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ORN in 1811 In ami-

ddie class Hindu family

she had a brilllant
academic record standing first
among the girls and third in the
combined merit-list in the
Bachelor of Arts Examination.
For a short period she served as
a teacher in a grls' school in
Calcutta but gave it up to join
the revolutionary movement
that was at that time in full
swing in the province of Bengal
She was rcbel not only against
the colontal power but also at
the same time challenged the
very foundation eof the
established social order by
guestioning the idea of male
superiority.

What were the sources of her
inner strength which endowed
her personality with such en-
during qualities of head and
heart? She could easily have
chosen the life of an ordinary
housewife and settled down into
the usual routine of comiortable
middle class life. But for her
that was not to be. Because of

her overpowering sense ol pa-
triotism, everything clse was
SeCo to her. Even then,

Prectilata, as an individual,
could not be an altogether iso
lated phenomenon that
emerged, so to say, out of a so-
ctal vacuum. No, without tn any
way minimising the glories of
her achievements it may safely
be asserted that she was truly a
product of her time and envi-
ronment. The past decades were
a witness to the ground work
that was being laid laboriously
and patiently by the piloneers of
the movement for improving the
status of WOIMETL.

But surely men, middle class
and Hindu, were first in the
field pursuing goals of higher
socio-economic status for them-
selves. By their early lead in ac-

western education they
were able to leave their fellow
Muslim neighbours far behind
in wealth, education, adminis-
tration and in the professions
so much so that by the latter
half of the last century they be-
came the dominant power to
grow in Bengali society. It took
them a little while before they
could embark on a programme,

modest at the beginning, of im-
proving the status of their

women. These pioneers, some:

Poor but Not Powerless

HERE was a workshop
recently on the role of
credit agencies in
the field of self employment of
women. It was participated by
ntatives from Govern-
ment and Non-government
organizations and also by
private and public banks. What
came out of the work shop was
a unilateral call for changing
the modes of bank financing, to
support more agencies to give
credit to women in order to
encourage women to go into
entrepreneurship.

In recent years various
agencies have come up with
schemes of giving credit to
women. This concept was first
encouraged by the Grameen
Bank in a large scale to be now
Hluud by other smaller ng:n

tlu-nl Itg mnn!ned

that women are good borrowers
and their rate of credit
is excellent. Most ifhportantly
they use credit to increase the
standard of living of the whole
family. In this way they con-
tribute to the well being of the
community and ultimately to
the development of the country.
When asked how they use
the credit, for; almost borrowers
reply that they use it for the
famfly. especially their children.
Either to send them to school,
to feed them better or even to
buy nice things for them. Some
use the money to repair thefr
huts or even to build a new
house. These credit schemes
have changed the lives of many
rural women. It has been
proven beyond doubt that given
the right opportunities women
can achieve the impossible.
Instances and stories of their
heroic struggle against the

prevalent social norms of keep-
ing women powerless are many.
We now know the famous story
of Manjira who went to collect
the King Budoin award on he-
half of the one million borrow-
ers of Grameen Bank. There are
many other not so famous sto-
- ries, all of whi¢h gives the same
~message,

Below is one such story. It is
&’ simple touching story of a
women, htr:t.rugglcundhﬂ
irbulations. It is the story of
her ultimate triumph in
achieving some control over her

Hljcrl Bibi for a small wvil-
of Patuakhali was the wife
a landless farmer. The little
land t had was her inhefi-
tance. lived in a little housc
with their three sons and
thanked God because they had
enough to eal everyday. One
day her farmer husband an-
nounced that he had lost the
land by leasing it out 1o a rich

by Zaheda Ahmad

Life is Short, but Art is Long

-l;!utﬂlh Waddedar, one ot our most valiant freedom fighters, died in action on 14 Septeml;er. 1932. She was leading an armed raid on a coloui:l-
when finding herself being surrounded by the government police, took her own life rather than fall a prisoner into their

hands. Today, in the article that follows, Tk Buily Star wishes to pay homage to her memory as well to those of the countless others who suffered for the same

establishment at Ch

times rtirnm:l to as "thnl “

of female Hberators™ by their
critics, played a le role
in this respect.

