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Women in Bangladesh Face

Featurepgss

Insurmountable Odds

by Meghna Guhathakurta

MEN constitute about
48.5 per cent  of the
lotal population of -

Hangladesh, out of which
nppm:i:mlclr 86 per cent live
in the rural arcas. A large
number of them are illiterate,
mitinourished and represent
onc ol the most deprived
scclions of the population. The
following statistics paint a
grim picture of their situation.

Female life expectancy in
Bangladesh is among the low-
csl in the world, Their nutri-
tfonal intake has decreased
over time and as a conse-
quence, chronic long-term
malnutrition is high. Out of the
total female population of 55.3
million (1989-80), 22.0 mil-
lion are in the reproductive

up. In most cases, a
Emﬁ‘rhpmuﬂcd before eigh-
teen years and bears five or six
children on an average and
only one-fourth of married
women use contraceplives.

Compared to the literacy. rate
of 30 per cent for men, only
16 pcr cent women are liter-
ate. Only one in three school-
age girls is attending school.
Evidently, statistics are only
an indication of the discrimi-
nation and inequality which
women are subjected to iIn
Bangladesh. Patriarchal socio-
cultural and legal norms as-
cribe to women a much lower
staius compared to men.

Discrimination of a woman
starts at birth and eontinucs
through different phases iIn
her life. Gender 1 ity is
further accentuated through a
woman's unequal access to re-
sources and authority. Thus

her cconomic, social, legal and
political stlatus s compro-

misced all the time,

Economic Situation
of Women

The economic seclor in-
cludes agricullure, industry,
trade, employment, cnviron-
ment and natural resources.,
Stalistics aboul women's labour
force participation in Lthesc
spheres tell us that their -
ticipation has increascd three
folds from 0.9 million in 196]
to 2.7 million in 1984-85.
Nearly 43 cent of womgn
are Imulvur:i agriculture, di-
recily or indircctly, 31 per
cent in the manufacturing scc-
tor and 11 per cocnt in the
scrvices. As for Lhe stalus
which they occupy in Lhedr re-
spective work-p !
significant to note that 70 per
cent of women invelved in

Hure work as unpaid
family labour and wonxn who
work as agriculiural wage
labourers arc moslly [rom
landlcss and small iwrm housc-
holds. Wages reeccived by a
woman In Lhe agriculiural
sccior amount Lo only 70 pur
cent of her male counterpart.

in the manufacturing sce-
tor, womcn constitule 28 pur
cenl of the indusirial lubour

force. In this arca, Lhey are
largely unorganised and thelr
participalon in unions Is min-
imal. Fcmale wage is  aboul
one-fifth of male wagces in the
rural non-agricultural scctor.
Despite changes in the
structure of female cemploy-
ment, the slalistics still tend
to disguise the actual number
of women working bccausc
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they do not count domestic
work which wonwn do in their
own houscholds. Work such as
cleaning, cooking, fucl gathcer-
Ing, rearing of children, rais-
ing poultry and vegetables,
lending to animals cic  al-
though not quantificd in monc-
tary lerms are laborious and
Lin-consuming. Besides post-
harvest agriculiural work like
husking, storing of rice, sced
prescrvation or siripping julc
ibers are direclly related 1o
the production process and
need o be recognized as such.

Social and Legal
Situation of Women

Lack of education is one of
th¢ main [actors which pre-
venl women from participaling
in socio-cconomic activilics
on an cqual footing with mun.
Female lteracy ratce is only hail
of Lthal of men and is gradually
widening between Lhe elilc
and the poorer classcs. Only
50% of school-age girls arc
cnrolled in the primary
schools comparcd Lo 90% of
the boys. This discrepancy is
directly related to the kind of
lifestyle for a woman
living in Ban h — early
nuuTiage with as many as 10-
11 pregnancics oul of which
an average of three childron
surviving. In the process, il
lukes its  toll on a4 woman s
heaulth. This s nol helped by
patrfarchal norms which as-
crilbe 0 women a lower nutri-
Uwinal status than men. Even
when she attains mother-
huod, she 18 not [ree of the
chains of patriarchy. The
mwiher of a male child has
more security in the famfly and

consequent higher social sta-

lus comparced to unmarried,
childlcss, widowed or divoreed
women, Furthermore, the legal
structure of Bangladesh socicly
helps Lo construct the depen-
dentl charaeter of women.

