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burnt to death. In every other
respect their cases were more or
less similar—poor village
women, (illiterate or barely
literate and absolutely
powerless to defend themselves
against the machinations of
scil-styled and self-seeking
village clders. What is more,
they were not-alone. -Every day,

scores of their fellow female
citizens meet violent ends in
one form or another. Thousands
more sufler atrocities, are
subjected to maltreatment in
the hands of the more powerful
members of a male-dominated
society.

Women in Bangladesh have
been subjected to all conciev-
able forms of violence for a very
long time indeed. Ever since the
dawn of history male domina-
tion has been a characteristic
feature of the social landscape
here as well as in many other
parts of the world. A male
dominated socicty notonly ac-
cords low status to its women-
folk but also ensures female
subordination by means of
claborate customs, practices,
traditions and usages. Social
institutions like strong patri-
archy, private property, laws of
inheritance — institutions in
the formation of which men
alone were the actors — were
designed to reinforce subordi-
nate female status. This is why

gender inequality is so deeply
entrenched in all paLrlarchl
socicties, Being less than equal
women in such a society, more
often than not, are very vulner-
able to0 male ssfon. Such
aggressive pattern ol male be-
haviour is often idolized and
idolised as the supreme expres-
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A society which discriminates against its women cannot
liberate its men either, constitutional guarantees and
legal provisions by themselves are not enough .

Modern democracy gives an illusion of equamy bur
reaiity belles the promises extended by the s

sion of manliness. Through
centuries of careful
brainwashing the message had
been drilled into the national
consciousness that femininity
consists in taking th ]
down. It m-heumrn a m'ﬁ
good lineage to rebel against
established practices.

In a situation like this an
oppressive and a deeply conser-
vative society like ours is always
ready to find easy scapegoats in
helpless women in preference to
men. It employs all its coercive

to punish the alleged

offender but lets the
males go free. Such collective
punishment apart, individual
incidents of violence against
women, particularly at the fam-
fly level, constitute by for the
largest number of cases of male

aggression on women. Since ar-
ranged marriages are still the
prevailing norm here, a bride is
expected to bring a substantial
if not fabulous dowry with her
into her new home. Family to do
this often leads to maltreatment
or death even. Marriage related
atrocities on and maltreatment
of women here are so persis-
tently widespread so as to make
the muach publicised claim of
improvement in female status
as exemplified in the emergence
of lemale leadership in the polit-
ical arena look like a cruci
hoax.

This brings us 10 the ques-
tion of economic status of
Bengali women. Not only that
our women in general occupy a
lowly position on the social
scale but their economic condi-
tion is even worse. In fact, these
two aspects of female status are
linked closely.

It would not be too far-
fetched to say that in almost all
the cases of failed or destructive
marriages, lack of economic
freedom on the part of the fe-
male partner may bé held re-

- men do.
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s for the urge to keep
mbm In a poor soci-
ety like ours no human exis-
tence can be worse than those
ol dependent females.

A male dominated soctety by
its very nature glorifies male
chauvinism as an essential

characteristic of ideal manhood.

High incidence of rapes
and criminal assaults on
women, even on a minor girls —
of which a few are reported but
most remains unreported —
may be traced to such a state of
mind.

These are, of course, the
most glaring and high profile
examples of aggression on
women. But violence may take
place and quite often does in
cascs involving middle and up-
pcr class people — in rather
subtler forms. Such covert
forms of violence — a conse-
qucnce duc largely to middle
class social values which like to
avoid undue publicity.

Explicit or implicit, all viola-
tions of women’'s fundamental
human rights must be consid-
ered to be acts of ssion on
women. The united Nations
must examine critically its
failure to incorporate women's
human rights into its human
rights programmes and approve
measures to rectify this omis-
sion. So far, its various bodics
have ignored many gcnder spe-
cific violations of women's hu-
man rights. Violation which al-
fect women disproportionately,
such as rape, limitations on
women's capacity to seek legal
redress or constraints on access
to food are mostly ignored or
brushed aside as social or cul-
tural norms outside the scope
of human rights definitions.

National and international
commitment to and mechanism
for implementing guarantees of
gender equality are still too
weak to overcome systematic
gender discrimination in the

family Hfe and family laws,
political and public life,

education, employment and
health care.

Craving for a male child in
many societies {s so strong as to
encourage [emale infanticide
and now, thanks to improved
foctal sex detection technology,
focticide or killing of the female
foetus. All these constitute a
clear breach of the existing
guarantees in the Universal
Declaration and the convention
on the Elimination of all forms
of Discrimination Against
Women.

