ER name was Tahera
Nineteen, she had dark,
decp eyes full of mid-
nights. In her village, Tahera
was praised for her attractive
complexion; for her delicate,
calm gaft, and for-her soft-
spokenness. Her father was a
landiess farmer whose life was a
hard struggle on other's
farmland, in the acid sunlight of
the summer, in the downpoyr of
the Shravan, in the biting chill
of the winter. Sikander was his
name. He was then 42. One of
his greatesit was his
daughter, fast blooming for
marriage. However, Stikander
soon managed to get rid of her
daughter. Salamat, known for
land and power and prestige in
the village, wanted to marry
Tahera, and eventually won the
consent of her father. The
bridegroom, however, was a
telling case of incompatibility :
he was older than the bride by
25 years. There was almost a
two-inch scar on his left cheek;
his eyes were squinted and
small; his hair was fast greying,
though reluctantly, and his
forchead was wrinkled like a
walnut, There was a brownish,
almost id blob beneath
his left eye. He was arrogant,
cantankerous, intolerant. Tho-
an owner of 30 acres of
land, his greed for money and
land was incurably immense.
The mysticism and magic of
tured his passion,
his dtu routine, his prayers.
Indeed, In such a world of
Salamat, manners, morals,
marriage — all were simply
made subservient to money.

It was an October twilight
falling silentlv at the fect of
dew-drops. Tahera was sick. As
she was sick. she was unable to
work. Thus, she was toned

for her sickness which was
treated as a crime. But, the
worst incident was yet to take
place. Mnrml began to bat

Tﬁe Violence E)f
Absences and Silences

by Azfar Hussain

even in the Cartesian sense.

simply, women do not find shel-
ter because their soctety does
not provide it; because the
mainstream politics does not
accommodate space for wo-
men's rights and entitlements,
in a word, their freedom, and
because culture ftsell has
hitherto remained unbrokenly

androcentric. Tahera is un-
doubtedly a uct of such a
soctety, such a culture. But it is
not a simple determinism,  but a
kind of dynamics which one
should closely notice so as to
account for Tahera's —rather
women's — shelterlessness in
Bangladesh.

As is obvious from Tahera's
story, women lack shelter at
various levels, indicating an
epic-scale existential crisis.
First of all, at the familial level,
women do not have any emo-
tional and ideological shelter.
Look at Tahera. She does not
have any say in the family —
she cannot make any decision
on her own, she does not have
even a name of her own! Of
course, she is not just a simple
case of identity crisis but more
a case of a telling absence of it.
In other words, Tahera {s what
she s shaped or acted upon by
her husband, only. There is not
a single sign in the story indi-

that Tahera acts on her

own, but then the other sign is
obvious that she is acted upon.
No doubt, Tahera constitutes a
glaring case ol dispossession in
that she does not have a home,
she does not have a name, she
does not have an ‘actfon’, and
this case of dispossession
reaches its climax when we see
that she does not have a body
either. Yes, she does not have
any control whatsoever over her
body which is totally possessed,
controlled, guided by her hus-
band alone. Nameless, home-
less, bodiless — what, then, is
Tahera? She ceases to exist,

H‘*

around the idea of exploring the
enormous possibilities of
Tahera's body.

His greed for money
prompted him to sell Tahera's
body on a regular basis to any-
one who could satisfy the rate
he had fixed, — Taka 500 per
night. Tahera initially protested;
but it was a futile battle, om
unfamiliar grounds, with no
godfather backing her.” _

One night when Tahera
declined to give her body to a
person who had duly paid her
husband, she was beaten even
more atrociously than before.
Next morning she hersell
spelied a finish to the drama by

the ultimate path to her
shelter — suicide.
A close reading of the story
would certainly reveal
that Tahera's shelterlessness
climaxed in her [inal seif-ef-
{accment indicates that women
cannot decide to do anything
but to commitl suicide. Suicide,
of course, demands decision of
which Tahera is capable, as
shown in the story. But the sit-
uation in which women — par-
ticularly the rural ones living in
an agrarian, feudal society In
Bangladesh — are caught and
trapped is [ar worse, To say that
women cry and die in
Bangladesh is to understate the
incident and the ex nce.
One should rather say that
women are ceaselessly dying.
And dying, of course, {s morg
painful than-death.

