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Safety An Issue For

BY MARK MAGNIER
© 2013, Los Angeles Times

NEW DELHI — When she
was a girl growing up in
India’s mountainous north-
east, Sobhana Gazmer used
to rough up boys who gave
her lip. These days in the big
city of New Delhi, she’s
scared to walk the streets,
take public transportation,
even sleep in her one-room
apartment, with its single
bed covered in stuffed
animals.

Her apartment is a few
hundred feet from the stop
where a commuter bus
picked up a young woman
whose fate haunts Gazmer:
She was raped repeatedly, al-
legedly by the driver and his
friends, and then assaulted
along with her male friend
with metal rods. She died of
her injuries two weeks later.

Rape cases have been a

fixture in India’s headlines for
years, but the brutal attack in
December hit a deep nerve.
Many young women saw
themselves in the victim, a
23-year-old physiotherapy
student of modest means
who moved to New Delhi to
chase the Indian dream —
and gain independence in the
process.

“No matter how strong we
want to be, how bold, with
women power, if there are
two or three guys, you just
have to turn and run,” said
Gazmer, 29. “Since December,
[ hardly go out, even with
friends. That could've been
me. Every woman thinks that
way.”

Gazmer is an outgoing
professional with an easy
laugh who works nights in a
call center in New Delhi an-
swering credit card questions
for Americans. She makes
more money than her soldier
father or teacher mother, and
dreams of eventually starting
her own business.

But her parallels with the
victim of the bus attack don’t
stop with aspirations for a
better life.

A year after landing an
earlier call-center job in 2009
and renting her own apart-
ment, she headed out to a
shopping area early one
evening with a male friend.
As they hailed a tuk-tuk, she
was attacked by several men:
initially three in their early
20s, and two more who then
joined in. They were intent
on forcing her into a car and
raping her, she said.

Because she had only re-
cently moved to the city, she
said, she was so naive that
she called them brother —a
sign of respect — and asked
them what they wanted,
which only made them more
aggressive.

In a bid to drag Gazmer
into the car, the attackers
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Sobhana Gazmer, 29, who works at a call center in the New Delhi,
India, area answering calls from Americans about their credit card
accounts, feels increasingly anxious since a high-profile rape in
mid-December sent shock waves through the country.

started beating her. Dozens
of pedestrians walked by,
some even stopping to
watch, but no one helped,
she recalled, something un-
thinkable in her hometown.

“In Manipur, if any guy
bothers you, you shout and
everyone helps,” she said. “In
Delhi, it’s a very different
mentality — you have to
think for yourself. And
women are stronger in Ma-
nipur. We don't take it.”

Gazmer’s male friend tried
to defend her, distracting
them. Sensing an opening,
she took off her sandals and
ran barefoot the several hun-
dred yards back to her apart-
ment. Terrified, she locked
her two gates and the door
behind her, then sat shaking
on her bed, wondering what
to do about her friend.

After an hour, he called
and praised her for her quick
thinking in running away. [
can save myself, he told her,
but both of us couldn’t have
saved you. He said he had
tried to defend himself
against one of the men only
to have others attack him
from behind. They smashed
his face, fractured a rib and
pounded his stomach.
Gazmer called the police, but
they never came, she said, so
they took themselves to the
hospital.

Every few days, Gazmer
said, her mother calls, pres-
suring her to leave “danger-
ous Delhi,” find a husband,
settle down in Manipur. She
resists.

“There’s no good job in
Manipur, no electricity,” she
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said. “It's emotional black-
mail. Marriage, marriage,
marriage. Sometimes when
she calls, [ just put the phone
on ‘silent’ knowing what
she’s going to say.”

Gazmer, the youngest of
four sisters, particularly en-
joys the independence of
earning her own money and
buying what she wants with-
out the second-guessing that
often comes in close Indian
families. Whenever she goes
home for a visit, she’s happy
for a couple of days, then
gets bored.

“Ilove the freedom of my
life,” she said. “This is the big
city.”

But that freedom comes at
a price: Her apartment is at
the top of a four-floor walk-
up so close to the next build-
ing you can jump to its
adjoining balcony, which is
exactly what some drunk
guys did a few months back
on a lower floor.

Since then, the landlord
has beefed up security,
adding closed-circuit cam-
eras and electronic gates, the
building’s exposed pipes,
chipped paint and dirty
floors contrasting with the
modern devices.

Speaking to Americans for
hours each night on the
phone — many call centers
don’t volunteer that they're
in India and Gazmer’s pseu-
donym is Sonia Smith — has
opened her mind, she said.
Although some people on the
other end express anger, say-
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ing Indians are stealing Amer-
ican jobs, most are friendly
and quite generous, she said,
even telling her she sounds
pretty and must have many
boyfriends.

“A friend told me: In the
U.S., you smile and act
friendly,” she said. “But here,
you have to hold everything
inside; there’s no frankness
or guys will get the wrong
idea.”

On paper, Indian rape sta-
tistics are lower than in many
Western countries, but ex-
perts say a large number of
the assaults go unreported. A
United Nations report in No-
vember 2012 found just 5 per-
cent of women and girls
considered New Delhi streets
safe from sexual violence.
India is ranked 129 out of 147
countries on the U.N.’s Gen-
der Equality Index, behind
Bangladesh and Rwanda.

The brutal December at-
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Girls Living In India

“A friend told me: In the U.S., you smile
and act friendly,” she said. “But here, you
have to hold everything inside; there’s no

frankness or guys will get the wrong idea.”

SOBHANA GAZMER

age and anxiety nationwide in
a society where women suffer
near-daily snickers, pawing
and threats that can make
them feel like prey.

“Police don't care, bureau-
crats are indifferent, politi-
cians find women seductive
— it’s the entire regime,” said
Shiv Visvanathan, a sociology
professor at the Jindal School
of Government and Public
Policy in Sonipat, just north
of New Delhi. “Women suffer
numerous indignities, are ha-
rassed, attacked. There’s the
psychological impact, embar-
rassment, even being dis-
owned by their families.”

outcry after the gang rape,
new laws have increased the
punishment for rape, gang
rape, stalking and other sex-
related crimes. Gazmer said
she’s not sure even capital
punishment is a deterrent
and believes those caught
should be publicly beaten
and humiliated. Too many
guilty people in India bribe or
use political connections, she
said, serving only token jail
sentences.

“Some good punishment
must be there, or things
won’t change,” she said.
“Girls in India just aren'’t
safe.”

tack left psychological dam- In response to the public
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Dr. Patrick King

Thank you Dr. King for the positive impact
you’ve had on Avera Sacred Heart Hospital,
our patients and our community!

501 Summit, Yankton, SD ~ www.AveraSacredHeart.org

Thank you!

Ophthalmologist Karen Dickes, DO,
Willcockson Eye Associates, has been

Avera Sacred performing eye surgery at Avera Sacred

Heart HOSpital Heart Hospital for more than a year.
would like to You can expect the
ank same great care

say th you to you've come to expect
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