The Constitution of
Bangladesh gives equal right to
men and women — more in
theory than in practice. The
privale life of an Individual is

Household chores go unrecognised

circumscribed by personal
laws which arc based on reli-
gtous lexts corresponding to
the respectlive religious com-
munitics in Bangladesh. In
many cascs, such laws under-
wrile gender discrimination as
in women's uncqual right to
land. Also in most cascs, these
laws give men guardianship
rights over women, so thal
from the moment of their
birth women always have to be
under male protection. be il
her father, husband or son.
Also somc of the most impor-
tantl cvents in a woman's life —
marriage, divorce, rights o
children and inheritance — are
governed by these personal
luws. As such criminal offcnces
against women, which may
arisc from any ol thc above-
mwnijoned situations, such as
wifc-ballering, rape cascs or
scxuil harassment may remain
unresolved in courts of law as
they tend lo fall under the
personal jurisdiction’ of Lhe
father’, 'husband’ or son’ as
the case might be.

Onc of the poignant indica-
tors and reminders of the sub-
ordinatle status of women in
this socicty is to be found in
the frequent recurrences ol

sex-related violence, the insti-
tutionalization of prostitution
and fliegal trallicking in
women. The common deciding
factor behind all these phe-
nomena is cconomic marginal-
zation and their lack ol access
to, resources, which, in our le-
gal and social system are usu-
ally controlled by male mem
bers. Once the umbrella of
male prolection has been
taken away, women and their
(amilies become vulnerable and
[alls prey to the machinations

of intermediarics and racke-
teers.

In Bangladesh, as in any
other country, women are in-
creasingly becoming vocal
against gender discrimination
and have placed their de-
mands for equal rights.
lHowever, 1L is essential that
such {ssues rceeive national
priorily, and for this, women's
participation in the political
proccss must be ensured and

their political status consoli-
dated, In Bangladesh, women
gencrally do not recetve nomi-
nation in the electoral process
in any significant number. That
the principle of special repre-
scnlation which means that
women have reserved seats in
Lthe National Parliament
kJatiyo ), is lantamount
lo nomination by the ruling
party, thercby changing thesc
scats to potential vote-banks
for the government. Despile
the fact that Bangladesh has
the unique experience of hav-
ing both the liead of thc
Government as well as the
Leader of the Opposilion as
women, gender issucs dis-
crussed above have not entercd
into the mainstream political
discourse.

No doubt, a lot of work still
remains to be donce in crealing
the right kind of awarcncess
about gender issucs and the
role of the media, (print, aural
and visual) in this respect can-
not be minimized. It is also
true to say that womoen's
groups and NGO workers have
had some success in mobilis-
ing women al the grass-rvols
level, on gender-related ts-
sues. But as the "Wonrn In
Developmentl™ section of Lhe
report of the Task Forces on
Bangladesh Development
Strategics rightly pointed out,
it was time now (o build Lhe
women's agenda into the
mainstream public discourse.
In a country ing so many
successful mass movements
like the Language Movement,
the "69 mass uprising, the '71
Liberation War and Lhe 90
mass upsurge, can Lthis be such
a difficult task 10 achicve ?

FF - 1857 commemoralcs
I the first strike by women

textile workers in Chi-
rago, 1990 may be a milestone
to mark a change in the
content and dynamics of the
women's struggle in
[Bangladesh® Their voices may
not sound in unison, but the
very diversily speaks ol a
growth of the women's strug-
tle in Bangladesh. Their mes-
sigfe speaks out for cconomic,
political and legal rights. More
than thal, women are articulat-
ing their vision ef a social
order based on justice and
cquily. A few glimpses into
their protests indicate the di-
rection ol their struggle.

December 1990 saw the
climax of the¢ movement for
democracy which challenged
the right of the military to dic-
tate the terms of the political
order. Women's participation
went beyond passive presence
in raMfes; they actively urged
for more political participa-
tion, for dircet represcntation
and Jor a genuine democratic
restructuring in the state,
communily and family.