Given the context of Bang-
ladesh, to speak of
wamen's shelterlessness is to
put onc's finger, rather assu-
redly, on the irresistible in-
cidence of . And whal is
poverty, after all, but socio-
economic, political and cultural
consequences of discrimi-
nations ceaselessly produced
and reproduced by thc very
feudal mode of production
somewhalt jazzed up by capital-
ism which characterizes Bang-
ladeshi Therefore, the
shelterlessness of women is an
unambiguously loaded issuc
which foregrounds the whole
matrix of socfal, cultural and
political quéestions. To put it

fﬂmnﬂlummwlﬂlmﬁj

like to call, the violence of ab-
sences perpetrated upon her.
Indeed, women's sheltericssness
may be interpreted in terms of
such absences,

Women certainly lack eco-
nomic and social shelters which
mean that women are not al-
lowed to work outside home and
directly participate in the labour
market. The trick of the visible-
invisible pull must be taken
into account here. It is usually
said that women do not eamn, as

’ 1’*‘# . 'F"rﬂr
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At the beginning of the Ulitad Nations decade for women in 1975, it was noted that women continued to constitute
50 per cent of the world’s population but owned only 1 per cent of its property. Even when women have legal rights to
land and property, customs often prevent them from exercising those rights.

Human settlement decision-and-policy-makers have made three erroneous assumptions regarding women and
shelter: first, that the household consists of a nuclear family of husband, wife, and two or three children; secondly, that
within the family there is a clear division of labour in which the man of the family, as the “breadwinner,” is involved
in productive world outside home, while the woman takes overall responsibility for reproductive and domestic work;
thirdly, that there is equal control over resources and power of decision-making within the household between the man
and the woman in matters affecting the household’s livelihood, these misconceptions have led to the formulation of
shelter policies that have failed to take into account women's specific needs. This problem is recognised in the Global
Strategy for Shelter to the Year 2000, and it is high time that human settlement planners and decision-makers took these
facts into consideration in formulating policies.

Therefore, the theme for the 1993 World Habitat Day, “Women and Shelter Development,” to be observed on Monday,
4 October 1993, was announced by the United Nations Centre for Human Settlements (HABITAT), saying ‘without the
full mobilisation and participation of women, and the removal of obstacles to their full participation — the goal of the
Global Strategy of providing shelter for all cannot and will not be met.’ Considering the importance of improving the
status of women, enabling women to take a more active part in human settlements process as a whole, The Buily Star
brings out a special feature on “Women and Shelter’ to join in this endeavour.

OUSING can be simply

described as a place to

live in peace, safety and
dignity; as such it is recognized
as a human right. This de-
finition implies security, pri-
vacy, access to a means of

a livelihood and a base
from which to develop. Safety
also implies a clean and healthy
environment. To many, housing
represents an investment, a
source of income and a symbol
of permanence and security.

However, many do not have

access to this right and even
among those who do many have
no say in how their housing is
d . This is especially
true of the poor in developing
countries, and more so for
women who are the majority of
the poor,

Eowﬁonl:lmparﬂc-
In many traditional societies
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struction and maintenance ol
their homes. In urban areas in
developing countries, up to 70

m:tufﬂ: is built
*informal” or labour,
a great rﬂunufwhlnhll

women's ur.' Women may
plaster walls, lay bricks, pack
down new mud floors or help
repair a rool. In some instances,
women are solely responsible
for constructing homes. Yet, be-

cause this

no money is exchanged, wo-

men’s contribution and ex-
perience unrecognized. On
the other women are let
out of the modern, formal con-
struction sector.

There are many good rea-
sons why women should par-
ticipate in housing deve-
lopment. One of them is that

llﬂ)"i?m‘l ;ghnnlyl

nnle-dumﬁntnd i-
cated on the &lﬂl]-ﬂplm
optics in that women's contri-
butions to household manage-
ment, which certainly yield re--
turns in economic terms, are
not usually recognised: wo-
men's contributions are never
brought to a presence or a sight.
In other words, a presence is
turned into an absence, as
women's voices and

are turned into sflences, ‘much
in the same fashion whereby
the workers' voices and
lenguages and labour are tacti-
cally turned into absences and
silences. Fricdrich Engels was
right when he indicated that
women are exploited in the way
the workers are exploited.
Therefore, mere sex-based
struggle cannot ensure the lib-
cration of women as such, for
simply men alone are not
women's enemies and oppo-
nents. The deadliest lies
elsewhere — it is the mode of
production ‘'which accommo-
dates space for, and produces
and reproduces endlessly, ab-
sences and silences (signifiers
of shelterlessness) to which
women like the wnrkln* class
are always su

Yes, to fight for wnmpna
shelter is to fight for a new
mode of production, thereby
inviting an uncompromising
cultural and ideological struggle
in favour of the exploited.

The writer teaches English at
Jahangirnagar University, and
is on the Editorial Board of
‘Saptahik Samoy’. a views
weekly.
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OME 2.4 billion people,

representing 48 per cent

of the world's popula-
tion, live in urban areas. In
1990 it was estimated that 37
per cent of the developing
world’s population llvetl
urban areas. About one third nf
this group lived in formal
scttlements with poor housing
and inadequate or no services.
Their number continues to
grow.

