or to delink a critique of them from postcolonial

/
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development processes. Obioma Nnamaeka (2004) has discussed how colo-
nialism has shaped particular forms of “underdevelopment” and imprinted
certain legacies and distinctive frameworks in which social movements and
civil society organizations are likely to grow in postcolonial contexts. Racist,
classist, and patriarchal theories of development and empowerment tend to
recast issues of freedom, rights, and justice in the global Scuth into norma-
tive economistic and technical Ianguage, and NGOs can be seen as sharing
in such colonial legacies. Although NGOs in Bangladesh operate within an
asymmetrical terrain of power, where any space to organize autonomously
is seriously compromised by their dependency on multiple global forces,
individuals who work in them come with heterogeneous backgrounds and
motivations. Even as these individuals work for organizations that argu-
ably perpetuate neocolonial attitudes and policies, some are able to push
for creative transformations, however limited, within them. Further, the
vibrant NGO sector in Bangladesh draws individuals from a wide range
of backgrounds, identities, and skiils. For instance, the NGO sector, aside
from providing much-needed services for the poor, has also created a class
of middle-ranking jobs. Women in particular, influenced as they may be by
the modernist ideals of empowering and uplifting the poor, have found in
NGOs desirable alternative avenues for employment.

Women'’s organizations, which have simultaneously benefited from and
transformed the proliferating NGO sector in Bangladesh, have faced critiques
similar to the ones stated above in relation to NGOs in general. While not
all women’s organizations are NGOs, and women mobilize against gender
oppression and injustice in infinite number of ways and venues, in this book,
I am interested in emphasizing the globalization and “NGQization” of social
mgpements and the particular consm.iorga"
nizing 1T Bangladesh. Even those organizations, which are not NGOs, and
have worked to protect and further women’s rights both before and after
the "NGO boom in feminism,” function within 2 landscape in which their
activities are inextricably entangled within the NGO culture of women’s
development.” Rather than assuming that women’s organizing is simply
affected and impacted by NGOization, however, T seek to highlight how
women actively shape the dynamic terrain of transnationalism.

While 1 will further elaborate on this point in chapter 5, here, how-
ever, I want to draw attention to how the national women’s movement in
Bangladesh, while implicated within the NGOization of social movements,
and thus the national and global neoliberalisms that characterize this process,
nevertheless still performs crucial movement activity within that context.

Introduction 5

Sohela Nazneen and Maheen Sultan (2009) have argued that women’s orga-
nizations are unevenly impacted by the NGOization process in Bangladesh,
hat some national-level organizations—including Naripokkho—are more
ccessful in maintaining autonomy and a feminist agenda, unlike small
ones that are more susceptible to be eclipsed by neoliberalism, While this
an important distinction, it is nevertheless true that women's transnational
organizing is inextricably woven into the processes of NGOQization. At the
ame time, here, I want to draw attention to the unequal relations between
e urbwte women who run the NGOs, and the clients, women from
ural and poor backgrounds, which have been the topic of much scholarly
scussion.? Likewise, when national urban elite groups participate in trans-
tional feminist networks, power relations between them and their North-
ern counterparts are vastly unequal. Although women’s NGOs are doing
significant work, it is nonetheless important to recognize that Northern and
iddle-class feminist ideology and practices can limit democratic feminist
organizing on multiple scales.

Feminists in Bangladesh largely work within the constraints of what
amia Karim (2004} has called the “NGO paradigm,” with its links to the
government, donors, and INGOs. These linkages shape the kinds of conver-
sations that can emerge in public and inhibit rigorous critiques of western
and elite development ideology and practices. Further, they hinder grassroots
eminist organizing and limit the scale of independent social development
work done outside of NGOs, The NGO linkages to international institutions
o open up possibilities for new kinds of alliances, but they simultaneously
curtail the flourishing of perhaps more organic and radical ones. Scholarty
ritiques of local NGOs, therefore, must be cognizant of this structural
ependence and the fact that powerful international NGOs most often are
not affected by criticism; whereas, smaller local organizations can be hurt
y them. Accountability in this chain of dependent organizations tends to
run vertically upward, but not the other way around.

- This kind of dependence represented by the relationship between
ocal and international organizations hinders solidarity among differentially
ositioned women in the dependency chain. Yet just as women's NGOs
hemselves are part of a transnational dependency chain, they do offer a venue
or feminist organizing that is also transnational. It is worth investigating
whether the dynamics within and between NGOs will consolidate and/or
weaken the power of the global, national, and local elite. As will become
lear in upcoming chapters, resistance to such global power structures can
ake manifold and unexpected shape and form, spanning demands on the
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state, community-based and/or NGO organizing, social movements, cross-
border alliances, and everyday survival strategies. An important question
this book will engage with is How will feminists be able to manipulate the
potentially resistant space of the NGO, given that their political strategies
within NGOs are limited by NGO dependency on the very “global feminist”
structures focal feminists are trying to resist?

