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E specific experience
of women must be to
human rights ... to
transform the concept and
of human ts in our
culture so that better
account of women's lives”.
Charlotte Bunch, Director,
Center for Women's Global
Leadership, Rutgers Unlwrﬂty,
United States
Dr. Bunch's words reflect a

der way to reaflirm
women's rights are indeed hu-
man rights.

The current debate also fo-
cuses on the equal rights of
women and the neced to elimi-
nate discrimination against
them, in law as well as in prac-
tice. Other questions include
discrimination against the girl
child, and traditional practices
harmful to women, such as
sexual mutilation and "dowry

deaths”.
The World Conference on
Human Rights, which the

United Nations is convening at
Vienna in June 1963, is seen by
women's rights advocates as a
major opportunity to include
women's rights in the main-
stream human rights nda.

Gender perspective

International human rights
treaties and declarations do of
course cover women, as they
cover all human beings. Bul
women's rights advocates be-
lteve there are certain human
rights issues that need to be
considered from a gender per-
specluve.

"Of course, women Some-
times suffer abuses such as
political repression that are
simflar to abuses suffered by
men,” states Charlotte Bunch.
"However, many violations of
women's human rights are dis-
tinctly connected to being fe-
male — that i{s, women are
discriminated against and
abused on the basis of gender”.

Many forms of discrimina-
tion are directly related to
women's reproductive reole.
Human rights aspects ol pro-
creatiof encompass the right to
decide freely on the number and

of children, the right to
reproductive health and the
right to sexual self-determina-
tion. Violations of women's re-

Pm:luﬂh!: ﬂﬂts occur. to vary- ity in most countries.

ing degrees, in all geographical,
political and socio-economic
settings.

Worldwide, an estimated 300
million women have no access
to quality family planning ser-
vices, and thus have little con-
trol over their fertility. But

without the ability to prevent
unwanted pregnancies, women
can hardly take charge of other
aspects of their lives, be that in
the areas of education, em-
ployment or participation in
public life. Reproductive choice
{s also vital to the health of
women. Over half a million
women die every year from
pregnancy-related causes (09
per cent in developing eoun-
tries). For every woman who
dies, 12 to 15 are left with seri-
ous, often permanent, disabili-
ties. Yet, although pregnancy is
a major cause ol death and dis-
ease, investments in fertility
ma ment and reproductive
health care still take low prior-

Finally, women suffer gross
human rights violations
through assaults on their sex-
ual autonomy. A stark reminder
is the continued practice of fe-
male genital mutilation to pre-
vent women from enjoying sex.
Some 80 million women world-

wide have been subjected to
this practice.

Certain groups of women are
particularly vulnerable to in-
fringements of their sexual in-
tegrity. One such group is
refugee women. At least 75 per
cent of the world's 18 million
refugees are:women and chil-
dren: in some countries, women
and children make up 90 per
cent  of refugees. Relugee
women are too often victims of
rape and other physical and
sexual abuses, and have special
need of human rights protec-
tion.

Responding to such needs,
the Office of the United Nations
[ligh Commissioner for
Refugees has developed a poliey

secking to integrate the needs
and rcsources of refugee women
in all aspects of its assistance.

Another issue is trallicking
in women. This includes prosti-
tution of women and girls, usu-
ally accompanied by coercion,
vielence or exploitation. As a
CONSEUENCE, WOIMEN Are sexu-
ally and economically abused
and degraded, in violation of
their fundamental human
rights.

In this area, the United
Nations has sect internatfonal
standards by approving the
Convention for the Suppression
of the Traflic in Persons and of
the Exploitation of the
Prostitution of Others, to which
64 States have adhered. Voices
have now been raised asking for
a United Nations convention
against sexual exploitation.

Hut perhaps the most
widespread gender-related
abuse {s violence against
women. One problem is that
much of this violence takes
place in private, especially in
the family. It is mostly inflicted
by a male who has a close rela-
tionship with woman — the
husband, boylriend, father or
brother. This secrecy has made
it difficult to grasp the dimen-
sions of the phenomenon. Thus,
violence against women has
remained for too long unseen,
and women have been left with-
out protection and assistance.