Though this movement was
for women but was yet to be-
come one run by women. In
1866, a small but sure begin-
ning was made with the estab-
lishment of the “Brahmika
Samaj", the first women’'s or-
ganisation organised and man-
aged by women themselves.
Admitiedly, an elite institution
that represented a small minor-
ity of privileged women but
nonetheless, the ploneer. It was
among this class of women that
education was making an in-
road. Kadambini Ganguly and
Chandramukhi Basu, who
cleared their entrance exami-
nation in 1878, became the first
female uates four years
later m{n followed by an in-
creasing number in the years to
come. With the spread of edu-
cation the horizons of women's
world began to expand too.
Marny new “women only” soci-
eties sprang up; signs of change
manifested in speech, manners,
dress and of course in greater
mobiliy on the part of women

who hitherto never

even
thought of en such free-
dom. Neot to behind in
nationalist twu distin-
guished — Kadambini

Ganguly lnd tht then young
poet Rabindranath’s eldest sis-
ter Swarna Kumari Devi — re
resented Bengall women to t
fifth annual session of the
National in 1889.

But it was the Swadeshi pe-
riod which saw the partictpation
of Bengal women {n nationalist
politics in large numbers. Both
in rewolutionary and constitu-
tional movement our women
were becoming quite active by
taking to the streets, by picket-
ing and by making house to
house contact with parda
women. Side by side these en-
lightened women engaged in
creative activities such as mu-
sic, painting, literature, teach-
ing, cottage industry and the

In'lpm progress, yes, but
not without limitations. These

women, small in number In

comparison with vast multitude
who did not belong to this
charmed circle, all of them

- came from the privileged urban

classes. THll 1910, nearly all be-

longed to
Bengali Christian families of the

the Brahmo or

two great ploneers, Rammohan

Roy and Vidya Sagar. none of
them could educate his wile

|
1

Preetilata Waddeda

Moreover, these educated
women themselves looked upon
education as only a means of
turning women into good wives
and mothers. A suitable educa-
tion, in their opinion, would
improve Lheir prospects in the
marriage market. Writing in the
“Tattobodhini Patrika™ this was
how a prospective husband
gave his ideas about what an
accomplished wife should be,
"An upcoming educated young
man desires that the wife
should know the Bengali lan-
guage well, can s English
well, and 1t would be excellent 1f
she be well-versed in Shelley
and Byron. Also she should
know how to play the piano,
should have some skill in
painting and should be able to
make some jearned discourse
on the Shastras.” Almost a veri-
table Bengali edition of the
European *Memsaheb®!
Educated but not independent
economically — that was the
role model. Economic freedom
was yet to become one of the
goals of female education even
in the eyes of those few women
who were themselves e
respectably. Never conscious of

the estab-
were happy to
accept the comfortable lifestyle

the need to challenge
lished order

offered by the gilded cage that
they came to Mve in and love.

These specimen therefore, were
far removed from modern day
versions of the liberated wom-
enhood. They were, at the same
time for removed from the great
masses of the lower class
women who were languishing in
a society characterised by
widespread {lliteracy, supersti-
tion. Purdah, early marriage,
early motherhood, widowhood
and the unspeakable oppres
sion associated with the joint
family system.

In such a Preetilata
grew up. Enlightenment of a
sort at the top and the vast bot-
tom section engulfed {n total
darkness. In the next two
decades female participation in
all walks of life became much
more prominent. As noted ear-
lier, political movement acted as
the great catalytic agent to
bring women onto the front
stage of national life. Mtb:rull'l
most of the women
tivists joined the mnﬁr'hltnt
nationalist movement led &

Oppriort for A (Girl Chriild

S

hnvc? Runu, a

school in the daytime.

AARC has taken up ﬂrmuuuftheﬂ-l
child, to promote opportunities for
economic and social development. What .
options does a poor girl from an urban basti
young, attractive girl of 10/11
years is fntherlul. Her mother remarried, but
after the birth of a son, the step father-deserted
her. To survive Runu was told by
collect flowers and sell them outside a hotel in
the evening and studied in a neighbourheod

her mother to

Her mother complained that a local basti
pimp used to harrass her, and threatened to
throw acid if she did not go
him, she was sent to live with her aunt in
Mirpur. After some days she suddenly left her
aunt's home and came back to her mother.