Transnational Feminist Frameworks

My work builds on a substantial legacy of feminist schelarship on cross-
cultural dynamics of women’s movements. The 1990s in particular marked the
ascendance of transnational feminist activism by riding on the momentum of
two decades of United Nations conferences for women. Feminists specifically
targeted international policy arenas and intergovernmental organizations to
mobilize concerns about gender in national and local contexts. Networking
and advocacy on a global scale enabled locally based activists to mobilize
strong transnational collaborations in order to pressure the recalcitrant state
policy apparatus to engender important policy changes both nationally and
globally. Sonia Alvarez (2000) defines this kind of transnationalization of
women's organizing as “local movement actors’ deployment of discursive frames
and organizational and political practices that are inspired, (re)affirmed, or
reinforced, though not necessarily caused, by their engagement with other
actors beyond national borders. This happens through a wide range of
transnational contacts, discussion, transactions, and networks, both virtual
and ‘real’” (p. 32). Thus, local and transnational forces shaping women's
movement dynamics are seen by Alvarez as mutually constitutive and inex-
tricably intertwined analytically. For example, the U.N. summits and NGO
participation engendered conversations about gender violence and women's
human rights constructed through transnational negotiations.

However, Jacqui Alexander (2005) cautions against a relativist reading
of the transnational, which can obscure the power of Northern constitu-
encies over their Southern counterparts, and points to how national and
transnational processes might be mutually constitutive but are nevertheless
imbricated in asymmetrical power relations (p. 183). It is this understanding
of transnationalization, coupled with Chandra Mohanty’s (2003), in which
she emphasizes the interconnectedness of women’s struggles, histories, and
experiences across communities in cross-border organizing, that I find most
useful for my worl.

Introduction 7

It is important to note here that analytically this transnational femi-
nist analysis is in contradistinction to global feminism, which emphasizes a
unidirectional North-to-South flow of ideas, resources, and mobilization. A
ansnational feminist praxis, as 1 use the term, refers to women’s organizing
at recognizes, in theory and in practice, the multilayered power relations
shaping women's struggles in North-South as well as South-South contexts.
Again, this is decidedly different from usages of the term globa/ fominism,
which tends to flatten the diversity of women's agency and positionality
. presenting 2 universalized western model of women’s liberation based
.individuality and modernity (Grewal and Kaplan 1994). Rather, Jacqui
lexander and Chandra Mohanty (1997), urge an analysis that intertwines
he global and the local” and choose the term fransnational as a corrective
he notion of “global sisterhood,” which they find as resurrecting the
enter/periphery” or “first-world/Third-World model” of feminist organizing
Cxvili). The term fransnational, although mindful of continued significance
of national boundaries, is also different from the term insernational, which
ends to prioritize discrete national borders.

In their recent anthology, Critical Transnational Feminist Praxis,
manda Swarr and Richa Nagar (2010) consult what are now considered
two canonical transnational feminist texts of the 1990s, Seastered Hegemonies:
ostmodernity and Transnational Feminist Practices by Inderpal Grewal and
aren Kaplan, and Peminist Genealogies, Colonial Legacies, Democratic Futures
y Jacqui Alexander and Chandra Talpade Mohanty, as they strive for their
wi conceptualization of the term. At the risk of capturing briefly an exten-
ive discussion on the points of convergence and divergence between these
exts, and to avoid rehashing the same debates eloquently unfolded by Swarr
nd Nagar, suffice it to say here that key to the first text (assert Swarr and
Nagar) is an attempt to decenter feminism from its essentializing Northern
endency toward more heterogenous formations. Central to the second is an
pproach to feminism that is more relational, comparative, and historical.
While acknowledging the importance of both, Swarr and Nagar appear to
e drawn to Alexander and Mohanty’s allegiance to cross-border feminist
raxis, collaboration, and activism, which “movels] through and beyond the
lobal/local dichotomy” (p. 10). Further, it is these authors’ resolute reminder
f accountability to feminist communities in struggle that most animates
my own vision of transnational feminist praxis. Like Swarr and Nagar, 1
oo intend to blur the distinctions between theory/method, individually/
collaboratively produced knowledge, and academia/activism with a commit-
‘ment to “combine struggles for sociopolitical justice with feminist research
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methodologies, thereby extending the meanings and scope of transnational
feminist theory and practice” (p. 13).

The discussion of “local” women's organizing in my work emphasizes
the variety of ways in which communities of women mobilize against diverse
forms of oppression against 2 background of the intramovement, intraorga-
nizational, and intracampaign dynamics across borders. Using a transnational
feminist analysis thus enables me to mount a critique that is contingent and
multifaceted and that strives toward shifting the discourse of global feminism
away from its universalistic tendency.

While the transnationalization of women's organizing has certainly
produced desirable results of many kinds, particularly in policy advocacy,
scholars have also pointed to less celebratory ramifications, which as men-
tioned earlier, Elizabeth Friedman (1999) calls “transnationalism reversed”—a
concept to which this book owes its title. This lesser discussed “fip side”
of the globalization of women’s movements has engendered disparate and
differentiated consequences for movement dynamics and practices. Even as
they enable crucial cross-border collaborations, intramovement tensions also
generate contradictory consequences within such collaborations. For instance,
new kinds of divisions and hierarchical relationships have emerged within
feminist organizations at the same time that these have tended to experience
growth. FHence, it is necessary to expand our theoretical understanding of
transnational organizing and illuminate the inter- as well as intramovement
tensions, in an attempt to imagine more equitable and just feminist alliances
across borders of nation, class, and race.