Still not recognized

In additon, basic women's
rights.are still not recognized,
says Ambassador Mervat
Tallawy of Egypt, Chairperson
of the United Nations Com-
mission on the Status of

Women and Chairperson of the
United Nations Committee on
the Elimination of Discri-
mination against Women.

"Women are half of humanity”, -

Ambassador Tallwy points out,
"and still are not enjoying the
basic human rights mentioned
in the Univerpal Declaration,
the International Covenants
and so on”.

Women sec their rights vio-
lated in their daily lives, Tallawy
says. 'In stressing human
rights we shouldn't neglect the
silent majority..... The majority
of women are denied their basic
human rights every day: poorer
women, rural women.... How
can we protect their rights? All

those concerned with human
rights must look into this”.
“We have to consider human
ts as a " she adds.
“We should treat all these rights
. and all beneficlaries of
these rights should be treated
equally.... Just as the environ-
ment was a for devel-

:mrnl issues, human rights
id be a to promote
equality among all groups of the
WFMI..

Protecting

women's rights

Women's rights advocates
draw strong support
from the Forward-looking
St for the Advancement
of Women to the :d" 2000,
the United Nations
m{:omw on Women In
1985. The concept expressed in
the Strategies that "the ad-
vancement of women is without
a doubt a ftion for the
establishment of a humane and
rogressive society” reflects the
Llief that advancement in any
given area cannot be made
witheut corresponding ad-

vancements in o Arcas.

The 23-member cxpert
Committec on the Elimination
of Discrimination against
Women Is the body charged
with moniloring implementation
of the Convention. It examines
periodic reports by States par-
ties, makes suggestions and
recommendations to States on
improving the status of women,
and reports annually to the
United Nations General
Assembly.

Says Kay Fraleigh, represén-
tative of the International
Alliance of Women at the United
Nations: "The Committee secks
to keep the States parties ‘on
their toes’ and to challenge
them to take the measures nec-
essary to ensure that the spirit

of the Convention is upheld; to.

ensure that womens' legal
rights move from de jure to de
facto: and "to ensure that
women are included in the deci-
sion-making which affects their
lives™.

The latest international in-
strument in the making is a
United Nations Declaration on
Violence Against Women, now
at the end of the drafting stage.
The Declaration is being drafted

The Call for Equal Rights

by an expert group, on the rec-
ommendation of the
Commission on the Status of
Women. In the drali
Declaration, such violence is
defined as "any act, omission,
controlling behaviour or threat,
in any sp , that results 1n,

- or is likely to result in, physical,

sexual or psychological injury to
women'.

The draflt Declaration has
been submitted to the
Commission on the Status of
Women for approval at its
March 1993 session, and will be
considered by the forty-eighth

session of the General
Assembly, «convening in
September 1993.

But what is needcd most is
an overall shift in perception,
many human rights experts ar-
gue. "Human rights are still
considered to be more impor-
tant than women's rights”, Dr.
Bunch states. "The distinction

Stop violence against women

perpeluates the idea that the
rights of women are of a lesser

order than the " rghts of man
In the United Nations®, she
adds, “the Iluman Rights

Commission has maore power 16

hear and investigate cases than
the Commission on the Status

NARIPOKKHO
of Women, more stall and bud-
get, and botter mechanisms for

implementing its findings. Thus
it makes a difference in what
can be done {f a case is decmed
a violation ol women's righls
and not of human rights’.