So the emphasis has to be
on the enjoyment of human
rights for all citizens irrespec
tive of sex or gender. We must
keep in mind the fact that
women are not a class apart,
they are an integral part of the
whole socicty and as such
should be brought into the
mainstream. But for any
progress fo he meaningful the
mainstream itself also requires
drastic improvement. A society
which discriminates against its
women cannot liberate its men
efther, constitutional guaran-
tees an legal provisions by
themselves are not enough.

They do exist in one form or.an-
olhcr. Modern democracy gives
an illusion of equality hl.lt real-
ity belies the promises extended
by the system.

The system, then, is in need
ol basic wholesale structural
changes which would put pow-
ers in the hands of the vast
majority now languishing by the
wayside, Faces of viclence are
many and varied but poverty is
the worst form of viclence
against humanity that creates
vast tract of barren human
wasteland in any society. And
since the basic causes of
poverty are class discrimination
and exploitation any poverty al-
leviation measures which do not
strike at these root causes are
bound to be cosmetic only. In
Bangladesh, a land by now well
known for its legendary poverty,
women as well men are trapped
in its net although women be-

causc of their socioeconomie
vulnerability suffer more than

Until and unless these
twin evils are eliminated women
and men alike will continue to

suffer violations of their basic l

human rights.
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The UN i1s holding a World Conference on
Human Rights after an interval of twenty-five
years in Vienna on 14-25 June. The conference
Is being held in a post cold-war situation, and in
an age marked by the development of new
technology which has made it impossible to

sustain '‘curtains’ and

information barriers.

Simultaneously, the world is being drawn
together by the use of powerful symbols and

images.

The illusion of a more united and

homogeneous world is before us. But it is this
very homogeneity which makes it imperative to
decipher and understand the sources and

origins of power,

and to strengthen the

instruments that safeguard the rights of people
all over the world. The conference will be a
venue for re-examining and perhaps re-defining
the concept of rights and the universality of
their application. There are demands to
integrate the issue of economic development
with rights and the issue of violence against
women into the main body of human rights.
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HERE f{s very little stat-
istical information on
the extent of violence
against women. However, here
are some examples of the
violence women must endure,

and their implications for
development.
« On July 13, 1991, 71

teenage girls were raped by
their male classmates and

19 others died in a night of
violence in the dormitory of
St. Kizito's co-ed boarding
school in Meru, Kenya. In a
report of the Kenya Times,
the newspaper called the
rape of St. Kizito a "common
occurrence”. The deputy
principal was quoted as say-
ing, "The boys never meant
any harm against the girls.

ust wanted to rape.”
This form of violence within
an educational institution is
not an isolated inoident. Onc
can only imagine the impact
of such incidents on educa-
tional programmes targeting
girls and women.

* It is estimated that 75% of
the world's 19 million
refugees are women and
girls. Refugee women are
subject to sexual violence
and abduction at every step
of their escape, from flight to
border crossing to life in the
camps. The UNHCR data on

‘violence against Vietnamese
boat people,
indicate that 39% of women
are abducted andfﬂr raped
by pirates while at se

* Rape of wonmen !!ving undcp
Muslim laws can have dra-
matic implications. Rapc can
be proven only if [our adult

Muslim males can bear wit-
ness to the act. It should be
noted that rape can be
equated to adultery defined
as a crime against the State
and which carrics the pun
ishment of flogging and/or
death by stoning,

* In 1990, the World llealth

Organjzation ecstimated that

cight to ten million pcople
were infected with IV, and
that a little over one third
are women (most have no
scxual partner other than
their husbands who are be-
coming infected). By the year
2000 the annual number of
AIDS cases in women will
begin to equal that in men. It
must be noted thal the lcss
bargaining power a woman
has, the harder it is o avoid
taking risks. Women [car po-
tentially*losing a relationship

for example,,

which conlers sltatus, emo-

tional and perhaps financial
support, should they insist
upon a condom. UNICEF
cstimates that by the year
2000, as many as 5 to 10
million children could be or-
phaned when their parents
die of AIDS.

Roughly 10% of children in
the sub-Saharan African re-
gion, between the years of
six to fiftcen years of age,
could be orphaned.

* According to the World
Health Organization more
than 84 milllon women today
have undergone genital
mutilating procedures

B

without anaesthetics in
Africa alone + although
religion and culture are used
to explain this practice, its
origin is in the male desire to
control female sexuality.

* In 1990, the police officially
recorded 4,835 dowry deaths
in all Indifa, but the
Ahmedabad Women's Action
Group estimates that 1,000
women may be burned alive
annually fn Gujarat State
alone:

* According to a national sur-

vey conducted by the PNG
Law Reform Commission, in
Papua New Guinea, 67% of
rural women and 56% of ur-
ban women have been vic
tims of wife abuse.

There has not been a national
survey in  Bangladesh, so
statistics are unavailable,
However, research studies
show that violence against
women is consi
part of the marital
relationship. Both husbands

+ and wives consider it to be
the husband's prerogative to
physically abuse his wife if
she has made mistakes in
her work or is late in serving
food.