In this book I map the trajectory of the Bangladeshi women’s cam-
paign against acid violence in the mid-1990s and beyond. The transnational
organizing of Naripokkho, a Dhaka-based women'’s advocacy organization,
led to the successful creation of a donor-funded umbrella organization for
providing comprehensive care to survivors of acid attacks. However, the
creation of this organization led to several effects unintended by the cam-
paign: Naripokkhos own diminished engagement with the campaign, the
co-optation of the women activists’ survivor-centered strategies by the newly
created institution, the gradual consolidation of a neoliberal agenda by the
newly established Acid Survivors Foundation programs, the estrangement of
key activists from. the campaign, and the (re)affirmation of a progress narra-
tive within which the stories of survivors were told by various actors. This
book highlights the complexities, contradictions, and paradoxes of diverse
women’s organizing that are often left out of homogenizing representations
of women's movements and transnational alliances.
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A Note on Theory and Method

In the tradition of Nagar and Swarr’s articulation of transnational feminist
praxis, this volume is invested in a politics that combines struggles for social
ustice with feminist epistemology in the interest of expanding conversations
about cross-border solidarity and collaboration. These writers state unequivo-
cally that all academic production is necessarily collaborative, even if the
atithor’s voice is privileged, and often celebrated, as the sole narrator. Even
though academic knowledge is essentially created and informed by multiple
gagements with communities—students, colleagues, peers, research col-
aborators, activist circles—the institution of academia recognizes the “solo
eminist,” thereby furthering the academic/activist, theory/method, individual/
collaborative divides (Pratt et al., 2010, p. 84).

Using transnational ferninism as the grounding for its intellectual and
olitical endeavor, this book adheres to a lens and set of practices that pay
attention to various overlapping systems of power such as capitalist develop-
ment, globalization, imperialism, and patriarchy. It also looks at the ways in
which these systems rearrange colonial and neocolonial power relations in
ifferent locations, and how these processes engender and are influenced by
omplex and contradictory modes of subjectivities and agency. A transnational
inalysis emphasizes reflexive action and critique while consciously illuminating
their temporal and spatial constitutions (Swarr and Nagar, 2010, pp. 3-5).
urther, moving away from easy imaginings of collaboration and solidarity
haracterizing much of 1990s “global feminism,” this volume emphasizes the
ontradictory and shifting ways in which collaborations take shape, often
merging only out of conflict and negotiations. As this research shows,
ransnational feminism cannot be assumed a priori but is always contingent,
haped by its specific historical and institutional realities,

* In this study, I rely heavily on the ethnographic method of participant
~observation, used here in conjunction with a second valuable method, narra-
ive interpretation. To that end, in addition to participant observation, I have
mployed other written sources such as archives; news reports; pamphlets;
tatistical data collected by the state, national NGOs, and international
gencies; audiovisual materials; e-mail correspondences; life narratives; and
secondary literature generated by scholars. Like Anthropologist Akhil Gupta
(1998), T firmly believe that “the claims made in an ethnography and the
presentation of the ethnographer’s knowledge—are shaped not only by the
*kind of data collected but also the manner in which those data were obtained”
(p. 29). Like him, I am concerned with “how the [researcher] is positioned
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within the text, questions of polyvocality, the representation of respondents’
voices, problems of translation, the ‘staging’ of dialogic encounters, concerns
about authorship, the use of photographs and audiovisual techniques, and
the [researcher’s] responsibility” to both their respondents and to the research
cammunity as 2 whole (p. 29). While I cannot elaborate on each issue here, in
the following chapters I will address some of my key methodological choices.
I hope that in keeping with the tradition of a feminist ethnography in terms
of the representation of research findings within the text and the choices I
make in the analysis, I can encourage active and ongoing reinterpretation from
the readers, including those who are the subjects of the research. Moreover,
would like to employ Gupta’s idea of resisting “analytic closure,” and thereby
to make the text “vulnerable” to reinterpretation, reanalysis, and rethinking,
attributes he lists as the essential qualities of a sound ethnography (p. 30).