Last March she was su
that a foreigner in the hotel was going to adept
her. A few months later she was not to be seen
outside the hotel. Her friends said that a foreign

with him. To avoid

to have said

couple were planning to take her away. Was this

by Shaheen Anam

farmer and now did not have
enough money to get it back.
The money that he earned by
working on other Qplﬂ land
was no enough

fly anymore. T‘hﬂ. made him an-
gry and frustrated. He gradually
started staying away f[rom
home. He topk out his anger on
the only person most dependent
on him. Hajera Bibi became the
target of his wrath through no
fault of hers. One day finally
she paid the ultimate price of
being poor and dependent. Her
husband walked out on her and
married the daughter of a rich
farmer.

What could Hajera Bibi do?
What option does an {lliterate,
poor dependent women has
when her husband walks out on
her. Neither does she have ac-
cess to any kind of resources,
nor does she have the support
of the community to help her
survive. On the contrary she is

blamed by society for not being.

his sons. A women and a
mother is unable to do that.
Though there might be excep-
tions, few women abandon their
children even in the most des-
perate situation. That is why
when ever we see a women beg-
gar she is invariably holding a
baby in her arms. Coming back
to Hajera Bibi, she begged her
husband to stay, she even
agreed to bear the humiliation
of living in the same house with
his second wife. "How can | live
without a husband” she wailed.

Her two older sons like the
father left home soon afterwards
since she could not feed them.
Hl: situation deteriorated and
she was reduced to begging.
One day she met a women who
introduced herself as a group
organizer for a credit pro-
gramme for landless farmers in-
cluding women. She invited
Hajera Bibi to come to one of
the weekly meetings. She of-
course did not believe this. Who

Women r-pqym loan insiglment to Grameen Bank in

Bangladesh: Credit for landless poor is one good way
wﬂﬁn!ﬁ:thnﬂaﬂmm@l

economic
participated in Grameen Bank,

to :pu.r

an average loan repay-

ment rate of 95 per cent. But Grameen accounts for only 0.1 per

cent of national credit in Bangladesh, sugges

ting there is room for

much more credit to the poor, lnysUHDF:[kl.dapnmtt Report

1993.

able o keep her husband.
Hajera Bibi also had three chil-
ir}:: Tlum and take care of.

n gets rough, the
man or mthﬂ :an.hlmlk
away from it all. Poverty makes
him forget his family and even

— Photo : Mike Thefler/Sipa Press

would give credit to her, what
guarantee could she give and
how would she ever repay it. As
her situation grew worse she
dﬂcﬂedtnwtlluy She at-

tn'idedl“eklyw.lpm
and found that it was ml:.llrg

true, she could get credit with-
out giving any guarantee.

First she went though a pro-
cess of learning what credit was
all about, both its benefits and
responsibilities and especially
about this particular pro-
gramme. She learned about
savings, about opening a bank
account and how she could
manage her money efliciently.
Everything was new to Hajera
Bibi. She was entering a world
that she never knew existed. It
was inconceivable to her that a
group of women could sit and
decide and plan for their future.
Much to her surprise, she dis-
covered that she had many
good ideas to propose to the
group. Because of her enthusi-
asm and leadership skills she
was eclected the secretary of the
group in a few months.
Although this meant extra work
and responsibilities, Hajera Bibi
enjoyed it. For the first time in
her life she was doing some-
thing to please herself.

Hajera Bibi got her first loan
of Tk 2500 two years ago. She
bought a second hand rick-
shaw. Now the problem was
who would drive her rickshaw.
Her youngest son, hardly 12
years old offered to help. It was
very difficult in the beginning
especially to pay back the
weekly instalments and also to
save Tk 5 every week which was
mandatory. Bul once Hajera
Bibi had tasted independence
she vowed never to let go of it
again. She worked in the fields,
in peoples homes. Just to be
able to repay her installments
on time she worked as a
labourer to repair roads. What
she did not do was allow her
son to stop playing the rick-
shaw even fgr a single day.

* Now l-umtthing interesting
started happening. Her two
sons came back and announced
that they wanted to live with
her. What is more, her husband
too wants to return home. He is
begging her to take him back.
He pleads with her and some-
times threatens her with
"salish”. "The village elders will
ostracize you if you don't let
your legal husband return.” But
Hajera Bibi is adamant, she still
carries the scar of humiliation
}:ﬂhi;ﬂicmd upon her when he
r two years ago,

Whether Hajera Bibi will ever
take back her sons and hus-
band or not we will perhaps
never know. But she will never
again be the powerless women
she once was who had begged
her husband not to leave her.
She has self esteem and the re-
;t:cl of her group members.

has options and some con-
trol over her life. She can at last
decide for herself.

a mere suspicion? Could this be a case of tral-
ficking or adoption?
There was absolutely no way of locating the
girl and her mother, because they had moved
from the bastl. The persons who wanted to help
Runu were in a dilemma. If they reported the
matter to the police, the mother would be har-
rasscd perhaps unnecessarily. An investigating
organisation contacted to find out about the
couple’s intentions but did not report back.