* It is estimated that at
least 600 million people living in
urban areas of developing coun-
tries live in what might be
termed life-and health-threaten-
ing homes and urhoods.
Women and children are the
most severely alfected by this
situation, since they spend the
most time at home. For exam-
ple, an estimated 70 million
women and children world-wide
suffer from severe indoor pollu-
tion from cooking fires, giving
rise to respiratory and other
health problems.

* The World Health Orga
nization estimates that {f all
housing could be brought to a
minimum acceptable standard,
there would be five million fewer
deaths and two million fewer
permanent disabilities annually
on a global basis.

* After food, housing is the
largest item of poor "ex-
penditure. Many such families

.ample, a large

they have as much right to
| participate in projects which

profoundly affect their lives as

men. Women arc the primary
users of housing. They are
therefore the most aflected by
housing and settlement
projects. This is especially true
given the amount of time they
spend in the house: women
often. have to combine

employment with household
and child-rearing roles, and
thercfore have to work in and
around the home.

In rural areas, arid in un-
slanned urban settlements,

Housing that Meets the Need of All

What is needed is the partic-
ipation of women and men in
the planning and design of set
tlements — houscs, neighbour-
hoods and cities.

Negative effects of reloca-
tion, and non-

participatory upgrading
Non-participatory relocation
and upgrading schemes have
also lended to disrupt women's
slivies and economic activities, As
a result, women often lose their
mulual support networks thro-

mam}dﬂmqj’mg:wtduﬁmpapﬁ life still goas

on..*

women are also the main
providers ol services. For ex-
proportion of
women's sell-help projects are
concerned with water and day
care. Official housing projects
with self-help components have
tended to depend a lot on
women's labour.

This kind of participation,
which in many cases has been a
big burden, has been imposed
on women by tircumstances,;
and by efficial insensitivity to
women's needs and circum-
stances.

[33 per cent globally, 45 to 50
per cent in some African and

Latin American countries) are

headed by women. When' in-
comes decline, their food and
health budgets suffer, leading to
malnutrition, early childhood
deaths and reduced produectiv-
ity.

* Every day some 50,000
people, mostly women and chil-
dren, die as a result of
shelter, polluted water an

in-
adequate sanitation. It is esti-
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ugh which they arrange emp-
loyment; credit and child care,
among other things. Similarly
when upgrading changes single-
storecy housing to high-rise
apartments, women forced to

move to upper storeys lose
considerably in the valoe of the
house as a place from which to
make a living, a street-level
dwelling being more convenfent
as a place for business. espe-
cially if it involves vending.
Under-employment in the
construction sector
Another obstacle faced by

mated that one in four of the
world's population does not
have access to clean drinking
water and that in many ' devel-
oping countries, about 50 per
cent of the urban population
has no water within 200 metres
of their dwelling.

Water and Services: the
Woman’s Burden

% 32 per cent of the popula-
tion of developing countries

lacks easy access to safe drink-

poor women ia lack of suitable
cmployment in the modern
construction sector so that they
can both escape and
gain valuable skills to be used
lo build and improve their
homes. Although in many tra-
dittonal soctieties women were
partly or for
house huilding, w&:ﬂ to
them in the modern formal
scclor are. often limited to
menial tasks like water
and sand. Moreover, the

participation of women in LIT.
formal construction sector

amazingly low, especially in
developing countries. -

s
omen-
households

A group that is not given
due attention is the
number of women heads o
household who have excep-
tionally low incomes and can
hudlyp:tﬁpnhhmmn
tional housing projects. Fore
mmph in a site-and-service
project in Quito; Ecuador, fe-
male heads of houscholds
formed 30 per cent of the total
applicants, but 46 per cent of
them did not for access
to the scheme because their in-
comes were too low. In
Dandora, Kenya some women
household heads could not af-
ford to construct their houses
according to standards
and were forced to resell their
plots. In Dodoma, United
Republic of Tanzanija, a pro-
gramme of tl: Low Cost
Housing Unit for supporting
emplnymmtbl.-udl'mdngm-
operatives left out a large
centage of women who did not
have the minimum financial re-

sources required.
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. | The Most Vulnerable of
the Problem-ridden
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by Rashed Mahmud Titumir
ANGLADESH'S economy factor could add another
uniquely defined in the 3,865,000 rural ones annually.
lopment literature, a Thus, according to the report
of ever increasing the total sheilter sector in
., overwhelming aid de- Bangladesh could require
pendence and frequent natural around 8,565,000 new dwelling
disasters. units each year during the
in such an economy, the sit- 1990s to cope with new urban
uation of women, who comprise and rural population growth.
almost halfl (49.2 per cent) of The growth has consistently
the total population, 1s even been faster than the growth of
worse than their male counter-  infrastructure of the basic ser
vices. 40 per cent of urban
More, the life of a woman in b hlﬂmhptﬁ-
according to vari- Hflllpfh.
ous studies, is shaped by the eral, people living In ur:n
patriarchal and patrilineal na- [ringe settiement and slums do
ture of the social system. The not have access to water,
various elements of the soctal Only 25 per cent urban

women dependent on men.

