AS/AR

Psychosocial care and the girl child.
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The literacy rate in India for males is 75.96 % as compared to 54.28 for females. In our country where the girl child is still considered a burden to the family we as advocates of the rights of the girl child may want to address the special psychosocial needs of our rural and urban girl children.

Why do girl children have special needs?

It is critical to our presentation here to understand the lifespan of the girl child within the context of the Indian culture.

From womb to tomb the girl child goes through a series of hardships and stresses.

The high prevalence of female foeticide as an urban phenomenon is especially alarming because educated couples are showing a boy preference and violating the rights of the girl child by not allowing her the freedom to be born. The saga of the girl child even if allowed to be born will continue in the form of malnutrition with the boy child breast fed longer than the girl child and should she survive this phase of her life she will then be overlooked for her very basic right to education. Her brother or brothers will get a preference over her to be educated.

My help in the house wanted to borrow some money from me last week. She said the loan was for the high fees for admission to the English medium school she wanted her 6-year-old son to go to.

When I enquired about her daughter she said her mother had advised her not to invest so much in the girl and said that the vernacular medium was good enough for the innocent 5-year-old daughter. The little girl had had no exposure to the play school either because the family felt it was a waste to allow the child early childhood exposure to education. 

A recent survey by Prayas, Government of India and Unicef revealed that 48% girls said they preferred to be boys and nearly 53% girls said they had experienced sexual abuse especially at the hands of close male relatives. Girls as young as 8 and 10 years understand that the boys get more privileges than the girls.

The sexuality of the girl child is easily commodified especially in disaster and other disadvantaged situations when extreme poverty forces parents to sell their daughters to pimps and other traffickers either for the sex trade or as domestic help. Official figures point at 15% of the 23 million female prostitutes to be minor girls.

The girl child has fewer opportunities to choose either a career of her choice or a life partner. Child marriage is an ugly reality with more parents in the urban slums and rural India getting their daughters married off at a tender age of 12 or 13 so that they can get rid of the burden and also in many cases to prevent the rape of the girl child. Having very little negotiation powers for the use of any kind of contraception, the girl child becomes vulnerable to violence, sexually transmitted infections, HIV/AIDS and early and dangerous pregnancies. 

As we move up the lifespan we see in the urban areas, women juggling their traditional roles of wife, mother, daughter in law or daughter alongside their higher education or careers. The working mother suffers from a unique mental setback called ‘psychic burden’ where she constantly questions her competence and worth as a mother and wife leaving her stressed and burnt out and again vulnerable to many stresses resulting in physical problems. 

The working woman also experiences work place discrimination and sexual harassment and nearly all rural and urban women are vulnerable to domestic violence both in the matrimonial home and in their maternal homes.  Domestic violence and marital rape are issues that are rarely discussed; leave alone addressed, especially in traditional societies, leaving women to suffer in silence for years.

Then again the single woman whether unmarried divorced or widowed has her own set of vulnerabilities, which are so totally overlooked by society.

Many older women have to choose to become caretakers of little children in their son’s and daughters families much against their will and the recent years has seen an increase in crimes against older women. 

The life of the girl child at every developmental stage from childhood to old age is punctuated by violation of rights and subsequent erosion of self-esteem, confidence and happiness.

How do we empower the girl child?

Empowerment means to feel powerful enough to make choices, decisions and to exercise ones rights. The term empowerment has a deep and profound connotation and when used in the case of the girl child it must bring about results favourable to the well being of the girl child.

In the absence of inspiration or stimulation within the patriarchal set up to empower the girl child, we in the field of developmental work have to look at ways and means through which our girl children will become resilient, empowered and happy women.

A life skills training program contextualized and especially designed for the common girl child of India is the critical call of the present times.

A life skills program for the girl child needs to look at issues of promoting her self-esteem. This can be promoted through various indoor and outdoor games, sports and activities that promote mastery over the environment. Our culture particularly dissuades girls from entering sports especially after the girl child has attained puberty.

Girl children decidedly suffer from a learned helplessness, which demotivates them from several activities. This syndrome can be corrected through constant exposure of the girl child to various activities in which they get a sense of mastery over activities and events and receive positive reinforcement for the same.

Communication skills are an area that needs special attention. It is well known that women’s voices are not heard and little girls are socialized to either talk very softly or not be heard at all.

It is important through peer group intervention and through the motivation of facilitators to help the girl child learn to speak in public, learn a global language such as English or be able to simply articulate herself verbally and nonverbally.

In present times where crimes against women are on the rise and with more girls having to step out on their own it is important that they are encouraged to learn self defense techniques. These techniques build in girls a sense of security and is also good for their physical health. Legal rights awareness especially for adolescent girls would act as an additional factor to empower them.  

Many life skills training programs (designed by Sahyog, Mumbai and institute of Health management, Pachod) also take up training girls in home management, vocational guidance, agriculture issues team building, art and craft.

While much being done in the area of life skills training one area that needs special attention is counseling for the girl child. Feminist or gender sensitive counseling that will actively address the problems of sexual abuse, depression and lack of self-esteem, issues of learned helplessness and fear of success is the need of the hour. Girl child counseling needs to be multi pronged and holistic. By bringing in several creative activities such as games, arts, crafts, story telling, rangoli drawing etc to bring out the many themes that the child may be grappling with.

Counseling should be focussed on making the girl child aware of her rights as a person, her capacities as an individual and address her fears and concerns by acknowledging her abilities to relate as a female person and also her ability as an individual to assert herself when the need arises. In the counseling sessions it is important for the counselor to bring to her awareness the many androcentric realities that are part of her environment and empowering her to peacefully negotiate and assert her rights. The several violent killings of girls by spurned young men in love highlight how important it is for girls to learn to say NO and for boys to respect the choice. 

Psychosocial care for the girl child assumes enormous importance especially in the face of growing violence against women and with more women stepping into the mainstream world f work. Alongside counseling girls it is also essential that boy children are counseled to understand hegemonic masculinities and are brought up to accept equality of genders and respecting differences between men and women are essential ingredients for healthy survival of both men and women.

In conclusion we may want to visualize that India’s girl child need not remain in the shadows of a yesterday that was patriarchal if we as a community decide to make her present and her future rooted in justice and acknowledge her uniqueness in life’s wonderous plan.

HCDI commits its services to empowering the girl child through its various interventions and stands to promote a culture of gender justice and equality, which will pave the way for peace love and harmony. 

