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Death, Birth and Wofnen

by Afsan Chowdhury

The Life of Gender in the UN

Do we examine the status of our policy and progrumme posilioning vis-a-vis the state, given the nature of our
organisations? Are we aware that we are a bureaucracyandour essential rde in countries are o support the

interventionist/bureaucratic policies of the Governunents -

- Owr courl

- which have chosen to speak

and act on behalf of the state? Perhaps, understanding the traditional role c:_-,f !he national bureaucracy and
the link between the national and the intemational variety is fundamental towards our effective functioning

in our increasingly gender sensitive world.

ENDER is a loaded word
because 1t tl'ﬂ: with
it, the memory of all the
inclement weather that has
travelled with it in the long haul
ol planting sensitivity to it,
however tentatively, in tHe
South Asian mind. Today, we
are in a situation where we can

apply gender sensitivity tests to
project components to analyse

its discriminatory elements and

suggest corrections ol the
construction of that project.
Today we can demand allir-
maltive action.

Girl Child Decade

Yet even a scarce half decade
away, the official document to
observe the year of the Girl
Child was turmed down by the
concerned Sentor official of the
Mints and only very high
level of another Min-
istry salvaged the part relating
to offictal collaboration. | re-
member the lethal attacks in
certain section of the media ac-
cusing the UN in general and
Unicel in particular for raising
an lssue which idn't exist, cre-
ating a cayse where nonc was.
Today the same group of people
would be embarrassed to raise
objections on the topic because
sensitivity to the cause o the
Girl Child is now a settled fact
among the cognoscenti. With
the Government it is a policy.
That many years ago, it almost
scemed impossible.

Apart from those
thought it was another
dreamed up by the UN, there
were some principled opposition
to the cause as well. One group
did feel that empowerment of
women was something which
would be-socially upsetting,
This lobby was powerful. But
the opposition mobilised by this
section of was neutral-
ized by the massive support
which was lent by the creative
people and cultural activists of
Bangladesh. They mounted,
what was at that time was
unigue; The Festival of the Girl
Child. Hundreds of such ac-
tivists as individuals and
groups, celebrated the Girl
Child in all her worth. They
also, through public perfor-
mances the agony and
the infliction of social repres-
sion on the Girl Child, know-
ingly or otherwise by us.*

| empathised more with the
attitude of the cultural activists,
For spoke not of gender
repression but of human re-
pression on a gender. It seemed
to me that while we were trying
to relate it to p tic as-
pects and by definition narrow-
ing #, — our job really — they
were widening it and giving 1L a
perspective which made the is-
suc, less vulnerable to attack,

who

more communicative. They
adorned our stalistics with
blood and tecars. THey found
strength in local traditions,
even in the wrong ones. | asked
mysell and stll ask — if we
were secking development in in

troducing the concept of the
Girl Child element in our pro-
grammes, what were they trying
to do? Is it possible to say that
il we were playing the custodi-
ans of development, they were
acling as the guardians of our
social morality? Worth thinking.

Well Intentioned
Confusion

When we discuss gender
based programming in UN, it is
gasentially aboult interventions
based on scientifically tested
prool that such interventions do
improve the life of women.

These signify change and
perhaps something more. Per-
haps its transition or something
akin to that in process. But
there are still many resistance
points, within and outside the
fences of the development
world. | have felt that, one
problem, despite good intention
is the strong possibility that we
don’t yet fully comprl:{lcnd the
"gender revolution”, if you will,
in terms of its history and in
the context of Third World de-
velopment. | myself feel that |
don’t understand f{t fully
enough, because understand-
ing involves a process which
our nature of work prevents us
from participating in. 1 am
therefore sometimes unpre-
mﬁ to accommodate it. And

use | don't fully under-
stand, is it possible that despite
my overt commitment to the
cause [ fight it unknowingly?

State and the Gender

There are more quotations
which may help to clarify; They
run as follows,

1."The problem in most soci
eties arise from the unwilling
ness or inability of the state op-
erating within fts parameters, to
deploy at the margin, the re-
sources and opportunitics at
their disposal, to transform the
condition of women in society.”