The lives of women In

_of women instead of lt'l:‘lrl_! 80~

eral and

tlements sector, although
women play multiple roles in
human settlement's develop-
ment process as economic pro-
ducers, managers of house-
holds, as workers in p

the household with all of its ne-
cessities.

The UNDP and UNCHS-
sponsored review ol the shelter
sector acknowledged the fact,

Asking for a redirection to-
wards a gender-conscious shel-
ter planning the repori says,
"Wile the need to differentiate

shelter and service provision to
take into aceount different in-

ing acceptable, urhlnphnrtrl
have yet to appreciate the need

to address the particular needs

Where a place to rest is so precarfous and impermanents.

veals that urban populations

| growth of up to some 1.5 million

per annum, nationally, will
require some 300,000 urban
households each year.

Allowing for a replacement
rate of 3 per cent per annum,
the report counts, there would
be a requirement for an extra
100,000 ‘replacement’ dwelling
units each year,

Potential rural population
growth of some 12.4 million
people during the 1990 is likely
to generate a t for at
least 170,000 new dwellings

’ | —lmms|nnnunﬂyp!unﬁrrephm1t

Fictiorn, bur Facts

ing water. In the least developed

countries, thl:ﬂguremuptn
53 per cent and in sub-Saharan
Africa, ft is as high as 59 per

cent. In some countries as
much as BO ::tnt of thc
population

tuﬂi: water.

* The poor very often
more for water than the rich,
through informal and often un-
safe supplies. For example in

. Nairobi, Kenya, residents of in-

formal settlements pay water

— Star photo by AKM Mahsin

vendors 5 to 10 times more per
unit than other residents pay to
the city authorities. This is a
common pattern in many citics
in developing countries.

The Socio-economic Status
of the Invisible Majority

* It is estimated that world-
wide 33 per cent of all house-
holds are headed by women,
Death of a husband, divorce,
war, large-scale displacement,
labour migration as well as
single motherhood result in
women-headed households. For
example, it is estimated that 70
to BO per cent of refugees world-
wide are women and childgen.
In some southern African
countries , as many as 50 per
cent of rural households are
headed by women as a result of
men moving to towns in search
of jobs, often not sending
enough money home.

* Women a majority of the
world's population, recetve only
a small share of developmental
opportunities. Even though
women comprise more than 50
per cent of the world’s popula-
tion, they own only 1 per cent
of the world's wealth, They are
often excluded from education,

from the better jobs, and from'

political systems.
— UNCHS
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ciety and fts interests as being
synonymous with those of men.

_The review admits that the
conventional wisdom sees wo-
men as housewives.,

Pointing -out two distinct
aspects in which urban devel-
opment and shelter should re-
spond to the needs of women,
the review says : " as the major
users of housing, women
should be consulted and in-
volved in the design of housing
and housing areas, ... as work-
ers and significant contributors
to the , women's needs
for and child care facil-
ities should be incorporated in
the design of :mplnyn'lcnl gen-
eration schemes.”

However, one can argue that .
the recommendations are
merely a ‘show piece one’ in the
wake of gender chaos, instead
of involving the women in the
decision process of hu-
man settlements development.

In the last decade, much has
been sald and written about
pmpl: s pation and hﬂy

means to reduce gen

di:r discrimination. Hn'mr for
a long time women often partic-
ipated only in project execution,
and rarely at the planning or

stages, which has wors-

the situation, The most
obvious {1l kffects of plant
w'.lthnut consideration fgr all:(f

muun of women are

So, the urgency of gender-
conscious planning is increas-

in becoming dominant,
ting -Sc:nﬂ bottlenecks
ofa minated !
Gmcr - mnmhummg
and management means taking
into account the needs and sit-
uations of all members of any
given sociely: men, women,
boys and girls. It does also
medn the e pa
of all or at least the fair repre-
sentation of all in the process.
Bul, the conventional wis-
dom and present approaches in
Bangladesh are often criticised
of being to Lt s
nised in different literatures,
but the question is perhaps
whether 31!; is unenviable or
not.