It s well-known that
Bangladesh has one of the
highest rates of maternal
mortality in the world. A
recent compendium
produced by the Bangladesh
Bureau of Statistics which
presents sex disaggregated
data suggest that deaths of
women due to violence is
greater than deaths due to
child-birth. The government
and international agencies
are trying to address the
issue of high maternal
mortality through improved
maternal and child hcalth
services and the Safe
Motherhood Campaign.
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Constitutional

I N Bangladesh, th¢ grow-

ing phenomenon of re-
ligious intolerance de-
picts one aspect of this
tendency. The guarantecing of
the rights of ethnic and reli-
gious minorities has been gver-
looked by all governments in
Bangladesh. The voicing of mi-
nority views and the eslablish-
ment of minority rights is a
necessary feature for ahy
democracy. The focus in this
article s on religious intoler-
ance, but 1t is important to un-
derstand how discriminalion
based on religion culs across
gender, class and ethnicily and
jeopardises the right to citi-
zenship of marginal and
minority groups.

Let us first look at the con-
stitutional and legal provisions
which ‘legitimise’ intolerance,
and then go on to look at mani-
festations of such intolerance
and the way that we, both the
government and the people, re-
spond to such incidents.

Constitutional

1. The Eighth Amendment to
the Constitution of Bangladesh
has abridged people's right to
preach ant propagate their re-
ligion. Islam has been adopted
as the state religion, while it is
stated that pecople of other rcli-
gions ‘'may’ practice in peace.
This amendment has divided
the citizenry on the basis of
their religious alfiliation, and
given the Muslim majority the
status of first-class citizens,
while people of other religious
beliefs and affiliations have
bcen made subsidiary.
Diserimination on the basis of
religion has thus been legit-
imised and ratified in the
Constitution.

This amendment was made,
in 1988, by a parliament which
was held to be a puppet of an
‘undemocratic’ regime. Since
then, a popularly-elected gov-
ernment has come into power,
and the country has reverted to
a parlfamentary form of gov-
ernment, But nefther the gov-
ernment nor the opposition in
parliament have ever brought
out the issue of the repeal of
this amendment.

Certain laws, such as the
Enemy Property Act, originally
promulgated in- 1965, continue

to exist in the name of Vested
and Non-Resident Property Act
Besides rellecting a diserimina-
tory attitude towards people of
the 1lindu community, this law
has often acted as a powerful
instrument for depriving people
of their rightful inheritance.

2. The Constitution has kept
intact the Personal and Family
Code, based on religious !aw
which adjudicates over the per-
sonal lives of its citizens. This
law governs marriapge, divoree,

guardianship of children and
inhcritance of property. By
making religion the basis of Je-
gal rights in the family, it ef-
fectively differentiates one set of
citizens from another. Further,
it makes a public/private divi-
sion, directly affecting women,
whose lives are determined
within the institutions of family
and marrfage, customarily
viewed as the ‘private’ sphere.
The women's movement per-

sists in its demand for the im-
mediate cnactment of a
Universal Civil and Family
‘Code, which would govern all ci-
tizens through the same legal
provisions.

pular
Manifestations

I. In several part of
Bangladesh the Hindu com-
munity faced violent attacks
alter the destruction of the
Babri mosque in Ayodhya. From
the 7th of December, 1092,
Hlindu temples were I:urﬂkr_-n,
Hindu houses were burnt and
property looted. These incidents

and Popular Manifestations of Religious Bigotry

were nol reported in the state-
owned media.

‘The government, by remain-
ing silent, fafled to reassure the
IHndu community. Further, by
denying the seriousness and
extent of this violence, the
crnment has fafled to ensure
the security of life and property

of its citizens.
2. Minority voices amongst

Muslims are also subject to
such bigotry. A case in point s
the organised attack on the
Qadiani mosque in November,

1992.
3. Bipotry and the invoking

of religious sentiment are used
to victimise already-vulnerable
groups of people. Such was the
case with the organisation
called the Committee for the
Resistance of un-Islamic
Activilics, formed in
Narayanganj o threaten the

eviction of brotheldwellers

4. Sclf-appointed judges and
Jjudgements have also invoked
religion to perpetrate violence
against women. The case of
Nurjahan of Sylhet {s known to

E”Ftnﬂlly, the growing use of
religion in political and civic life
is a matter of grave concern.
This is discernible not only in
the proliferation of religious po-
litical parties, bul in the use of
religious symbols, practices and
vocabulary by all parties, even
within 'progressive’ movements.
Religion has to be separated
from the state and its interven-
tion, Religion is an intensely
private matter, and the source
of great spiritual comfort and
upliftment to many. The politi
cisation of religion negates its
positive aspects and creates
discord and division.
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Gender-based Violence
and Human Rights

by Rashed Mahmud Titumir

T do mules and wo-
n have in common?
The answer to the
riddle is 'A good beating makes
them both better'.” The brutality
against women s reflected in
popular cultyre all over the
world and another saying
echoes the same refrain: "A wife
may love a husband who never
beats her, but she does not
respect him.”