Gender violence in general, and acid attacks against women in particular,
has a longer genealogy in Bangladesh and in the surrounding region than I
am able to impart here. It is my purpose to trace the work of women activists
in Bangladesh specifically in the mid-1990s and later. I focus on these years
in part because of the strategic negotiations of that time period that were
carried out by feminists in Bangladesh with key institutions transnationally,
in order to create a public discourse on acid violence, and thus to develop a
socially recognized campaign by and for Bangladeshi women. At the same
time, my choice is shaped by my own involvement with the campaign in
three roles over the years: that of a journalist, 2 UN. consultant, and an
independent researcher, respectively. My analysis is based on interactive reflec-
tions on the multiphased and multisited trajectory of the campaign, with the
aim to broaden the discussion of gender violence to a global human rights
arena. The roles I occupied allowed me an “insider’s” perspective of the day-
to-day workings of a women's advocacy group, as well as other key actors
such as international NGOs and state institutions. It is important to note,
however, that gathering information through these intimate relationships was
2 potentially risky endeavor because traditional ethnographic research calls
for the researcher to maintain some level of an “outsider” status to preserve
analytic integrity. The paradox whereby a feminist researcher simultaneously
is an insider/outsider in the process of gathering information and crafting
a research project, arguably in collaboration with the research subjects is, I
believe, a valuable contribution to the feminist ethnographic approach. On
the one hand, it might be considered risky to rely on the subjective reflec-
tions of interlocutors with whom I have a long-term association as an ally.
However, one may also argue that all knowledge is subjective and collaborative
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pite academic and institutional structures that claim otherwise. On the
er hand, giving primacy to the multiple and disparate voices, strategies,
periences, and narratives of the antiviolence campaign woven together to
 read as one of the many contesting stories posed in this study compli-
tes our understanding of diverse women’s activism. Akhil Gupta posits
at juxtaposing multiple discourses, and not attempting to provide a unified
d coherent narrative out of disagreements and contestations are actually
mmensurable with the argument made in a text that strives to enhance
derstanding of a postcolonial moment.

- Jayati Lal's (1996) discussion of the “insider/outsider” dynamic and
emma in feminist ethnographic research is enormously helpful. Instead of
ng either position as a given, she argues that these identities are actively
nstructed and given meaning in the practice of research. For instance, I
ay be an insider to Bangladesh but my “return home” after years of gradu-
school training in North America also makes me an outsider who has to
gotiate a renewed sense of belonging in a location that is now unfamiliar,
al, who is an Indian national, writes about her own experience of doing
ldwork in Delhi as a PhD student from a North American university:
ore important than a sameness that might be assumed in my possible
ntity as an insider are the power differentials and class inequities that
ide those insiders and the divisions between the researched and researcher
at are created by the very act of observation” (p. 193).

In the long course of my research, each instance of my engagement with
ctivists and staff at Naripokkho, survivors of acid violence, and the various
ctors in the campaign like state representatives, U.N. officials, journalists,
nternational human rights advocates, and so on was constituted through
.different set of power relations and presumptions on all sides, based on
ender, nationality, class, age, and educational and professional status. For
nstance, at the event honoring ABC producers at the Yale Club, I was at
nce an insider to Binak circle of friends from Bangladesh, and therefore a
fitness to the trajectory of her arrival in the United States, and at the same
me an outsider to her newer circle of American patrons, to whom I was a
native informant” from which to seck affirmation for their progress narrative.
am also reminded here of the numerous occasions in the mid- to late 1990s
hen Bina and other survivors of acid violence working and volunteering
for the Naripokkho campaign led me to the homes of young women sur-
vivors, many of whom lived outside of Dhaka city in rural Bangladesh, and
to the Burns Unit at the Dhaka Medical College Hospital (DMCH), for
research purposes. In these very different settings, my upper-middle-class,
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urban background, less than perfect Bangla, and status as U.N. consultant
or PhD candidate in elite western institutions, undoubtedly demarcated the
boundaries of the participation and coliaboration.

One particular encounter with the director of a major NGO provid-
ing affordable health care to the poor, drove home this point. Early in my
involvement with Naripokkho, when I was working as a journalist for a
national English-language daily newspaper, I was invited to the home of
this man, who was collaborating closely with Naripokkho organizers, to
discuss putting together a project proposal for donor agencies to fund a
burn unit at the NGO he directed. Because of time constraints, as T had
to leave Bangladesh to start my PhD program in the United States, I was
unable to collaborate on this project. A year later, when I again visited
the same director, this time in his office, to solicit some information in
my rofe as a development consultant for UNICEF, he refused to have a
conversation with me and asked that I leave his office on the grounds that
his relationship to the donor agency I was representing was conflicted. He
spoke to me, with palpable contempt, of my own allegiance to this denor
agency and the material benefits of my position there—in stark contrast to
my previous position in a local newspaper. Where 1 was once considered
an “insider” to the campaign, because I had been recruited to write for it,
here T was considered someone who had “defected” for material gain, What
complicates this picture even more is that it was on the recommendation
of Naripokkhoe activists that UNICEF had hired me as the consultant on
the acid violence project—because the feminist group preferred an “insider”
from the campaign for this work. Such encounters seem to suggest that the
insider/outsider dichotomy in research is less about fixed identities and more
about critical and reflective positionings.

With regard to another complicated insider/outsider moment, I am
reminded of the number of times I sat patiently at government representa-
tives’ offices—always in air-conditioned waiting rooms as opposed to the
stuffy corridors with other visitors, no doubt because of my class status. At
the same time, my age and gender did not provide me with the stamp of
importance required to be seen immediately by these government officers.
Additionally, T was always expected to answer questions fike “What is your
father’s name,” and “What does your father do?” by way of social screening
before any information would be imparted to me.