Another problem is that
worrien s rights are too often
pereeived as a social rather
than hunkin rights question,
argues Elsa Stamatopoulou-
Robbins, Chief of the New York
Office of the United Nations
Centre for Human Rights, who
complains about "the relative
political marginalization of the
issuc

Treating women under the

softer social fssues rather than
the politically heavier human
rights issues has weakened the
cause.” she says. "Womens is

sUes are social (ssues but
also human rights issues, and

should be treated in both of
these areas of the United
Nations™

‘Part ol the problem’. she
adds. "is that traditional human
rights NGOs have only recently
had a women's angle. and
women's NGOs did nnt partiet-
pate in the Commission lon
Human Rights] and other
mainstream human rights bod
jes. This trend regarding NGOs

scems 1o be in the process of
being reversed”

Signs of change are on the
rise, as traditional bhuman
rights organizations add
women's rights to their agen
das, new “women's rights
watch® organizations are being
formed, and statistics, studies
and legal briefs are being pro-
duced.

Says Kay Fraleigh: "The
19008 have seen a shifl in the
perception of the relative value
of achieving one human right
over the others. Human rights
issues are so interwoven that no
advance can be made in one
Area without reference to an
other. And the growth of the
understanding of what consti-
tutes human rights has opened
the possibilities for a greater
acceptance of the concept that
women's rights are human

rights”.

The key is in stronger politi-
cal presence, Ambassador
Tallawy says. “In the 1960s, at-
tention in the Untied Nations
was concentrated on codifica-
tion and legislation. As a result,
a number of conventions were
adopted, but discrimination has
remained. In the 1970s, the
stress was on women and de-
velopment. However, develop-
ment alone didn't get us too flar
in achieving equality. Now it is
time for a political approach —
by having women in positions of
power dealing with human
rights and other political and
public issues, This doesn't
mean that we should neglect
development. But you have to
em r women, put them on
the political agenda.”

Diary of a Working Mother

by Shaheen Anam

EW weeks ago | had writlen a piece about the

majority

of working mothers who work as hard if not harder than
anyone and yet live below the poverty line. One of my
very esteemed reader commented that | had made the jump too
sudden from the elite office going mother to the day labourer.
Yes, | admit that | did but it was done to dramatize a pointL.
There are thousands of mothers in our society who do not
have the eption of going out and getting a.job and yet their in-
come is crucial to the survival of the family. These constraints
are due to lack of proper opportunities, and other family consid-
erations. The most important among them is ofcourse the prob-

lem of prope

r child care for their children. Even though our

traditional extended family system is still intact it still does not
always provide the support to most women who need it. This
point was dramatized very well in a recent television series
where a mother had to put her young son in a boarding school
in order to work outside the home.

also does not work very

women cannot afford them.

It-t8 true that children could be left with domestics, but this
well because, [irst,
help is not very easy to get and second, most lower middle class

good trustworthy

So, what can these women do? Well, depending on ability,

talent and support from other family

members, many of these

women have initiated home based activities which bring in in-
come essential and crucial-to the survival or to the well-being of
the entire family. Their activities range from preparing lunch for
office going people, tailoring, tuitioning primary school children,
making traditional desserts such as pithas etc. They are not

wr{ visible in our society

was talking to Habiba, who supplies tiffin to an oflice in the
Motijheel Commercial Area. She is a mother of three children
and her husband works as a clerk in one of the commercial
banks. She cannot go out to find a job because none to look

after her children. She found this job through

a friend of her

husband. While restaurant business in Dhaka is very profitable
and lucrative, the situation is entirely different for those who

are only

able to invest a small amount of money and whose

clientele are lower middle class people. They usually want to eat

well but spend very little money for it. They
group of people to pleasc. Habiba, charges

are a very difficult
only Tk 10 for a plate

of rice, dal and a piece of fish. She prepares 30 lunch boxes ev-
eryday and has to cook all by herself as she cannot afford a

help. Atleast you are assured of your income | told her. "No,
often they don't like the food and send some boxes back™ was

. She is able to make a profit of Tk 1000
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to 1500 a month. What does she

plan to do in future? "Open a

restaurant perhaps” she smiles. No, she does not mind the hard
work, atleast she can aflord to buy some nice clothes and good

food for her children.

