Diary Of a Working Mother

RKING meothers are

used to tolerating

sexist remarks from
colleagues, friends, ﬂf etc.
The unkindest cut of al
when my four-year old asked
me in a shocked voice, the
other day, what 1 was doing
with a briefcase in my hand. In
the same shocked voice, |
asked her what she meant by
that. Well. she said, she
thought only daddies had
bricicases!

Coming from a child, who
has always seen, her mother
work outside the home, con-
vinced me tLhat sterco types
about women's roles are so in-
grained in ne that even a
little child has a certain per-
ception about it. Our sociely
has yel to come to terms with
the fact that women are defi-
nitely in the work force and
their numbers will only in-
crease with time. Women are
constantly subjected to re-
marks which assumes that
they are housewives or moth-
ers. Not that there {s anything
wrong with being mothers and

. | was withdrawing
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housewives, but the fact that
people just ascribe rulu:th-
out consideration is objec-
mrﬂ. 1 have been s

to these remarks many times,
and | am sure so have you.
Once in k, | was walk-
ing in the corridor of the UN
building. | had recently joined
in one of the UN o izations.

A [cllow Bangladeshi stopped,
and asked me what'l was doing

there, not only that, he en-
quired if.1 had lost my way as
my husband's office was not in
the same bulldingl Sceing me
at a bank someone asked me il
from
my husband's account, or if |
had come to lake some jew-
ellery out of the locker.

| have often wondered how
our friends and colleagues are
bringing up their sons so that
we can at least hope that our
daughtecrs will not be subject
to the same stereo typing. In
several discussions with
women [ found that most
mothers of sons do not have

any clear Lhought on this, and
do not see It as a prublem.
Some [ricnds regretfully said
that though they try to teach
their sons to respect women
and educate them to uphold
women's rights yet the overall
environment is such that thcir
upbringing at home becomes
ineffective. A university
teacher told me with much re-

gret that her 18 year-old son
announced he would never

marry a career woman.
Recently, | have been noticing
with much apprchension that
young men seem to be going
backwards rather than for-
wards on this issue. But | hope
my perception is wrong. | still
have hopes that things will
eventually turn for the better

for women in our society. The
most Iimportant thing for
women is to get proper educa-
tion. Only with education will
they have the confidence to
stand up for their rights, be it
at home or at the work place.
Nowadays one hears a lot

about marriages breaking up.
The common perception Is
that women are becoming too
independent and are not will-
ing to make the adjustments
that is enquired to keep a
marriage together. This might
be true to some extent, but few
people realize that women
have always been making all
the adjustments and now ex-
pect men to come halfway. If
marriages arc breaking up be-
cause of the legitimate de-
mands women are making,
than so be 1L

This a sensitive issue and |
hesitate to write on it. Our so-
ciety is in transition where old
values are being questioned
and new ones are being ex-
plored. For better or for worse,
women are coming to the fore-
front of our soclety, in every
sphere, political, professional
and social, and will contthue to
do so. To-accept this reality
the other half of our society
will have to undergo a change
in a attitude. Till then women
have quite a struggle ahead of
them.

Focus on Homeless Women in Safe Custody
by Salma Ali

O vantaged and unfor-
tunate section of female
population in Bangladesh are
young and homeless girls
languishing in 'sale custody’
prisons. These girls — mostly
in their teens —may not be
criminals and nor are they
suspected of any crime. The
court or other competent
authority like police have
placed them in safe custody of
prison supposedly for their
own protection.

Jails in Bangladesh consist
ol three broad types of in-
mates: under trial prisoners,
convicted prisoners and safe
custiody prisoners. Majority of

the last type are minor and
adolescent girls who have been

placed into save cu and
can be put into calte-
gories.

or rape cases (under
Bangladesh Penal Code
Sec 366A and 376).

2. Those who have

escaped or been rescued
from brothels/criminal
ﬂﬂngs and return

me (under 54 of
Criminal Procedure
Code).

3. Those who fled
from homes due (o
uﬁa pressive reasons like

treatment py step

mother/husband, broken
murriufesj hames elc.
(Sec 5

4. Those arrested f

vagrancy havin
to urban cy gl search

of lwehhmd but with no
place to reside (Sec 54

or CRPC).