Another revealing research moment was the day I arrived at the
Naripokkho office to meet Bina on our way to DMCH in 2 rickshaw as
opposed to a car, my usual mode of transportation. (The driver was sick and
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ad taken the day off.} As Bina climbed onto the rickshaw with me, she
aid with genuine concern, “Elora kbalamoni, you should be careful doing
s work. I am sure people are watching you” (“shabddban ¢ cholo, shob lok
n-dekche”). This remark clearly alluded to my class status and the fact that
orms of middle-class femininity required that I not be “seen” so publicly—in
ickshaw without the protection of the car—associated with a campaign
erceived to be risky for young women. The grand gestures of hospitality
at followed every visit I made with survivors and their families made me
internally cringe with embarrassment—whether offering me the best chair
in the room, ordering tea and snacks from the hospital cafeteria, or laying
ut a multicourse meal on the dining table and sending to the corner store
for Coca-Cola and Fanta (to appease my ostensibly “foreign” taste). I was
reminded time and again of the inevitably unequal and even exploitative
relationship between researcher and the subjects of research.
There is a fine line in ethnographic research, particularly by researchers
from the North in research settings in the South, between academic feminist
knowledge production and academic feminist colonization. I take my cue
from Jayati Lal, who refers to Michelle Fine’s urging feminist researchers to
persistently “ ‘examine the hyphen at which Self-Other join in the politics of
everyday life,’ and to work against inscribing the Other” (quoted in Lal, 1996,
'200). Moreover, the mediated relations circumscribing research processes,
and the productive engagements resultant in the hyphens are fraught with
questions of accountability and responsibility.
Swarr and Nagar (2010) rearticulate questions regarding accountability
posed by Peake and de Souza, asking, “What do women in the South~—
placed in different points in organizational hierarchies—stand to gain and
ose from transnational feminist exchanges? And how much of themselves
are northern-based feminist academics willing to put on the line, given that
hey work in institutions that reward cbedience and status quo, and that
widely discourage the convergence of action and research?” {p. 212). In order
o better articulate my own relationship to these questions, it is important
o note my engagement with the anti~acid violence campaign in its various
tages and consequently the shifting communities to whom I am accountable.
When I first began writing about this topic in the mid-1990s, it was in
~my role as a journalist-cum-ally of the Naripokkho campaign. The audience
-was the general public as well as the specific communities that the activists
wanted to mobilize. The purpose was to raise awareness, and the process
was transparent in the sense that each piece was reviewed by Naripokkho
activists before publication. These pieces were circulated by the organization
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in various registers in which they organized nationally and globally. Second,
as a research consultant for UNICEEF, the next phase of writing and research
involved producing and packaging knowledge in a format comprehensible
to funders, which often involved the translation of activists’ and survivors
experiences and ground realities into the global logic of development and
humanitarian interventions seeking tangible results. In my current role, as
a feminist researcher located in the northern academy, I am cognizant of
institutional expectations around producing knowledge that will benefit my
ascendance in the academy (tangibles like book, recognition, tenure, and
promotion), as well as of my desire to produce knowledge that is meaning-
ful for the various communities~—collaborators in struggle who informed the
research (outcomes here are less quantifiable).

All of these relations—both within and outside of the academy—-are
of course fraught. For instance, in my first year on the tenure track I was
told by a senior colleague in the department that engaging in collaborative
research and coauthored manuscripts would be risky for my tenure because
the academy preferred single~authored projects. On the other hand, in sharing
drafts of the manuscript with Naripokkho activists prior to publication, I have
been cautioned about revealing too much or too little, waiting for the right
moment to minimize risk and to maximize impact, misrepresenting internal
organizational dynamics, and taking my analysis too far, thus bordering on a
betrayal of the very community that this work is meant to advocate for. My
shifting insider/outsider positions have been called into question repeatedly
as | have navigated the tricky waters of transnational praxis. As Geraldine
Pratt et al. (2010) show, it might become necessary at certain points of col-
laborations not to collapse the roles of the academic and the activist and to
maintain a strategic distance (pp. 65-71). I say this not to take analytic license
to position myself as the “solo feminist” author, but to simply point out that
there are instances in collaborative research when our (feminist academics)
analysis might be at odds with that of our (activist) collaborators. It is only
through rigorous and persistent reflexive engagements in those paradoxical
moments—and emphasizing the juxtaposition of narratives that Gupta argues
is key to texts striving to represent the postcolonial condition—that we can
tease out the contradictions inherent in transnational praxis.