Earlier, since 1987 they
had rceognised the threat of
religious controls by the state
and demonstrated against the
introduction ol the Eighth
Amendment. They also boldly
challcnged the Eighth
Amendment in the Courts on
the grounds Lthat imposition of
lslam as a slale religion was
counier to the very basis of a
democratic© society in

[Hangladesh and created divi-

Jaternational Women's

by Hameeda Hossain

sion among communilies.
December 1990 also saw
the rising solidarity of women
garment workers. Following
the devastating fire in Saraka
Garmenls caused by a short
circuit, when over 25 workers
were burnt to death and 100
injured because they werce
locked inside. women workers

marched along the cmbank-
ment in Harinkhola wvillage,
Duludia Unfon in Paikgacha.
The people’'s preference was
for subsistence farming, for a
land frec from inundalion and
salinity, for a community salc
from violence. What they faced
were maslan squads who shot
and killed many including

The prevalence of domestic violence has been
protested at different levels. But increasingly women

are relating such
to systemic ineq

assertion of male power

ities, which can be redressed

through a social recognition of legal rights.

from many factorics all over
Dhaka showed their solidarity
againsi Lhe brutal conditions of
work. In subsequent strikes
and demonstrations in 1991,
thousands of workers from at
least 40 garments [actorics
who demonstrated for [air
wages, proper contracts, and
an end o harassment, were at-
tacked by police, [lactory
guards and mastans. Women
workers demand that [ the
garmenl industry is to be an
instrument for economic
growth, there must be a trade
ofl for their labour.

- In November 1990 a more
militant struggle was launched
as a politically inflluential
‘shrimp lord" backed by his

armwd nwn used force 1o wake
over Polder 29 in the Bay of
Bengal for shrimp culture: In
protest, large numbers of poor,
unarmed womoen and moen

—_—

Karuna Sardar. Her mutilated
body bore lestimony Lo the [act
that the pursuit of profit and
foreign exchange is not con-
cerned with human sullfering.

Violence has bcecome a
common means flor cnforce-
ment ol cconomic and political
power, The prevalence of do-
mestic violence has becen
protested at diffecrent levels.

But increasingly womwen are re-
lating such aggressive asser-
tion of male lo systemic
incqualitics, which can be re-
dressed through a social
rccognition of legal rights. In
the interests of gender equily
women have been pressing for
the introduction of uniform
personal code, which dous
away with discrimination be-
tween communitics as well.
They have demanded ratifica-

Thye Star 9

Blary

Women Take a Leap Forward

tion of UNCEDAW withoul
reservation, as well as other
UN convendents which prolect
human rights.

The women's strugglc can
no longer be limited lo crval-
ing opportunitics for a seclect
few; the many thousands ol

r women who contribule
their unpaid labour in agricul-
tural work, in garnmientls,
shrimp processing, rcalise Lhat
their labour contribules
to the process ol unvqual de-
velopment. They have staricd
voicing their demand for a fair
exchange for their labour.

Legal righls to ensurc cquality
in family law, lo guaranlee
labour protleciion, lo duter
domestic violcnce, are con-
cerns voiced by women of dil-
[erent communitics and rcli-

gions.

The dynamics of the strug-
gle, although it represcnts the
responscs of women, in dilfur-
enl situations detcrmined by
class, cthnicity and rcligion,
reflects a concern with equily

~and distributive justice: it
secks a democratisation in re-
lation to the state, the com-
munily and the family; it cim-
phasises a new developnent

The quoest for equality is im-
possible i cconomic; political
and cultural processes are
controlled by a small scetion of
prople: Development niust as-
sume a greater cquily for and
partieipation by women.

Peace Council.

lundamental reservations.

Copenhagen.

Landmarks in the women’s struggle

In 1857, on March 8, in Chicago, women garment work-
ers brought oul a procession lo prolest againsl unsale
and inhuman factory conditions, low wages and 12-hour
working day. Police atlacked their peacelul procession.
In 1860 women workers in New York demonstrated in
supporl of their demand lor the righl 1o unionise,

in 1899 woumen mel in The Hague in Netherlands for a

In 1908 women lextiile workers in New York demon-
strated against long hours of work. unsale condilions ol
work. laws againsl child labour and the right to vole.

In 1910 at the Second International held in Copenhagen,
Clara Zetkin declared that March 8 be coinmemoraled as
International Women's Day
In 1948 the UN Covenant on Human Rights de::lan':dl
basic human rights without any discrimination on the
basis of colour, caste, age or sex.

In 1975 the first International Conlerence for Women was
held in Mexico. 1975 Lo 1985 was declared
Decade lor Waoinen. The Convenlion for Elimination of all
Discrimination against Women introduced in the UN. It
was ralilied by many states. Bangladesh ratiflled it with

In 1980, a i« decacde UN Conference lor Wumcln held in

In 1985, the Third UN Conlference for Woinen held in
Nalrobi. Over 30,000, a majority froin the Third World
allended the conlerence and the Forward Looking Stral-
egles lo eliminate discrimnination against women and to
integrate them into development was adopted.