2. The extent to which a
state chooses to intervene in
public life derives in part frem
its social phflosophy.

3. Social philosophy influ-
knces the priorities of state poli-
cies, the commitment of the
state to the concern of women.
= 4. Where state directly allo-
cates resources, the interven-
tions must be seen to reflect the

. . gender bias of the state.

These words are from Prof
Rehman Sobhan's book, "Pla-
nning and Public Action for
Asian Women". | have chosen to

quole him because he has been
involved in policy planning as
well as public action, is familiar
with the UN system and is an
academic who has admitied
being conscientised on the gen-
der issue by his wife and his
Ircnds, all supremely articulate
women of Bangladesh.

Taking his words as cues we
may look at the potential of
such interventions becoming
suceessiul at the scale the UN
would like it to see. In doing so,
do we examine the status of our
policy and programme position-
ing vis-a-vis the state, given the
nature of our organisations?
Arc we aware that we are a bu-
reaucracy an our essential role
in countries are to support the
interventionist/bureaucratic
policies of the Governments —
our counterparts — which have
chosen to speak and act on be-
halfl of the state? Perhaps, un-
derstanding the traditional role
of the national bureaucracy and
the link between the national
and the international variety is
fundamental towards our effec-
tive lunctioning in our increas-

ingly gender sensilive world

llasically we — the UN — are
a conglomerate of countries
represenied by their govern-
muents and working primarily
wilh governments in the Reld
l3ut is there a mechanism to
dissecl what constitutes the
sale and whal are its elements?
How [ar do we see L, being be-
vond the anointed domain of
purcly government depart
menis? Are there other ele-
menis beyond the government
in the construction of the con-
cept ol the state? Can we see it
and interact il we wish to with
those elements? Are we al-
lowed? Do we [ully recognise
the meaning of civil society and
its role in the construct ol the
state? All these are questions
because | aps looking for an
swers for them just like so
many olhors

The writer works as Informa
lion/ Communication Officer at
Unice/. This s the first installmeru
of the keynote speech delivered al
a seminar to observe the UN day
1993 by the Federation of Undted
Nations Staf] Assoctation (FUNSA).
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Can Women Voice Development Agenda?

by Saleem Samad

GENDA 2] endorsed at
All‘m Earth Summit calls

for involvernent of every
citizen in the
sustainable future.
eflorts are needed by
government and PVDOs iIn
Bangladesh to evoke citizens
response 1o
agenda. Both the PVDOs and
the government have promised
better future of the citizens

creation of a

Around the world writers
and journalists: filny radio and
lelevision producers, photogra
phers. artists, dramatists. mu

sicians, poets and people of tal
ents are using both  modern
and traditional communication
media to bring about social
change. Interpersonal commu
nication of development mes
sages cover a broad hWortzon ol
people in the countryside But
that does not ensure (ree flow of
informaton from the poor and
to the poor

We are only beginning o re
alize the unplanned impact of
communication and Information
technologies on our culture
Performance Is measured In
column inches in newspapers
and minutes on radio and tele
vision, and often little or no
assessmenl ol impact is carried
out

Free flow of information from
the poor and to the poor will
enable development planners
and specialists o set develop
ment priorities for the rural
poor in a sound constructive

manner. Therefore. 1t is im-

Serious
the

development

perative to develop a mecha
nisim for free flow of Information
o clearly project rural women
agenda for public policy

Participatory
methodology

it is a depressing prospect
for women. Amazingly. the chal
lenge has produced in them
strong resolve to find means of
articulating in their own way
their feelings aboul issues and
problems that affect their
lives They are determined to
make their voice heard by those
who matter in society

A will has a way Many
grassroots women have some
measure ol non-formal educa-
tion They have conceived the
idea ol pulting In print by
themselves their sorrows and
sufferings. their views on Is-
sues and matters. Already sev
eral geographical areas In the
country bear testimony to this
phenomenon

A woman al the meeting vol
unteered o write her ideas on
the blackboard hung on the
wall She wanted other women
at the meeting to think about
issues that affect their Bves. Her
ideas ran like this

a. Make a list of problems
the women think pressing

b. Describe how the women
are lackling these problems.