5. Those who have
elo but inors
glving rise to conflictin

claims (Sec 366A of B

NE of the most disad-’

1. Victims nf kidnap

and Sec 54 of CRPC)

6. Those who have
been abandoned or lost
and have nowhere to go
far s?e[ter (Sec 54 of

7. Those needing
safety as decided by
court Y e olice, etc (Sec

8 Those who are

witness to grave
criminal ences e.g.
murder (Sec 302 of
BPG'
itign In Safe
Og BﬂSDﬂS T{:
uﬁ: cus prisons are to give

not only shelter bul proteetion
as well to the girls for as long
as the court or police deﬂdcs
Alter this perjod they ar

leased but there is no Hmd
ration of their :afc-cuntody

_imprisonment which varies

with each indtvidual case and
may range from few days to
even years. During imprison-
mcnt the girls are kept con-
fincd with common criminals
and are cxposcd to very un-
wholesome ]nll conditions.

There are no compartmentali-
sation of jafl inmates and young
impressionable girls getting
into close contact with older
real convicts and veteran crim-
inal are bound to develop

criminal tendencies.
safe-custody cases are not
involved in crime and their
living with other female
convicts will - mold their
psyche into mental cases,
Society has a moral obligation -
towards them and situation
must be corrected so that
~many. unfortunate sale-custody
girls do not degenerate in fu-
ture. Further, keeping them in
such condition is a violation of

R s i

A ummn in Rngpur
"dheki"” system, thus sa
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human rights.

There are no published
statistics on the number of
save custody girls but jail au-
thorities estimated that about
1600 girls have been in diller-
ent sale-custody prisons dur-
ing last 5 years. These prisons
are situated at Dhaka,
Chittagong, Khulna, Rajshahi
and other district jails.
Roughly about 325 girls were
put intojsale custody each year
throughout Bangladesh. High
rate of migration to urban ar-
cas llke Dhaka and larger ci-
ties/towns from villages in
scarch of jobs and better living
means that there will be signil-
dcant increase in the number

* of safe-custody girls by the end
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of 1995. Swilt annual popula-
tion growth rate of 2.5% will
also contribute to higher. nun

ber . of safe-custody ﬁ‘
lndlcn.t'lan from unofficial

sources already put the latest
[igure to approximately 35
girls every month at Dhaka
central jail alone.

The number of such girls
are increasing and they de-
scrve constructive attention of
our society. Except for
Bangladesh National Women
Lawyers Association and an-
other women organisation
named Mohila Parishad, no
other organisations are spe-
cially invelved in taking care of
these unfortunate girls.
Occasionally the directorate of
Social Welfare releases and
shelters the girls in its shelter
home but the environment at
the home is hardly better than
the prison. It is the duty of our
Government to offer alterna-
tive safe protection for girls so

as to become productive hands
nnd not burdens to the society
and state. -

Child labour
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Suppo;ting Safe
Motherhood

* THE RISKS OF CHILD-
BIRTH CAN BE DRASTICALLY
REDUCED BY GOING TO THE
NEAREST HEALTH WORKER
FOR REGULAR CHECK-UPS
DURING PREGNANCY.

*Many of the dange
pregnancy and childbirth can
be avoided if the mother-to-be
goes to a health centre as soon
as she believes she is pregnant.
A health worker will help the
woman to have a safe and

p so that if prob-
lems are likely the woman can
be moved to a hospital for the
birth

° Checking for high blood

rs of

the next preghancy

pressure, which is a danger to
both mother and child

° Giving tablets to prevent
anaemia ('thin blood) -

° Giving the two Injections
which will protect the mother
and her newborn baby against
letanus

° Checking that the bnby is
growing properly

¢ Giving malaﬂn tablets
where ,necessary

® Preparing the mother for
the experience of childbirth
and giving advice on breast-
feeding and care of the new-
b-urn

* Advising on ways delaying

¢ w— Unicef

SPEAK
our

have noticed that in re

sponse to my complain

on the 'Speak-Out’
column Ms Munira Khan put in
a letter to the editor
cxplaining the situation. | must
say, yes, | do agree that these
inner-wheel clubs have various
projects. | am quite well-

‘acquainted with WVA's ac-

tivities. But what st{ll remains
my stressing point is, they
ought to come up with pro-
grammes to Iimplement
women's rights as regards the
family law and also at their
work place. At every status
they are still struggling or
rather fighting.

