[eadership: In the Hands of the 'Weaker

Begum Khaleda Zia

Daily Star (DS): Madam,
"“Prime Minister, in your 14
-months in the office of Prime
Minister, being a woman what
do you feel about the people’s
"response to your leadership?

Begum Khaleda Zia (KZ): The
people's response to the
political and economic pro-

S o very, P
is very positive. |
feel encouraged by such re-
sSponsec.

DS: As the Prime Minister
“of h, what do you
'consider to be the meost criti-
“cal problem of women at-pre-
sent?

KZ: Low rate of literacy
among women and their eco-
nomic dependence on others
can be considered as the most
critical problem of women in
our country.

DS: Honorable Prime
Minister, women are not bormn
passive or subservient: they are
conditioned to become so.
What do you suggest be done
about this discrimination
against girls?

KZ: Spread of education
among girls will help eliminate
such discrimination.
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ligious laws are misinterpreted
in order to suppress women in

this male dominated soclety?

KZ: There may be isolated
cases. But this can't be gener-
alised.

DS: How can the status of
 women ‘'be improved in this
m?mmsmuw
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Bangladesh is the only nation in the world with women both at the head of the government and of the opposition. Though this may
arguably be due to their relationships with powerful men, the fact remains that political power in the country is currently in the hands
of two women. How they envision their role in the theatre of social and economic progress will have an impact on the future of all

Bangladesh women.

Both these leaders talk about the critical issues of women in this country in an exclusive interview to The Daily Star. They were
interviewed by Rahat Fahmida; while Raffat Binte Rashid assisted during the interview of the leader of the opposition

"We will improve women's position”

present Government consider-
ing to achieve that position?

KZ: The status of women
can be improved only through
lpread of female education and

— Khaleda Zia

creation of awareness among
them about their rights as
well as responsibilities. The
present Government has taken
a number of steps towards that

direction. Female education
upto class VIl has been madc
frec outside the Municipal ar-
eas. Compulsory primary edu-
cation for both boys and girls
has already been introduced in
some arcas. The programme
will cover the entire country in

phases.

Besides, various socio-eco-
nomic development projects
and programmes exclusively
for women are now under im-
plementation by the Women's
Affairs Ministry and other
agencies. Special provisions
have been made to facilitate
more employment for women
in Government service. Sixty
percent posts of the Primary
School teachers will be re-
served for women. Plians are
underway to ensure greater in-
volvement of women (n devel-
opment activities. Legal steps
have also been taken to stop
repression on women,

I irmly believe that the sta-
tus of women in the count
will improve significantly wi
the full implementation of
these programmes taken up by
us

DS : Thank you for sharing
your views with us.

| Sheikh Hasina Wajed

Daily Star (DS): Women are
not born passive or sub-
servient: they are conditioned
to become so. What do you
suggest be done about this dis-
crimination against giris?

Sheikh Hasina Wajed (SHW) :
Girls at a very young age are
told of their limitations. Their
dos' and donts’' arc clearly
chalked out, whereas boys ol
the same age enjoy complete
freedom. This has always been
the social custom. It mentally
prepares a women a for her
passive role in life. But in this
last decade of the 20th century
this attitude towards woman
should change. When a woman
is given the chance to work,
she always proves her best. In
fact she is miore confident
about her capabilities than her
male counterpart. We should

' not forget that a woman is also

a mother, who makes sacri-
fices and takes risks for her
children. Like the famous say-
ing goes, give me a good
mother | will give you a good
nation. Our society should ac-
cept this fact and educate our
women from birth so that they
can take up an active role and

A Tale of Seven Villages

HEN one tries to talk
or write about wo-
men in Bangladesh,
one (s faced with rather a
peculiar dilemma: should one
talk about the bleakness of the
sftuation which the majority of
women face in a society which

| cally

: them at the feet of
the proverbial husband; or
should one ly talk about
the bright prospects of a
‘country which currently holds

~the unique position in the
world of  having women
occupy two of t most
coveted posts in the career of
any politician, f.e. that of the
Prime Minister and the Leader
of the Opposition!