When Runu's mother was warned of the dan-

ger of trafficking or misuse of young girls, her

cynical response was:
life of herself here? Will she not be raped in the

basti, or even by
her? I | die, who will protect her? At least if she

is taken away she may get a full mealt”

Did everyone's helplessness reflect apathy,
lack of support system, or the pervasive power of
lawlessness in the city.

—AIN O SALISH KENDRA

“Can | assure a secured

someone who claims to defend

Mahatma Gandhi a few ke
Preetilata chose the revohstion-
ary path. Then as usual the
students were on the forefront
They acted as messengers, as
repositories of secret arms and
were always ready to provide
says shelters to the male revo-
lutionaries on the run. This was
the norm in the initial stage.
Write more experience women
activisis started forming their
own organisations ltke the

Mpali Shangha, Nari Karma
Mandir, Mahila Rashtriya

last named played
a significant role. Dipali
Shangha used o emphastze the

socio-economic improvement of
women alongside their political

participation. Surya Sen's
Chit Revolutionary Group
also similar emphasis on

gender equality. The Bengal
volunteers appealed to women
to come forward to take part in
all kinds of revolutionary activi-
ties without any reservation.
These organisation played a pi-
oneering role in changing and
reshaping the world view ol
young women.

Pioneer like Preetilata had o

* [ace entrenched prejudices in a

traditionally male dominated
society. inst tremendous
odds women had to
march forward and start the
work of dismantling the barriers
that ted them from free
dom of the outside world. It was
an uphill task. Their parents
were ever fearful of soctial con-
demnation; of seeing thelr
daughters remaining unmar-
ried; of inviting police reprisals
and brutalities; of state actjon
leading to loss of jobs — in
short, the fears that were such
a part of ltfe in a poor country
under colonial rule.

So it tn" =~armous courage
on the part of a woman like
Preetilata to reject the rdle
mode| set by society and create
a new one for herself. The
ground was there in a way but
then not eve could make
use of it. Therein lies her great-
ness.

The writer, who teaches his-

. tory at the University of Dhaka,

is the editor of Saptahik Samoy’

WORKSHOP ON WOMEN AND ENVIRONMENT

Polluting Less, Paying More

S the earth becomes

more and more un-

livable at the hands of
humans responsible for abus-
ing, depleting and destroying its
resources, the need to prevent
this degradation could not be
move immediate. Inspite of this
realization evils such as
deforestation, toxic waste
dumping, chemical pollution,
water contamination and global
warning continue with frigh-
tening speed. Women, es
of developing muntﬂts?mﬂ
closet to nature, have now the
added responsibility of pre- °
serving and nurturing it for
their . In this context, a
seminar ti "Women and
Environment' organised by
NARI (National Association for
Resource Improvement) was
held on September 7th to dis-
cuss the role of the women in
actively participating in envi-
ronmental conservation and
man nt — a vital compo-
nent of article 24 of Agenda 21
presented at the Earth Summit
of 1992. Here are some excerpts
from the six papers presented
at the seminar:

Women and the Enviro-
nment by Monowar Hossain,
Managing Director, MARC

Issues on women, in their
turn, are essentfally those of
gender discrimination which is
the expression of an age-old
and unresolved conflict between
man and woman. At the root of
this conflict lies the biological
process of reproduction which
ensures the survival of the
species. The blological differ-
ence between men and women
and biological division of labour
in the act of reproduction and
nursing in the post-natal pe-
riod, eventually led to socio-
economic rights and divisions of
labour which both the sexes
have historically tried to imposé
on each other with varying de-
grees of success in different his-
torical epoches. The victim of
this cternal battle between the
sexes is the non-attainment of
the full human potential.