"A development process Lhat shrinks and poisons Lhe pie
avallable to poor people, and then leaves women
scrambling for a larger relative share, is nol in women's
interests. Equalily for women is impossible within the
existing economic, political and cultural processes thal
reserve resources, power and control for small sections of
people. Bul neither is development possible withoul
greater equily for and participation by women.”

by the UN

Asian Women

SIA, par excollence, s
the econtinent of the
forward in

A

zon Aguino in The
Benazir Dhutio in Pakistan,
Mrs Sirimavo Ratwallie Dias
Bandaranaikc in Shri Lanka
and the Nobel PPeace Prize
winning lcadcr of the

fon in mar, Mrs
Sirtra Aung San Suu Kyi, and
there are morcover ilcns of

, In many cases ex-
mmo"!mdhyﬂt
socictics in which they Iive.

The lile ecxpeciancy of
mptr'cr-?_huncn
lower than that mcn, Lheir
Hieracy rate much lower and
their workload significantly
grealer. Even so therc are
many counirics and rcglons
that break (he trend. In Shri
Lanka, in the indian statc of
Kerala and in China. women
clearly have significantly im-
proved lheir quality of life de-
spite the lower levels of in-
come. Again In most of the
high-growith cconomies,
Japan, South Kerca Iliong
Kong Tatwan and Singapore,
women have scen their own
condition improve with the

|
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indeed, the emancipation of
women in many of these soct-
eties has bucked custom,

pa
culture kept middic-and up-
woemen conflined at

. However, the same

Confuctan sysicm. by decree-

shared inheritance, pro-
women with the chaneg,

cthos of the Communist Party
acccierated change and now,
while women arc still by no
mcans cqual 1o men, Lhey live
wilh quite differcnt opportuni-
tics and siatus than their
mothers and more so Lheir

grandmothers.
In Soulh Asia, the majority

of women still Bbve at the bot-
tom of the soctal order. Doth

The carly
Indian law book — the ende of
Manu — gave women, regard.
lkcss of casic or class, a siatus
cquivalent to the lowest order
in socicly and prohibitcd them
from inhcriting property.

Hinduism. Islam

Despfie all atiempts at re
form — the Hindu Code Aci in
women deflinced
and the Muslim
Famfly Laws in Pakistan and

Bangladesh, limiting men's ab-

solute right te pelygamy and
divarce — the status of women
in real e in South Asia has
changed excruciatingly slowly.

in contrast, womcn In

southeast Asia (raditionally en-
joyed a higher degree of social
status because of the bilateral

Yet to be Cons

kinship sysicm. in which an
individual traces his descont
from both parcnts, reinforeed
by an ample supply of larming
land. Women have always held
imporiant deciston-making
authority over property and
land.

The iraditional sexual divi-

sion of labour in Asia varics
from country to country, from
culture 1o cullure. Under the
modern-day impact of indus-
iralisation, migration, revolu-
tion and ideological change it
has undergone a fast change
that shows no sign of abating.
Nevertheless. (U is possible

idered Equals

to discern clearly defined pat-
terns of behaviour and practice
in diffcrent countrics and
comparison throws intlo Intcr-
esting rclicl the varying condi-
tions of women in rural T.r:l
cty. In the Fhllipplncl‘ a
1985 study ol a group of vil-
lagers in the frrigation project
in southern Luzon island re-
vealed that the sexual division
of labour was by no means
rigid. In rice-growing arcas
women were mainly responsi-
ble for planting, transplanting,
weeding and harvesting, while
the men “p rcd the land
and ran the mechanised jobs,
nzplyfnu fertilizer and spraying
chemicals. But when the
women were away the men
would cook, weed and trans-
plant the rice. And if the men
were away the women were
quite comiortable taking over
their joba,

In Bangladesh, in marked
conirast, unitil rclatively re-
cently, Islamic tradition
the women contained main
within the family compound.

Only women from the poorest

familles went out into the
ficids.
Bul every small fluctuation in a
woman's income fis immedi-
atcly reflected in the chil-
dren's well-being.

Generally speaking in South
Asia, Lthe poorer the [amily the
more dependent it s on the

WOmMen's 5-' A study made

in Nepal?) shows that, If the
outpul of subsistence s in
rural houscholds is on

the basts of what they could be
sold for in the markel, women
in the rer l[amilies con-
tribute as much or even more
than the men. And even that
calculation excludes what
women contribute to a ‘s
wellare with cooking, waler
supply and child care.