As the following chapters will show, muttiple community collaborators
compel multiple and tiered allegiances and accountability. For example, as
the campaign evolved and expanded, its many constituencies did not always
exist in harmonious relationships with one another, and their agendas were
not compatible. As a researcher, it becomes necessary to carefully track my
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hifting locations and relationships as they unfolded with respect to each
onstituency over time. In this regard, I realize that critiquing large and
werful international donor organizations and western-based media networks
ess risky and sometimes more necessary than critiquing smaller NGQs
d community-based organizations, and individual movement actors. After
, the communities we engage in research with are not homogenous, and
¢y do not necessarily have singular interests. I have found that narrative
ysis is valuable in addsessing this question of critiquing actors in move-
ats with which one is allied, because it enables emphasizing the multiple
endas and questions of the diverse constituencies of this project, as well
illuminating the competing ways subjects actively shape their “presenta-
ons to suit their own agendas of how they wish to be represented” (Lal,
6, p. 204). Rather than canceling out, prioritizing, or even suppressing
mpeting agendas, narrative analysis enables the weaving of a more auanced
and even politicized telling.
Narrative analysis allows us to question the perceived ineluctable dis-
ction between factual reporting and storytelling by suggesting that facts,
ke fiction, emerge when researchers and writers interpret and give meaning
them in particular ways. Facts do not exist prior to this meaning-making
rocess involving both the witness and the interpreter of the act. Rather,
3" Leslie Rebecca Bloom (1995) points out, meaning is constructed in
e style of storytelling, This approach is informed by the idea, espoused
v Jonathan Potter, Margarer Wetherell, Ros Gill, and Derek Edwards in
heir article “Discourse: Noun, Verb or Social Practice?” that meanings are
eated through discourse and not simply reflected by them (Potter et al,
990). However, people are influenced by dominant narrative thernes that
low them to arrange meanings in contextual and perhaps familiar ways.
‘hese observations lead researchers to the valuable knowledge that stories are
ocially constructed and can appear to change along with voices of narrators.
iscursive and narrative analyses give me the opportunity to self-consciously
onstruct meanings through my use of narrative lenses, choices of actors, and
e selection of when a story begins. In this book, by examining competing
arratives of the anti~acid violence campaign (including my own), I make
meaning of how these stories are created and re-created over time and with
what consequences.
- Moreover, feminist narrative analysis makes available to women struc-
tures for writing about their multifaceted experiences against the grain of
dominant masculinist narratives. Careful reading of women's voices help us
examine their roles, choices, and sufferings in a way such that they are able
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to assume power rather than be further marginalized. Teresa de Lauretis
(1987), using Carolyn Heilbrun's argument, suggests that when women are
deprived of parpative frames that allow for complex.self representations, ey
Wen y presenting contesting narratives to weave a more
complex view of tFansnational organizing, I want to make visible the agency
of diverse women activists in the struggle for representation and subjectivity.

Feminist narrative analysis, by refusing analytic closure, encourages
interpreters to constantly reexaming Thelr oW ToTlisions and recognize the
instability of authorship. Kathleen Barry (1990) refers to this intersubjectivity
in research as an opportunity for researchers to “become interactively involved
with the subject through interpretation of meanings” (pp. 77-78). Feminist
ethnography in turn takes as its central investigative unit the interactive
relationship between the feminist researcher and her respondent as active
agents in the process of meaning making, blurring the distinction between
theory and method. For this reason, a combination of narrative interpretation
and feminist ethnography is fitting as the chosen approach to interweaving
theory and method in the act of self-reflexive storytelling. Taking my cue
from feminist ethnographer Ruth Behar (1993), I add a cautionary note here
as the author of this study: my voice as an interpreter/reader is ultimately
privileged, and producing texts out of life stories runs the risk of “colonization
of the act of storytelling” by turning each story into a “disposable commodity
of information” (pp. 12-13). Here, Shari Stone-Mediatore’s (2003) assertion
is valuable: narrative analysis opens up the possibility of considering the text
not as “objective truth” but rather as “ways of seeing” (p. 38).

Feminist postcolonial theory as a genre is helpful as it explains the myriad
influences shaping the subject of one’s research and the implications of the
investigator’s location in the pursuit of and production of knowledge. It has
explicated and complicated the symbiotic relationship between the (researcher)
self and the (researched) other. The perceived contradictory locations of the
“home” and the “field,” as well as the legacy of colonialism that implicitly
shapes this relationship is marked by the researcher being situated in “the
West” and the researched “elsewhere,” complicating further the politics of
representation in this study (Visweswaran, 1994). My position as an insider/
outsider encompasses my roles as journalist, development consultant, activist,
and independent researcher spanning Bangladesh and the United States. T
hope this work will have meaning for all of the communities from which
my understanding has benefited. 1 also want to point out that in studying
transnational feminist organizing, I have followed some participants and
interlocutors in multiple sites in Bangladesh and the United States. Hence,
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location of the subjects of research has also been mobile, adding more
ers to the spatial and temporal contingencies in a transnational analysis.
~One area of postcolonial feminist scholarship and ethnography in
cular that is tremendously important for this work has been the explicit
orizing of feminists’ relationships to “women,” or ways in which women
the global North are discursively constructed as feminists (read: liberated,
independent) in relation to women ftom the South (read: oppressed,
und by cuiture, dependent) (John, 1996). While considerable scholarship
exists about the power dynamics between white colonizers and native women,
s.attention has been directed to the colonial framework shaping women’s
elationships to one another within national and local spaces, particularly
they manifest through the script of global feminism. Hence, this study
ends that conversation to also include the power differentials in such
tionships within feminist and women’s networks in disparate spatialities.