The Inml te Envir-
onment on Women's Heglth
Status by Salma Khan
Division Chief Planning
Commission,

Women are more vulnerable
than men to environmental con-
taminations because of their
reproductive rples, A United
Nations study have linked re-
productive defects to contami-
nations such as lead poisoning
and presence of other chemicals
in water. Some 1000 chemical
products are today in the mar-

ket of Bangladesh — and there
is no mnnitnr!n‘ system to
study the impact of those on
women and children. The pos-
sible effects of exposure to
chemicals range from infertility,
miscarriage, nconatal death,
malformation and growth retar-
dation. . . .

It is, therefore, important to

minimize the adverse impact of

environmental degradation on
women on the one hand and in-
corporate women s perception
on environment ma ment
and planning on the other, so
that a lasting improvement to-

wards sustainable development
could be made.

Women in Water — Sani-
tation Project: Bangladesh

Experience by Bilgis A H, Aziz
KMAand Hasan K Z

Women in rural Mirzapur,
Bangladesh, efficiently partici-
pated in planning and imple-

j &

becomes higher.

Too Little Food, Too Many Babies

HE Bangladesh Fortility Survey (19809) found that women
aged 20 to 24 have a median age
. In other words, half of this age group have their first child
’Ey the time they are 18 years. Thirteen per cent of women under
20 have already two children. By the time a woman {s over 35,
she has had an average of five babies. With each successive
pregnancy, her body, which is already underweight and
anaemic, becomes further depleted and her risk of dying

mentation of a water-sanitation
project. They selected the sites
of handpumps and latrines, su-
pe the installation of la-
trines and maintained pumps.
Although most of them were
housewives and {lliterate, social
characteristics were not barriers
to their . This has
sustai as well as human
resources development implica-
tons.

Women, Media and En-
vironment: From a Multi-
dimensional tive by
Tahmina Ahmad, Secretary
Asia-Pacific Forum of
Environmental Journalists

Women's role in environment

protection through awareness

creation activities has never

been highlighted. Like in every
other area of female activities
womens role in awareness cre-
ation on environment through
interpersonal communication

at first pregnancy of 18

Causes Of Maternal Mortality
by Age of Mother

Percemt

[.I‘I—l‘lmﬂﬂ-ﬂ]ﬂﬂ (13844 years
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o

status and

UNICEF 1993,

. Maternal Mortality
ARLY and closely-spaced pregnancies, a poor

nutritional
poor health'care lead hﬂunilndnhhnﬂngnn:
of the highest maternal mortality ratios in the world, 600 pe.-r
100,000 live births.

Sovirce : mmmgcmﬁuﬁmnw

channels in the traditional past
or media in the

resent has
hardly been .
The dmhpntnl pllnm:rl.
bc it British or Pakistanis or
r?ol to ask
thc women how they felt about
the new man-made interven-
tions that was to be introduced.
In fact the developers were all
men as such development
throughout has been from the
male perspective,

_ Medicinal ﬂ:‘ﬂ H;{ I:'-
digenous Herbs ts
bfnn Jahanara Abdulla

n Bangladesh, health care
comes last to the women and if
it is expensive many times
never at all so herbal health
care is women friendly for it can
be used by women without a lot
of fuss from the men folk. In
fact many women folk practice
herbal and local indigenous.
medicines very successfully.
Their patients have been usu-
ally children and women. These
women through practice and
traditional kmwhcrge have built
up sotres of knowledge which if
spread to all could help
Bangladeshis could be tremen-
dously beneficial.

Waterhyacinth: An Alter-
native for Water Pollution
Control by Jamal Anwar

Recent studies in different
parts of world have shown that
waterhyacinth can remove
Nutrients, Heayy Metals from
Wastewater, Pat and up-
grades Industrial Effluents.

Pollution : A Concern for
Bangladesh by Ms Nazneen

'Eecomm:ndntinnn s
Research and collection of data
related to pollution and contin-
uous monitoring of pollutants.

2. NGOs, Government and
International communities to
support educational institutions
to carry out active research into
pollutants and its effect on en-
vironment and health.

3. Immediately identify
population at high risk from
pollution hazards and mobilize
action programme to clean the
contaminated areas.

4. Actively initiate local
community programmes on en-
vironmental education with em-
phasis on reducing domestic
waste production and encour-

age use of bio-degradable prod-
ucts.

5. OOB should negotiate
with the international financial
institutions such as World
Bank, IMF, ADB for long term
soft financial loans which can
be used for installation of anti-
pollution measures.