. State what strategles were
adopted for social change

d Describe how you would

men to be unemployed.

‘ Source:
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Unemployment as a % of the workforce by sex i 1982

Unemployment figures for women underestimate
the problem. In Europe only 42% of women looking

for work are registered as unemployed.

Source EEC

Women and World Economic Crisis. |

UNEQUAL PAY

in 1982 a woman in manufactur-
ing industry eamed only 73 cents
for every dollar sarmed by a man
doing similar work.

“Women are one-third of the world's labour force but they tend
J to be employed in lower-paid occupations than men. Just as
society undervalues the work women do in the home, so their skills are undervalued when applied to work
outside in the world of employment.” THE STATE OF THE WORLD'S WOMEN REPORT

.| UNEMPLOYMENT

When jobs are scarce women are more likely than

UNEQUAL WORK

Women tend to be employed in less well-paid occupetions.

SECRETARIES
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GERMANY (Fed Rep ) 13
HUNGARY 01
UNITED STATES 38
JAPAN 04
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o

draw the attemtion of society
leader. clergy and elite io the
problems women (ace

Taking their part in the VIPP
programme. the other women
gave their ideda on the ques
tions of the wplunteer. These
ideas were writlen on the board

Especially. one idea on how
to communicate their views and
opinions to the people who
matter in was lluminat -
ing. They picked the idea of
doing it themselves in their own
newdletiers!

They rejected ideas like a)
writing letters to people to
communicate their views, b
putting up posters, and c) send
ing news lo newspapers. The
women leaders would not let
others beat thélr drums for fear
of damaging the drums They
wotlld beat thelr own drums

Editorial Committee

The women spontanecusly
f[ormed “rural media commit
lees”’( editorigal boards) [rom
among themaelves to identify
thematic issues The boards
popularly known as
commitices afe spread in eight
regions in Bangladesh country

, side. Each of them comprises

six Lo ten vil . The commil

lee assigns core group ol
writers, and edit and publish a
quarterly magagine with techni-
cal support (fem Development
Features in the form of printing

Production &

distribution

To boost their confidence,
they were tralhed on easy-to
operate manual duplicating
machines. Ea¢h editorial board
has been given a locally made
duplicating machine, ink and
other materials needed for the
production of the newsletters
.ven pholocopler was used Lo
duplicate coples. After the first
issues were distributed, all the
leaders of each editorial com
mittee sat In a workshop Lo de-
termine [uture plan of action.

The workshop reviewed the
problems and progress of the
first phase of the Alternative
Newsletter project and dis-
cussed plan to strengthen co-
ordination ameng the eight edi-
tortal committees. A plan of ac
tion was adopted and according
the project began its critical
phase

Bikalpa Patrika ( media-al-
ternative), as the newsletter is
named, is distributed among
the grassroots and development
workers, village leaders and
clergies. parllament members
and policy ' planners. re-
searchers and academicians,
development journalists and
specialists. PVYDO /NGO leaders
and political agtivists.

Impact ol media allernative

An editorial board member
reads aloud the content of the
newsletter in their regular vil-
lage meetings for those unable
to read. Nearly 40.000 women
hear about their ideas and their
feelings and their demands
which have been set in type in
the newsletter. The members
walk miles In fair or foul

wealher (o reach peopie they
think would read their newslet
ler

Articles on gender issue
women s rights. early marriage,
polygamy. dowry-related vio
lence, marriage without regis
tration. drinking water and san
itation. women s purdah ( veil)
social taboos, wage discrimina
tion, child protection and devel
opment. social justice. health
care, poverty. trade exploitation,
ownership of property. educa
tion and even environmental
degradation find place In the
Alternative Newsletter These
articles focus on problems and

also on successes il there s
any

Meclia-Aliernative is an ex
perimental project intended to
develop a commmunication tool
for the rural women, who are
beneficlaries of development
initiatives,. to initiate a dialogue

with society managers

The monopoly of the profes
sional development communica
tors and media journalists for
the poor seems to have been
broken by the rural women in
their modest attempt to reach
the prople who matler In soci

i %
-~ Conclusion

Without change in the politi
cal and policy context, the
needs of the poor will remain
peripheral to the key develop-
ment strategy for achieving sus
tainable future There is no al
lernalive o empowering wormen
with inlormaton