Far [rom being an isolated
personal problemn, gender-based
violence or the threat of it 1s a
massive social problem that
pervades almost all aspects of
women's lives such abuses
mnge [from [amily violence o
forced prostitution to female
malnutrition to sexual torture
and in voluntary pregnancy in
different cultural contexts.

It is pervastve not only in the
number of women directly af-
fected as victims but alse in the
impact that the threat and fear
of it have on women's day-to-
day aflairs. Violence accompa-
nies her where she goes and
what she does, this Mmiting her
freedom of movement, speech,
and assembly and undermining
her scnse of human dignity and
rights in the world. Morcover,
the nature of this is most insid-
fous, as it is simultaneously
hidden, denied, tolerated, legit-
imised and trivialised by both
individuals and governments.

For most abused women vio-
lence begins at home with hus-
bands, fathers, brothers. In de-
veloped and developing coun-
iries alike, physical, sexual and
psychological abuse within the
family alfects an astounding

"

number of women, The fact that

abusc in gencrally condoned by
social customs and considered
part of marital life, rather than
a crime, is in itself a grim indi-
cation of its high incidence.
Amartya Sen, in his study of
s¢x ratios cstimates that 68
million women are missing in
India and China alone. These
disappearances constitule a
form of genocide which some
call femicide. Femicide results
from a combination of gender-
based discriminatory [actors

*beginning before birth with fe-

male infanticide, including the
use of abortion for sex pre-se-

lection. For example in Bombay
95.5 per cent of abortions are of
female foetuses.

For women of child-bearing
age, maternal mortality claims
many more lives than it should
because health care and family
planning services are inade-
quale and women's reproduc-
tive rights, more often than not,
are denfed.

Women are held {nvoluntar-
ily in slavery for prostitution
and pormography, and domestic
servants are sometimes beaten,
raped and locked into their
bosses’ homes.

Women face terrorism in the
form of sexual assaull on the
streets and in jobs where sexual
harassment can be a condition
for recetving a paycheque,

Gender violence and lack of
democracy often prevent women
from exercising their rights to
participate in soctety and from
engaging fully in the develop-
menl process. Even in countrics
with a formal democralic
structure, women are often pre-
vented from exercising their
right to [ree speech and as-
sembly because of the social
systern and taboos

The dimension of violence
against women especially in the
family, had been concealed for

s0 long and so fafled 10 attract
international attention

During the last 20 years,
however, recognition of 1the fact
that viclence against women is
a major problem has grown and
has become a priority on the In
ternatiomal agenda.

Only in 1975, at the World
Conference of the International
Women's Year held in Mexico
City, was the issue of conllict
within the family raised Also in
1975, the Fifth UN Congress on
the prevention of crine and the
treatment ol offenders noted
that sexual assault, which par-
ticularly affects women, was be-
comidng more prevalen! in many
parts of the world, thaugh 1t
remained a "hidden  crime and
subsequently UN bodies
adopted several resolutions and
charters.

Realising that violence
against women had not been
specifically addressed in any in-
ternational hpman rights in-
struments, the commission on
the status of women convened
an inter-sessional working
group that met in September
1992 for drafting a declaration
on violence against women

The working group adopted
by consensus a draft text, thai
will be submitted for considera-
tion to the General Assembly at
its 48th scssion.

The move is fast spreading
all across the world. Women

throughout the world have been
engaged in a organising and
pn‘: ng at the local, regional

international levels for the

Wcrr!ud Conference on Humnn
Rights.

According to the working
paper prepared for the Vienna
Conference of the women's
caucus of the NGO coordination
group, women [rom over 120
countrics circulating a petition
caling for the inclusion ol
women in all aspects of the pro-
ceedings and deliberations for
the World Conlerence on
HHuman Rights and specifically
for the recognition of gender-
based violence as a human
rights violation.

The paper lurther said more
than 250,000 signatures have
been colleeted and also noted
that in all regions it has been
found ,that the UN and govern-
ments have by and large failed
to promote and protect women s
human rtghts, whether civil,
political, economie, social and
cultural.

Gender-based violence
is not simply a crime but the
result of systematic political,
soctal and economic deprivation
as an inbuilt serious weakness
in the present structures, That
have been manipulated to
dominate people and women in
partfeular, Change, must come
only when these scrious defects
are addressed afler an intd
malted realisation of the issue