There are ofcourse the single mothers or the Female Headed
Households, a fact that we can no longer ignore. They have very
special problems and needs which society has to address soon.
They are waging a heroic battle to survive in a society which has

80 far told them that women should be de

should be taken care of

by men. The reality

pendent on men and
however is very dif-

ferent for these women. My next diary will be about them.

Th

the advancement
‘?‘ ) ol science and techn-
ology the world has

become smaller and nation-
states have become more
interactive. This has brought
about the interplay of cultural
values and standards amid a
changing economie order. Asia
is a showcase of cultural
pluralism with conflicting
values and standards that has
brought about more misery and
at the same time more ac-
tivism of women.

In the post-colonial era in
Asia, the structures of nation-
stales and their development
policies have created severe
social inequalities and power
imbalances. In spite of
rhetorics of independence, the
development models and poli-
cies of our nations continue to
be dependent on the former
colonial rulers and are linked
to the international economic
order.

Politically, we see the cen-
tralization of power and re-
pression in the name of na-
tional security and economic
development resulting in the
loss of democratic space and
violations of basic human
rights by governments. In most
Asifa-Pacific countries, the
purpose of political participa-
tion is not to create demo-
cratic institutions, but to ob-
tain power and material gain.
This has resulted in govern-
ments with election processes
of guns, goons and gold. In
many instafices, the rule of law
and the role of the judiciary
have been subjugated by the
executive power. Legislation
has been used to control and
limit human activity instead of
enhancing greater participa-
tion, liberating people's cre-|
ativity and crating support
structures for weaker sectors
of society. Economists con-
tinue to measure development
with the qualification of Gross
Natfonal Product or GNP in-

. stead of accounting for the Net

National Welfare or the quality
of life of the people.

An editorial of Asiaweck ob-
served that when governments
increase spending for people's
welfare, investors won't invest.
It cited records from various
countries, including Indonesia,

VIOLENCE AGAINST WOMEN

by E Hna O Quinl']]i

Macau, Mauritius and Mexico.
Investment needs a calm and
stable government. Hence,
"national security” has come to
be a prerequisite to
"development.” Democratic
processes and expressions of
contrary opinions have been
scen by investors as indicators
of instability. Attempts to quell

an increasing defense expendi-
ture and payment of foreign
debt while reducing defense
expenditure and payment of
foreign debt while reducing
wellare expenses in relation to
health, education and other
social development pro-

grammes.
We also see processes of

public expressions of dissent
have often resulted in viola-
tions of human rights by the
governments and violent
clashes between the citizenry
and the police or military.
These are exemplified by the
arres| ol cause-orifented indi-
viduals in Singapore, Malaysia,
and the Philippines particu-
larly during the Marcos regime
as well as the violence demon-
strated in China, Thaifland,
South Korea, and the
Philippines during the martial
law rule. Too many of the hu-
man rights violations in Asfan

societies today are in the name-

of national security and devel-
opment.

Even as economic alllances
are formed such as the South
Asian Association for Regional
Cooperation (SAARC) and the
ASEAN Free Trade Agreement
(AFTA). Asian governments are
also obviously being drawn into

homogenization of cultures
where ethnie minorities
within nation-states are denied
sell-expression. The ethnic
strife’ between the Tamils and
Singhalese in Sri Lanka, be-

tween the Hindus and the
Muslims in India, and between
the Christians and Muslims in
the Philippines are only a few
violent examples, Within these
ethnic groups, women's voices
are never heard and their life
stories are never told. Until
recently, viclence In the lives
of women have never been
considered as a development
issue.

In Asia, violations of a
woman's rights may be catego-
rized into those that violate
her personal security such as
in cases of violence perpetu-
ated in various levels — the
family, the community, the

state, and the multi-nationals;
those that violate her freedom,

- and other

e Asian Context

her human dignity and belief
in the name of religion and

“culture: and those that violate

her economic rights.