To bring about a change al

the national political and policy
level women could play a
signilficant role Though the
voice of the grassroots woinen
s not heard for cultural
reasons. the NGOs/ PVDOs

could help develop a
mechanism to relay their
printed voice Lo the policy

planners with a view to influ
encing policy change

The rural women of
Bangladesh in the first phase
have proved that they can write
articles on issues and problems
which need  public policy deci-
sion for the development
agenda. In the second phase, it
is important that the articles
are published according to their
selection procedure, and the
third phase is for them to reach
consensus on effective market-
Ing system.

Media-Alternative could be a
vehicle to ventilate women's
feelings, ideas and opinions on
issues which have long gone
unheard. Such a communica-
tion tool will allow the village
leaders Including clergies to
understand the invisible contri-
bution of women in the rural
society. The bottomline of de-
velopment paradigm, as enun-
ciated by Mahatma Gandhi : “If
you educale a man. you edu-
cate an individual. If you edu-
cate a woman. vou educate the

whole family.
Saleem Samad is an Ashoka

Fellow spectalizing in develop-
ment journalism and runs DE-
VELOPMENT FEATURES, an

independent advocacy writing
syndicate on sustainable devel-

opment

Women Choose Army for Safety, not Glamour

N what looks like a bid to

outdo the United States

in public relations, the
Russian army has just
appointed 12 women generals.

Thetr promotion, to head re-
cruiting offices in the Leningrad
Military District, according to
the ITAR-Tass news agendy, Is a
sophisticated advance on the
Cold War propaganda picture of
worker-soldiers shouldering
their Kalashnikovs to defend
the motheriand alongside their
men.

The real situation is more
prosaic than either. For most of
the 100,000 women §n uniform
the army is simply another Job
not very morous but witH
important advantages by way of
security and welfare. The most
striking thing=about the Rus-
silan women soldier is the
amount of social legislation for
her benefit.

Women have been part of the
Russian army for a long time. In
the late 18th Century Catherine
the Great's general, Prince
Grigori Potemkin, formed an
"amazon battalion® from the
wives of officers in the Crimea.

it was not until World War
Two thalt women became an
established part of the Soviet
armed services — among them
Valentina Grizodubov, com-
mander of a squadron of long-
range night bombers. Though
peace caused women to be de-
mobilised, women's service was
revived in the mid- 1970s due to
a shortage of men for call-up.

In Western armies the
woman soldier is usually pic-
tured as an adventurous fun-
loving bachelor. Her Russian
counterpart s more likely to be
a single mother, with generous

Nina Bachkatov writes from Moscow

entitlements to child care and
similar benefits.

Any single woman aged 19-
40 can apply enlist, provided
she meets health and educa-
tional requirements, and has no
children of pre-school age. To
prove the last, she must bring a
certificate from her local
authority, together with an
education certificate to
determine her eligibtlity for
promotion.

At least in theory, women
may volunteer for any kind of
scrvice not requiring them to
carry or man field weapons.
Once posted, the Russian ser-
vicewoman, on a (wo Lo six-year

renewable contract, may not be
transferred to another location
without her consent.

A pregnant servicewoman
cannol be arbitrarly demo--
bilised if her unit {s disbanded
or reorganised. Instead, she is
entitled to be seconded to an-
other unit until her child is
three years old. She may then
return to general duty.

In addition, soldier-mothers
are entitled to 18 months fully
paid maternity leave, followed
by 18 months optional unpaid
extension. |

At the start of this year there
were 1,100 women officers and
20,000 other women with pay

and seniority levels approxi-
malely level to that of sergeant.

The one professionally glam-

orous figure was the first major-
general cosmonaut Valentina
Tereshikova.

Many giving family reasons
were the wives of officers serv-

_ ing in places where women find

it hard to get employment.
Some had more particular rea-
sons, like Svetlana Alesh-
schnko, head of an air defence
signals exchange: “Belfeve it or
not, | joined for the sake of my
son. | wanted lo get into an
army kindergarten.”