If one were to take the first
}upunni.h tht:_l one 1;::;] the
' of either or
| venerad the reader, ur!pcr-

both. The second optien

- the possibility of entering
a male-dominated arena where

by Dr Meghna Guhathakurta

Muth&iﬁfqﬁmwmhﬂymhmﬁm When fuced with
. the challenge of having to choose between middle-class respectubility and doing

what she believed was right, she never hesitated to choosethe latter.

women exist only as figure-
heads and do not constitute
the substance of politics.

| therefore shall steer clear
of either options. Instead I
shall try to take on a third di-
mension by focusing on
women's strength, which rises
against all odds, to struggle, to
organise and to resist. What
better way to illustrate this
dimension than to talk of the
Shoptogram Nari Swanirvar
Porishod and its founder
Rokeya Rahman Kabir.

The Shoptogram Nari
Swanirvar Porishod began its
journey in 1976 in a village in
Faridpur. But much before
that, it was born in the mind of
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Women are Vulnerable
Children are More Vulnerable
The Girl Child is the Most Vulnerable

BOY « GIRL
NUTRITION * under five years 16% less calories
eats better
* bB-14 years, 11% less calories
eats better

P eats first
HEALTH "

*  brought to clinic

MORTALITY *

. 1-4 years,
less deaths

" 5-14 years,
less deaths

complaints listened to

under one year,
more deaths

cats last

taught not to
complain

{llness scldom
reported

under one year,
less deaths

1-4 years,

27% higher
6-14 years,
maximum deaths
among rural girls

EDUCATION * 70% in primary 509 in primary
schools schools
LABOUR * little child care more child
responsibility care responsibility '
* categorized as categorized as
economically economically
active inactive
*  better wages less wages
* few domestic large number
workers of domestic
workers

* child prostitution,
little vulnerability

UNICEF

child prostitution,
much more
vulnerable
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okeya Rahman Kabir, a col-
lege teacher who became dis-
pleased with her teaching en-
vironment, and abandoned her
19-year long career as a his-
tory teacher, to savour life at
the grass-roots in her ances-
tral district.

Rokeya brought with her
the only resources she knew of
at that time; her boundless en-
ergy, stalwart determination
and moral cou which
helped her to stand her
ground and fight her many en-
emfes and critics, and at the
same {ime, helped her gain
many friends, especially those
whom she came to help: the
downtrodden women of the

One may rightly ask what
prompted Rokeya to take such
a sudden step: was it a quirk of
fate? An impulse? Actually it
was neither. Rokeya was not
impulsive; she was a fighter,
and for a fighter, there is no
place for fate in one's life. Born
(1924) and educated in
Calcutta, Rokeya was brought
up in an atmosphere of anti-
colonial struggle. As a student
of Lady Brabourne College, she
also did her bit for the na-
tionalist struggl
settled in Dhaka with her hus-
band and only daughter Naila.
She took up teaching at Eden
Girls College and in the early

seventies was assigned
Principal of Chillagong Govt
Girls College.

Throughout her life, Rokeya
had outrightly condemned
risy. When faced with the
challenge of having to choose
between middle-class re-
spectability and doing what
she believed was right, she
never hesitated to choose the
latter. The bottom line for her
was that women should be
given back the dignity that pa-
triarchal values had taken away
from her and thereby turmed
her into something less than
human. this strength
of conviction she was able to
overcome most of the barriers
of class that initially existed
between her and those whose
lives she dreamed of trans-
forming. »

The Shoptogram Nari
Swanirvar Porishod, as its
name implies, began with the
idea of conducting its opera-
tions with seven villages in
Faridpur. But it currently oper-
ated in three regions of the
country, consists of more than
1200 groups, and influences
the well-being of 30,000
households. As the name also
implies, the groups are pre-
dominantly women's groups
with some men's ps intro-
duced in the later stages at the
rcqucll of women members.
gram’ posits for it-

sell the l'ollowlngpdl,

e. In 1952, she

Rokeya Kabir

(a) to identify the social and
economic sources of women's
oppression and to determine
their resolution. (b) to conduct
income-generation schemes
on the basis of collective
groups. Such activities include
petty trading, inter-district
trading in rice, wheat, cloth
ete., cultivating leased . out
land, and sericulture. (¢) to
provide information on health
and family planning. {d) to
provide basic education, espe-
cially numeracy. (e) to help in-
state links between various
groups through which landless
women may coordinate their
demands.