Education Ensures EqualJ

Treatment of Women
by Iftikhar Ahmed Chowdhury

NE nced not mention

the reason behind trea-

ting ‘female’ as the
weaker sex in our country. It is
truc that in a male chauvinistic
social order ltke ours, women
have always been the worst
victims and have continually
been trealed as an object
rather than an individual being.
Lack of female education
remains one of the most
overtiding causes of their sub-
ordination to the male popula-
tion.

Politicians, planners and
others wax cloguent on the
importance ol female educa-
tion and iU's beneficial impacts
on an individual and socicty.
Bul in praclice an attitude of
nonchalancc is the rule ol the
day. In somec cascs women of
our country themselves forget
the importance of educalion
and il's import on society as a
whole. A iew well-lo-do urban
women arc fortunate to receive
proper cducation, no maltter
what their option could be. But
the vast mullitude ol female
population who eome f{rom
poor [amily backgrounds and
live in the semi-urban and
rural arcas ol Bangladesh are
scarccly educated.

The obstacles which are re-
sponsible for holding back the
spread of [emale education in
our country are: infrastructural

consiraints, organisational in-
ability, orthodox rcligious atti-
tude and poor law and order
environment. Of course, pover-
ty is the main bar to any
significant amount of educa-
tional promotion, be it male or
femalc, Children need to work,
cannol alford to buy books and
unfforms eic. Schools are not
within rcach and they are not
properly maintained. Teachers
of various schools are not
compelent or regular, so there
is an obvious lack of account-
ability. The practice of ‘purdah’
for women acis as a vital con-
straint. Parcnis who are sol-
vent, mosily come from an
orthodox religions background
and are very reluctant to send
their children to schools with
co-educalion. Rcluctance 1o
send Lthem Lo schools are fur-
ther threalened by the state of
lawlessness and insccurity.
Kidnapping or disappcarance

of a female student of the sce-
ondary level s no more
uncommon. A dominant malc
environment in  sccondary
schools discourages girl stu-
dents [rom taking lcssons.
Even most of the school lim-
ings do nol adjust to work
pattern ol the village children.

The existing scine ol a
female education and f{l's
difference with thal of a male
population are shown in tLhe
tables -

Enrolment

Total Malc% Femwle™
Prima 6.246, 000 56 44
Scco 1,879,000 67 33
I-{igher Sec, 105,000 79 21
University 54,000 77 23
Teachers
Primary 153,000 82 I8
Sccondary 106,000 20 10
Higher Secondary 145,000 o1 09
Dropouts (Approx)
Primary: 20%
Secondary: 25%
Polytechnic only |1 for women

Source: BANBEIS, 1987,

MThere is a skewed distributfion, with school concentrated i
the urban, more developed arcas |

It was high tUnmw Lhat Lhe
rate of female cducation be in-
creased in our country fer the
betterment of the female in
particular and nation in gen-
eral. Decause as a nallon we
cannot prospcr without the
joint effort of both scxes. The
options thal arc in hand to
increase female education in
our country arc as follows:

Increase the number of
school and introduce shills in

existing schools.
Increase girls cnrolment

through various incentive
schemes.

Recruil wonwen leachers for
both primary and sccondary
schools,

On-going rcfresher wacher
training courscs lo Include
concepls of gender cquity,
particularly lkegal rights.

Revision ol school curricu-
lum to relate it 0 actual noods
of womun. It should be made
to undursiand that wemen
should be educaled nol only
be good housc-wives or mwih-
ers, but prepare them lor

— “rm | ﬁlh.ll"t 1

menis.

lerpart,
as an cgual without whom all
development cfforts are bound

Closc wilon and mond-
toring of should be
carricd oul by upazila and odu-
cation direclorate personned,
Low-cost mass cducallon

P s should be init-
o g S
development programmws.
Adult educalion progra-
mmes should be largeted for
women between the ages of 18
to 40. These programmes

should includc skill develop-

Te introduce them o work

in upazilas, unions and villages
sonic cllorts should be made
for Ltheir securily and housing,

Improving income -gencral -
ing vpportunitics by school
i o -nnjlr::lli
ry project,
ﬂnlm elc.

Bul above all, our national
perspective or the view point
should be itmmcnscly broad-
ened to accommeodate female
not as a lesser coun but

o go In vain.