Historically, religion has
played a pervasive basis in the
formulation of state and per-
sonal laws in Asian societies.
The impact of religion on the
legal system that affect women
focus on the issues of marital
obligations, on alimony, on di-
vorce, abortion, inheritance,
personal relations.
For example, in India, in
Malaysia, and the Philippines,
their constitutions provide for
equal rights to all citizens at
the same time allowing the
personal or customary laws to
govern. It is often in these
personal and customary laws
where women are subordi-
nated or deprived of equal
rights. In Pakistan's Qanoon-e-
Shahdaat (Law of Evidence)
and in the Philippines’ Code of
Pcrsonal Laws, women's evi-
denced are reduced in value. A
woman's testimony fis given
half the weight of a man's tes-
timony.

Financial independence is
crucial to women's equality.
Women in Asia, however, have
limited access to and control,
of basic financial, economic,
and human resources.
Women's access to resources is
ir:&tly conditioned by family

ws and customs particularly
in inheritance and property
rights
In many Asian countries,
women are denied to form as-
sociations or to unifonize. Even
in the Philippines where
women are allowed to join
trade unions, the participation
in decision-making has been
limited by the double-burden
that they carry as employed
workers and as "home-mak-
ers.”

In cases of agricultural
workers or the brick-kiln
workers where men and their
family survive on shares based
on production quota, wives and
children are forced to work
and the labour of the women
and children remain un-
recorded and unpaid, Within
this socto-economic and polit-
feal context, the situation of
women continue to deterio-
rate. The Philippines is a case
in point.

Women and Reproductive Rights

HE right to family plan-
ning has been recogniz-
ed by the international
community as a human right

for over twenty years. The last

International Conference on

Human Rights, in Teheran in

1968, endorsed the statement
that “parents have a basic

human right to determine freely
and responsibly the number

and spacing of their children”.

This was reaflirmed in the 1979

Convention on the Elimination
of All Forms of Diserimination
Against Women, the 1984

International Conference on
Population ang the 1985 World
Conference tao Review and

Appraise the Achievements of

the United Nations Decade for

Women.

UNFPA takes an active part
in calling attentfon to the dis-
crimination women suffer in vi-

tal aspects of their lives. The

Fund maintains that the denial
of reproductive self-determina-

tion and neglect of reproductive

health are an affront to human
dignity and individual as well as

communal well-being. Public
resource allocation is rarely ad-
cquate to protect women's most
basic rights to physical integrity
and security. Pregnancy and
childbirth kill over half a million
women every year, the vast ma-
Jority in developing countries. In
fact, the disparity between ma-
ternal death rates in developed
and developing countries is
greater than for any other
health indicator.

The Fund has worked con:
sistently over more than 20
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years (o Increase

political sup-
port for effecttve measures to
secure women's reproductive
rights as a fundamental human
right. Central to all other ele-

ments is the ability of women to
have full control over their
fertility, which requires that
family planning information and
services be provided with
utmost respect for voluntarism
and attention to high-quality
care.

These efforts have received
strong support in the interna-
tional community. The 1984
International Conference on
Population asserted that the
"ability of women to control
their own fertility forms an im-
portant basis for the enjoyment
of other rights: likewise, the as-
surance ol soclo-economic op-
portunities on an equal basis
with men and the provision of
the necessary services and fa-
cilities enable women to take
greater responsibility for their
reproductive lives” Another
rccommendation states that cf
forts to reduce maternal mor-
bity and mortality should
“support family planning as a
health measure in maternal and
child health programmes as a
way of reducing births that oc-
cur too early or too late in the
mother's life, of increasing the
interval between births and of
diminishing higher birth orders,
and by giving special considera
tion Lo the needs of those in the
post-partum and/or breast-
feeding period.”

The Amsterdam Declaration
of 1989 emphasized the impoera-
tive need to “recognize that
women are at the centre of the
development process and that
the improvement of their status
and the extent to which Lhey
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are [ree (o l'llélkf' decisions Lil

If.'t.'“ﬂg their Hves and thar ol
their families will be cruetal in

determining future population
growth rates.”