There is of course a long colonial history, discussed both within and
side feminist scholarship, of representations of third world women’s vic-
mization by their own patriarchal cultural and religious institutions—and
ie consequent justified rescue missions and military interventions enacted
forces of the global North (Mohanty, 1991; Mani, 1990; Narayan, 1997;
zreg, 1994; Trinh, 1989). Feminists have argued that these depictions
ave acquired a renewed vigor in the post-September 11, 2001 climate of
ductionist understandings of women’s oppression in the Muslim world
Abu—Lughod, 2002; Razack, 2008). Clearly, these depictions do not tell the
hole story, particularly of the forces and policies that originate in the North
nd maintain the subordinate status of women in these so-catled zones of
pression. Moreover, the racialized gender dimension of the rescue nard
tive—famously described by Gayatri Spivak (1994) as “White men are savin
brown women from brown men”is supported by abundant visual 2nd textu
representations in the mainstream media sensationalizing the plight of thir
world women. This logic becomes ingrained in the psyches of consumers
of mainstream media to such a degree that representations like these need
no contextualization or explanatory narrative (p. 92). Shahnaz Khan {2008),
speaking of Afghan women, likens such images, particularly of the “veiled
Muslim woman,” to creatures confined in a “public zoo, providing voyeuristic
spectacle and affirming splendors and freedoms of a singular Western culture
and the misery and oppressive nature of the equally singular Third World/
Muslim culture” (pp. 161-62).

Concomitant to the production of the oppressed third world/Muslim

woman is the ubiquitous image of the racialized premodern, aggressive, yet
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feminized, third world/Muslim man. Sherene Razack (2008) argues that the
deployment of allegorical figures of the “dangerous Muslim man,” “imperiled
Muslim woman,” and “civilized European” are the cornerstone of neo-imperial
construction of the third world/Muslim Other, in contrast to the “civilized”
white nations. Not just a story, these representations serve to provide and
legitimize the governing logic and relation of empire (p. 5). The machinery
of colonial discourse can achieve these racialized and gendered effects sim-
ply through the use of such images and terms like #raditional, Muslim, and
cultural practice. One of the questions I am interested in exploring in this
book is how such transnational productions of gender, and gender violence
in particular, do or do not correspond with “local” feminist conceptualiza-
tions. In this particular historical moment, feminists must pay attention to
the plobal representations of the Muslim world—of which Bangladesh is a
part—and the dominant stories they tend to support or subvert.

The national women’s movement in Bangladesh, for historical reasons
I elaborate on in chapter 5 of this book, maintains a resolutely secularist
position. That is, religion by most advocates of social justice is viewed as
a private matter. At the same time, the activists I worked with did not see
any contradiction between their faith in Islam and their political struggles
for women's emancipation. In my research I rarely encountered activists who
would use religion as an explanatory framework for acid violence. If and
when the question of religion and violence was broached, activists stated or
implied that an authentic understanding of Islam would clarify that gender
violence was strictly condemned. However, activists did attribute increased
violence against women in part to the “gradual infiltration of fundamentalist
and/or reactionary Istam,” which they saw as an external threat to the nation.
Using religion as an instrument for mobifizing the antiviolence campaign,
however, was not commonplace.

In contrast, in the west gender violence in Bangladesh—the third-largest
Muslim majority nation—is invariably packaged through an Islamic/culturalist
framework (as we will see in the discussion of “Faces of Hope” in chapter
3). The latter, I argue, serves the larger imperial project of empire from
which certain variants of feminism make the rescue of Muslim women their
own sustaining mission. That is, this same colonial and neo-imperial logic
is inherent in global feminism as well as in humanitarian interventions. In
attempting to complicate our understanding of feminist struggles, subjectivities,
and agency in multiple sites, this work is located in the conjuncture of all
of these above-mentioned genres: feminist ethnography, critical ethnography,
narrative analysis, feminist postcolonial studies, critical development, and
transnational feminist studies.
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Chapter Overviews

is book comprises a cluster of five essays tied together by the common
read of women’s transnational organizing around gender violence. Together,
se pieces aim to contribute to new theoretical understandings of the
torically asymmetrical planes constituting uneven relations of power
hin women's movements. Chapter 1, “Feminist Negotiations: Contesting
rratives of the Campaign Against Acid Violence in Bangladesh,” traces
d analyzes the complex trajectory of the anti-acid violence campaign in
angladesh, I demystify the claim that men’s acid throwing against women
d girls is an “aberrant cultural practice,” showing that this phenom-
on needs to be understood within broader systems of gender inequality
d intersecting forces of globalization and socioeconomic shifts in the

The chapter traces the development of the antiviolence campaign by
minists, beginning with the efforts of the women’s advocacy group called
aripokkho to turn incidents of acid throwing against women and girls in
angladesh into a concerted public campaign, by mobilizing key players
the national and international levels and making strategic alliances with
em. | show that the expansion of the campaign over time as a result of the
iversification of actors involved at both the national and international levels
125 not only generated institutional support to survivors of acid attacks but
as also had some unintended consequences. The new services, albeit having
reater reach, espouse an individualistic neoliberal strategy without adequate
ttention to systemic change. This is a story of the challenges of women's
rganizing and its negotiations with transnational politics and subsequent
uccesses and failures.