Women's socfal security was
very much at stake as we saw
the situation during the recent

Eid shopping. The shopping
centres were crowded mostly
by people who were wondering
nmund for eve teasing rather

than shopping for the family. It
is, the situation just worsened
during eid, Respect for women
in general is missing. And it is
a value that has to be woven in
from the very beginning. The
social attitudes has to change
and so does the values, As soon
as a girl is born into a family, it
is obviously not a 'bad' news:; it
is rather a reliefl - majority of
the people have to truly accept
this, This would certainly be a
big step forward. Campaign for
this has already started, and it
would be stressed and empha-
sised by varfous social, nen-

government organisations and
the media.

| wish them best of luck
through this column. My best
wishes to Ms Munira Khan and
hope there are no hard feel-

ings.
Ms Nusrat Farida
Dhaka

N developing countries,

both men and women in
rural arecas have to [ace
the problems of poverty and
backwardness. But women
have to play more disadvan-
tageous roles. Bangladesh is no
exception. In Bangladesh,
about half of the population are
women and 95 percent of
them ltve in rural area. Rural
women are poor and less
educated, They have to play
vital roles as wife and mother
and have to carry out a variety
of odd tasks Ilike house
keeping., preparing meals, car-
rying water, collecting fire
and taking care of chil-
dren. Since they are not con-
tributing to the family income,
they have no say in family deci-

" sions. Their position is low in

every aspect of family life.
Areas of active negligence can
be seen in education and In
health knowledge rcllected in
high rates of maternal mortal-
ity.

The current economic situ-
ation, however, pushes many
rural women to step out of
their traditional roles to
shoulder more active part in
cconomic activities and devel-
opment process. The poverty
of women has gradually been
increasing due to enormous
population growth over the last
two decades, showing that
poor rural women are the most
vulnerable group in the world.
Poverty is forcing them to
work even harder to help run
their families. In recent years,
women from the rer sec-
tors have been targeted for aid
by various organizations with
an intention to helping them
to earn so that can im-
prove their living conditions
and their status in the family
as well. It has been argued that

participation of women in in-
come generating activities up-
grades theigstatus in the fam-
ily and tLheir earnings give
them power to have control
over their reproductive lile.

Initially, women in devel-
opment activities focussed on
bringing about change in family
living. Various development
sirategies were introduced by
various agencies. The purpose
of the women's participation in
development projects is to
promote rural women in in-
come gencrating activities and
to disseminate family wellare
information.

This is essential because of
the prevailing social, cultural
and economic ‘conditions in
many societies which under-
mine the contribution of
women. Everywhere, women's
position in regard to income,
education, - employment and
social prestige is lower than
that of men. In Bangladesh,
lower status and illiteracy,
malnutrition and other faclors
of poverty alfect them more
than men. Though about 50
per cent ol the population are
[emales, a large number of
women is deprived of equal
rights of having equal wages.
Besides, they can not be mobi-
lized into effective pressure
group to fight for their rights
and causes. Right from birth
the females have to face vari-
ous problems. Women are
lattll\;c coming out in large
numbers to join the construc-
tion activities and the gar-
ments industry. In terms of

es, women are paid about
half of what their male coun-
terparts get. The existing so-
clo-cultural background is re-
sponsible for this discrimina-
tion. That women Iin
Bangladesh are generally dis-
advantaged is amply borne out
by statistics and persists at ecv-
ery tier and strata of society. A
very small number of women
become professionals. Most of
the women work as domestic
servants, agricultural workers,
weavers, labourers, and even as
construction hands. Education
is often denied or if granted is
restricted to just the level
needed for using as a bargain-

- ing bait for marriage. Inspite of

the constitutional guarantee
that women shall have equal
rights with men in all spheres
of the state and of public life
and despite the enactment of
some legislation, the legal and
especially social status of
women in Bangladesh is far
f[rom being equal. For instance,
constitution ensures equal
rights to all citizens but that
the Muslifh inheritance law
provides a son the major part
of his father's property. In the
Hindu 1inheritance law, a
daughter has no right to her
father's property. The law also
deprives a widow of total
rights to her husband's prop-

erty.
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Situation of Women in Bangladesh
and Need for Participation in
Development Programmes

by M Kabir

Women s dependence on
men within the family and in
extended kingroup is [urther
reinforced by a symmetrical
rules of inheritance of prop-
erly. While Hindu law does not
provide any inheritance to
daughters from their parents,

support natal kin, etc. Factors
which modily lemale power
rclative to men have to do with
houschold decision-makin

power, control over houscho

and own incomes and the
cgalitarianism of the husband-
wife relationship. There is now

families, either through wage
work or through sell employ-
ment, the instituitonal sup-
ports for such high fertility
rates become shaky. A lower
desired family size has been
revealed for women who are
involved in income earning ac-
tivities with higher use of con-
traception. Even in urban ar-
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Muslim law does allow the
daughters half the share than
that of the sons. In practice,
most Muslim women in
Bangladesh do not claim such
property, particularly land.
This serves to maintain good
relations with their brothers,
on whom they might have to
fall back upon in the event of
widowhood or divorce. Even
a married woman gets her in-
herited property, it {s usually
operated by her husband who
thus also controls the income
yielded by such property.