'Shoptogram’'s main obsta-
cle is the rural power struc-
ture n.nd in some instances the
womtn s husbands. However,

m togram's continuous effort

grass-root has to a large
m:t:nt succeeded in over com-
ing such opposition. Here the
organized group of women had
a crucial role to play. The
women realised that {f they

" had to look after their own

welfare, then they must join
forces against the dominant
power structure. In many in-
stances there have been at-

", tempts on the part of the rural

elite to stop women [rom un-

dertaking petty trading; as it
was deemed disrespectful for
- women. -

In one such case i the vil-
lage of Shaptodangi, the
women went en masse to the
village matbor's residence and
demanded angrily: are
you not letting us buy jute? If

;we don't' do business, what

will we eat? Will you feed and
clothe us?”" The matbor cow-
ered in the face of such open
outrage and conceded, "Sis-
ters, you may take up any trade

in this village.” (Mukhopatro,
No 6, lst _rcar, 1992. Shop-

togram Nari Swanirvar
Porishod.)

Such instances of combined
resistance abound in the his-

tory of the organization. It has
been especially significant in

the Shoptogram Story

the cases of rrsi:tlng male vio-
lence against women, so much

so that in the arcas where
'Shoptogram’ operates, there
has been a tendency for family
violence to drop.

The power which underlies
“Shoptogram’' is in fact the
strength of its women mem-
bers. True, the strength has
always been there. Shoptogram
has merely provided a support-
system through which the in-
nate strength of women could
be channelised and utilised for
their own welfare.

Dr Meghna Guhathakurta is
Asst. Professor of International
Relations at Dhaka University.
The writer is indebted to
Rokeya Rahman Kabir for
kindly consenting to be inter-
viewed and for generously
sharing her ideas.

"Gwnn a chnnﬂ women ll Ways proves hor bﬂt,
— Sheikh Hasina

come out of their imposed lim-
itations.

DS: What place (s there in
Islam for equal rights f[or
women?

SHW: | think menfolk are
extremely insecure, they are
afraid of their possible or ac-
tual loss of rights. This is the
reason why they force the mis-
intcrpretation of religion upon
women. [ think religion is
completely misunderstood. If
you turn the pages of Islamic
history will see that the
first most courageous step
to accept Islam was taken by a
woman, the first martyr in
Jihad was a woman. They even
fought battles. Women have
definitely left their mark and
will leave more, if they can
avail of the opportunities, They
should not be passive, instead
they should be given the
chance to prove their poten-
tials.

DS: How can the status of
women be raised in this coun-
tty: What steps do you consider
essential?

SHW: "If at the end of the
day a woman brings home her

earnings she will not be ne-

glected by her family in fact
she will have a vital role to
play,” it was said by Sheikh
Mujfbur Rahman, the founder
of the state. | think the major-
ity of our population being
women, they should be edu-
cated first, so that they can be
cconomically self reliant. If a
woman has her own source of
income, even society will think
twice before depriving her of

rights. Only passing bills dr
making laws will notl do, we
should all take active part in
implementing the law, educat-
ing them so that can
work. Otherwisc we will always
be oppressed. Punishment
should be given to the ones
who commit social crimes. Or
else we will be assisting this
dominance.

DS: For argument's sake,
what do you feel is the benefit
to society if the situation of
women is improved?

SHW: The existence of
women in our male dominated
S0C was always suppressed.
I p:-:yunally don't consider the
female race as lacking in
strength or spirit. Actually
women are indispensable to
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at work.
Herneghcﬂurﬂw
a working woman fs absurd.

laws, you will find out

also involved with t'htl.:’tlﬂc
world. This proves that work
would not take you away from
your beliefs. The Awami League
in all its activities tries to en-
sure a better future for women.
In our economic programme it
is mentioned in article 11 that
according to UN announce-
ment women's and children’s

rights would be strongly pro-

we ever get an opportunity we

will see to it that women are

able to prove théir capabilities

we will see to it that they take
a

healthy baby
you neced a hﬂlthy mother who
will be able to answer all his or
inquisitive gquestions,
Therefore, you see, an ignorant

rant child. For an fu-
ture generation it is essential
to have not only an educated
mother, but also healthy
mother who would be able to
give birth to a healthy child.