Chapter 2, “Local Realities of Acid Violence in Bangladesh,” showcases
he story of Nurun Nahar, a survivor of acid violence in Bangladesh, and to
esser degree Bina Akhter, in order to demonstrate that despite protective
neasures, state, medical, and legal institutions continually fail to respond
dequately to violence against women and deny women rights to state protec-
ion, which are supposedly guaranteed by law. The failure of state institutions
0 ensure appropriate care has been somewhat mitigated, T argue, by NGOs,
articularly women's groups, which are nevertheless heavily constrained due to
he volume of demand, scarcity of resources, and a funding culture inhibiting
horizontal collaborations among women's groups. This chapter emphasizes
the local contexts within which women activists operate, including patriarchal
and intransigent social and cultural systems. Additionally, it reflects on how
women's NGOs have created alternative strategies and visions for victimized
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women’s recovery and empowerment in the absence of a strong state and
within dominant cultural, economic, and political structures,

Chapter 3, “From Dhaka to Cincinnati: Charting Transnational Nar-
ratives of Trauma, Victimization, and Survival,” spells out the implications
for women'’s movements of the growing trend toward transnational forms
of organizing. By juxtaposing multiple narratives of the anti—acid violence
campaign by international actors, survivors, and local women activists, 1 aim
to weave together a more complex understanding of transnational feminist
praxis and women’s subjectivities. The chapter highlights the story of Bina
Akhter, who has been called alternatively the “star of the acid campaign” and
“self-serving” by Naripokkho activists, and an “angel of mercy” in the U.5.-
based ABC television network’s “Faces of Hope” report. Through the use of
Bina’s story, I urge a move beyond dualistic framings of women’s experiences
of violence that position them as “good victims” or “bad victims.” I challenge
the terms “victims” or “survivors,” arguing for a more liberatory epistemology
that allows for dynamism, fluidity, and most importantly narrative agency.
T also discuss the fallout that occurred in the anti—acid violence movement
when some of the survivors chose to remain in the United States, violating
the terms of the contract that aliowed them to enter the country for recon-
structive surgery. I argue that this controversy must be understood not only
as an instance of intramovement differences among individuals, but also as a
demonstration of the global structural inequality that shapes the trajectories
of such movements.

Chapter 4, “Feminism and Its Other: Representing the ‘New Womar’
of Bangladesh,” explores the use of entertainment-education media by women
activists as a mobilizing tool. Analyzing the 2006 telefilm, dyna (The Mirror),
which takes up the topic of acid violence, I look at the contemporary produc-
tion and representation of the “New Woman” in Bangladesh in the context
of globalization and development and in contrast to an earlier context of
anticolonialist and nationalist struggles. Deploying film as a vehicle for
education-entertainment, the director of Ayna provokes an important conver-
sation about human rights advocacy, transnational feminist alliances, women’s
subjectivities, victimization, and agency. At the same time, a textual reading
of the film, in conjunction with ethnographic study of women’s activism in
Bangladesh, allows for a juxtaposition of the neoliberal underpinning of the
film’s representations of development and women's empowerment with the
lived experiences of women participating in and/or benefiting from such
‘humanitarian interventions.”
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Finally, chapter 5, “Transnational Challenges: Engaging Religion,
lopment, and Women’s Organizing in Bangladesh,” broadens the dis-
ssion of transnational feminist praxis beyond the Naripokkho campaign
ocates women’s activism in Bangladesh within the intersecting forces of
ising religious extremism, state politics, and global capitalist development.
1is. chapter explores the question of whether and how the transnational
luction of violence against women in a “Muslim nation” arficulates with
cal” feminist responses. In particular, I point out, the national women’s
ement in Bangladesh, historically aligned and intertwined with the
ular nationalist struggle for liberation, followed by the state- and donor-
en neoliberal development agenda, has positioned itself in opposition to
ist politics. This nationalist-secularist stance, in opposition to an Islamist
‘however, has not adequately addressed the intersections of gender and
igion in the nationalist and civil society politics in a transnational age.
voking the secular-nationalist struggle and its cross-class alliances as the
mpetus for democratic nation building in the current political climate, where
slamist politics are perceived as a unilateral threat, I argue, can be limiting
vision and reach.

The landscape of Bangladeshi politics has shifted such that divisions
ong the nationalists, feminists, secularists, and Islamists are no longer
ar-cut, if they ever were. For example, violence against women is frequently
ributed by local and global media and secular and feminist NGOs to a
icklash against modernity” by Islamist groups. Deeper analysis reveals
“political, social, and economic forces leading to gendered violence and
ourages a more muanced analysis of the proliferation and diversification

Islamist politics in the region and the exigencies shaping feminist politics.

This introspective and self-reflexive examination of the power relations
iong and within women’s groups encourages feminists to strive for a broader
raxis that challenges colonialist narratives of women's empowerment in the
obal South. By shedding light on the complexity of local women’s organizing
nd their negotiations with transnational politics, I show the multiple layers
nd linkages involved in feminist struggles. In so doing, I want to challenge
he assumptions made in universalizing discourses of women’s oppression
nd activistn, and highlight the unexpected and even unlikely alliances and
ajectories that transnational feminist projects may engender.