It has been mentioned that
scveral women in development
projects were introduced by
various agencies in order to
improve the ition of women

in the socfcty. The underlying
rationale behind this is that it
will improve a woman's posi-
tion in the family and her atti-
tude towards desired family
size will change and conse-
quently this will affect her fer-
tility and family planning be-
havior. The major effort of the
women's programme is to
raise the educational and em-
ployment status of women and
to organize their communal ac-
tivities which will have consid-
crable impact on contraceptive
prevalence and fertility by in-
creasing women’'s knowledge
of family planning practices,
raising the marriage age, and
providing wage-earning oppor-
tunities for them.

In Bangladesh, women con-
stitute the single largest group
of poor people. Any significant
reduction of poverty is not
possible unless comprehensive
sleps are taken to expand
employment opportunities for
women and obstacles to their
development are removed,
Despite limited opportunities
there have been little attempts
to investigate whether the
participation of women in de-
velopment projects has in-
creased their status in the
family, and the mechanism
how society, culture, economy
and the political system
influence the status of women,
their
children, their desired lertility
and the contraceptive cosis
perceived by them. Aspects of
[emale status are also crucial to
the sustenance of high fertility
norms in a high risk context.
[n a high risk situation charac-
terized by natural calamities,
high mortality rates, the low
status of women as manifested
in the cconomic dependence
of women on men, women's
lack of access to resources
makes high fertility a rational
response since sons provide
the only risk insurance against
deprivation and death. In
comparable high risk situa-
tions, fertility declines can oc-

. “cur with an improvement in

the status of women, Resear-
chers identified the avaflability
of economic opporfunities for
sel[ support as the
precipitating agent which,
while reducing female depen-
dence on men, also under-
mines the risk insurance value
of children, sons in particular.

Factors which define female
autonomy have been identified
as social and cultural practices
such as patrilocal residenec as
well as support exogenous lo
immediate family unit such as
solidarity with other women,

aceess Lo an independent in:
come, access to an indepen

«dent seurce of knowledge,

perception of the value of 4

cvidence from many develop-
ing socicties, including
Bangladesh, where the low
status of women has commonly
been attributed to their segre-
gation from paid employment
and then consequent depen-
dence on men lor economic
support, that independent in-
come carning carries the pos-
sibility of women gaining some
control over the use ol family
income, or at least over their
contribution to it, and of their
increased participation in de-
cision making. Contribution to
family income is irivariably ac-

companied by a higher \mlu:
within the home as well as

more egalitarian husband- wife
rclationship, leading to en-
hancement ol women's power
relative to men's in the house-
hold context.

There is also evidence that
independent earning provides
women peer support and soli-
darity with other women in
similar situations. Women's in-
creased mobility, particularly
in a male dominated society
reduces their dependence on
male kin as mediators [in
hospitals, banks, bazars, assist
to visit a relatiye's house, fam-
ily planning clinics, etc).
Women also gain access to in-
dependent sources of knowl-
edge and are exposed to mod-
ernizing influences and asso-
ciations, which may have im-
pact upon their self-percep-
tion and status in the family.
All these are likely to have a
positive impact on women's
personal autonomy from indi-
viduals who oppose lower fer-
tiity and {ncrease the chances
of contraceptive use. Recent
evidence suggests that among
poor rural women who have
been driven to seck alternative
source of income for their

_evidence which suppo

cas, there are indications that
poor, {lliterate women who are
cmployed outside the home
have lower fertility and much
higher rates of contraception
use than non-working women
from similar background.
Reinforced by rreligion and
the law, the inferfor position of
women rclative to men is re-
flected in socially condened
gender differentials both in
ublic sphere (participation in
bor force, access to the mar-
ket place, health and educa-
tion facilities, credit services
etc), as well as in the private
sphere (household - decision-
making and domestie power
sharing). There is also lot of
rts the
contention that women of all
ages are in disadvantaged situ-
ation relative to men in the ar-
eas of hdalth, nutrition, educa-
tion, employment, leisure etc.
A woman's status in nockle'z
and her reproductive hea
are intricately related. Rep-
roductive health, particularly
the ability to regulate and
control fertility has an impact
on the status of a woman and
vice versa. Fertility regulation
enables women to control and
take charge of their lives and
helps improve a woman's sta-
tus in society
A woman with no control
over her fertility can not com-
plete her education, maintain
gainful employment or make
independent marital decisions.
The employment fertility
relationship is also seen to de-
pend upon the domestic status
of women and the nature of
conjugal relationships. it has
been argued that labor force
participation of women leads
to a ml::': equal husband-wile
relationshi which in turn, is
related to Esw:r ftrtllft}r
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A woman at the pottrr 8 whee!
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