DS: Thank you very much/

Thoughts on the economic and leg

Necessary but not Suffi

Some years ago — in 1975,
to be exact — | had concluded
in a study on the legal status
of women in Bangladesh that
even where the laws were ad-
equate the main emancipating
factor for women was eco-
nomic independence. 1 said
then "If we compare the status
of the tribal women of
Bangladesh with non-tribal
women, we see that tribal
women, even in the patrilineal
tribes, generally enjoy higher
esteem than the latter. And
this was so, even though
women in these societies took
little part in samaj activities,
and were not, as a rule, edu-
cated. It was chiefly the fact of
their economic emancipation
and their being regarded as
equal work partners that
would appear to contrituic to-
wards their liberation. And to
the extent that women in the
patrilineal tribes did not enjoy
such economic independence,
one finds a higher incidents of
laws that lower their status:
bride price, loss of custody of
children and polygamy... and
whatever the econo y un-
der-privileged may be allotted,
whether iological
(childbearing) or political
(administration and judicial)
this economic dependence has
a very profound effect on a
person's

Two years agn I found my-
self lrrlting less enthusiasti-
cally about the automatic lib-
erating power of economic in-
dependence. One had seen
than "... conditions of life can
be improved without an im-
provement in status taking
place.” True the 15 years since
I had written about the legal
status of women had seen a
great increase in women's visi-
ble economic activity. The
theme of women in develop-
ment had come to the fore-

front in discussions on plan-
ning. But one had seen that

by Salma Sobhan

bringing women into develop-
ment, even where this made
them economically productive
didn't necessarily make them
mistresses of their destiny.

As a result of, We now iden-
tify choice as a key factor in
women's  liberation. But while
freedom of choice is indeed vi-
tal, women need, not only
their choice but also to de-
termine the nature of the
choices open to them. It is, of
course, argued that the fore-
most requirement is m-nulvelﬁ
to bring women into the ]u
market for while women's
paid labour remains expend-
able in terms of development
they and their labour will be
treatcd as commodities. Bul
the example of the "developed”
world demonstrates suffi-
ci:ntly that even where

women's labour is seen as vital
to the economy and their eco-

nomic independence brings

where women's economic con-
tribution is seen simply as a
resource to be exploited when
needed by the state, their sta-
tus is undermined. There is
growing awareness about the
role that values should Fh¥op
determining goals of deve

ment.

It also is increasingly
recognised that a fundamental
change for the better will not
come about as a result in, say a
change in the laws or an in-
crease in economic participa-
tion of women.. There must be
a. concomitant ¢ in the
development values of a society
if these other ¢ are not
to be subsumed the sys-
tem. Women need to be able to
dlncrtnﬂnnlc about the even-

develop t
pm-r:eu with :;m:h theym:?:

associated.
The Il:l.nl rights that

omin crjoy need o Be Ve

with it a ‘measure of liberation,

Wondering what the fate holdsl

al status of women

cient

dated not only vis a vis their
relationship to the rights en-
joyed by men but also when
measured against the back-
dmpul'hunnnrl‘hu.llil the
marginalisation of women's le-
gal righu and failure to see
these in their wider and cen-
tral perspective that have led
to varfous ¢ s in the vo-
cabulary of women's
movement. Thus it is now part
of the develo t vocabulary
to speak ol gender equity.
Though this use as
part of the exercise to prevent
the marginalisation of women
in the development process,
many women activists point
out that the tendency to use
gender as a synonym lor
woman has meant that the
remains. But
this is not, however, the point
at issue here. Certainly
mar will contribute
to perpeluating a lower status
for women in relation to men.
But we are secking not only
equality but a higher status lor
all within a different perspec-
tive. The assertion is for the
right of women of equal access
to and control over resources
and opportunities. But this is
within the context of a system

which enables women (o par-
ticipate fully in a people rather
than " " oriented system
which takes into account sus-
tainable ecologic and eco-
nomic development and an
Ett-hh distribution of bene-

So for economic ‘activity te
bring about the
of women they need to be
of the dia that deter-
mines what the goals of devel-
opment should be. And
women's legal ts need to
be seen of the general
demand for human rights.

The writer is a renowned
bar-at-law, She works with a