The woment have three com-
plaints. The first {s about pro
motion. Engineer liaison officer
Velentian Stakhnova told a mili-
tary journalist that a command-
ing officer can have great influ-
ence on a soldier's future: “As a
woman, your career depends on
your CO. You may get a com-
mendation for dedication to the
job, but it doesn't necessarily

nd\mnﬁ& ur career.”

samw lime', men com-
plain about the unlairness of
sciviee women's privileges. Wit-
ness Major Viadimir Shlykov,
who claims that 20 per cent of
his unit's women are perma-
nently on maternity leave caring
for children under three. He
says they do 25 per cent less
duty.

This has led to an argument
in the army as to whether
women soldiers can be consid-
ercd cost effective — in short,
can Lthe army, short of almost
everything from funds to hous-
ing, continue to afford mater-
nity and other privileges?

— Gemint Yews

The writer (s a leading Bel-
glan _journalist and writer on the
former Soulet Union.

The Lady who Saw with Her Inner Eye

HE world reputed blind

lady Helen Keller, as a

physically sound and
healthy child, was born on 27th
June, 1880 in Tuscumbia,
Alabama; USA. Her [father,
Captain Arthur Keller, a retired
Army Captain, was the editor of
a newspaper named North
Albamian.

Helen, at the age of one and
a hall years, was attacked with
brain fever. As a result, Helen
became absolutely deaf, blind
and mute. After that she passed
a very painful solitary life for a
number of years.

Her real life began in March,
1887 when she was about
scven. She herselfl called that
day as the most remarkable and
memorial day in her life as An-
nie Sullivan came to Tuscumbia
that day and embraced Helen
as her student,

lHow Miss Sullivan under-
took relentless efforts to turn
blind and deaf Helen Into a re-
sponsible human s widely
spreaded most notably lhruugh
both Wiliam Gibson's play and
film, The Mtracle Worker and
Helen's self-written biography
— The Story of My Life.

In 1880, when she was ten,
she expressed her desire to
learn the abflity to deltver lec-
tures. She was aware that a
blind and deal Norwegian girl
could deliver lectures. Miss
Sarah Fuller of the Horace
Mann School was her [irst
speech teacher. Helen occa-
sionally used to say, “Someday |
shall to college™. Her dream
tur into reality. In 1868, she
entered the Cambridge School
for Young Ladies for the prepa-
ration to enter to Radcliffe Col-

| lege. In 1900, she entered the

by Parvez Babul

Radcliffe College and recetved
her B A degree in 1904,

The educational life of Helen
ended eeremonially with obtain-
ing her B A degree. .But she
continued her studies through-

ou! the life. In addition, she en

mporary world and m&:rn
cople l-r-:-r her Tathomless

nowledge and crealive activi-
fes, she was conferred with
norary doctorate degreg bt
Varmus unl versitics.

As in one b, Heler
ighly awarded by va
goencies and organizations
he other hand she had
uaintance and fricndship »
wst of the lcading personali
[ her Ume. Among them.
rover Cleveland to Ch

*r

n

© o e me———t rTEE rTa

b
Chaplin, Jowharlal Nehru, John -

F Kennedy et al.

Katharine Comcll, Van Wyck
Brooks, Alexander Graham Bell,
Jo Davidson were among many
others with whom she had
[Mendship. Two were very close

=1 il

I N

Iriends of Helen Keller sinee her
very childhood. One was Mark
Twain and the other was
William James, who exprossad
beautifully about Helen Keller.
Mark Twain said, “The two mosi
intcresting characters of the
19th century are Napoleon and
Helen Keller.”™ William Jamoes
wrote, “But whatever you were
or arg, youre a blessing!”

Wherever she was, H. . n
Keller always concentrated her-
sclfl with the uplifument activi-
ties for the fellow sightless and
the deafl-blind. From her youth,
she was always willing to help
them by appearing before legis-
latures, giving lectures, writing
articles, and above all, by her
own example of what a scverely
handicapped person could ac-
complish.

At her own initiative Helen
Keller Internatfonal was estab-
lished in 1915,

I every moment just before
rctirement from the public life
s was lircless and restless. In
1946 alter becoming the na-
tional and international advisor
ol Hekn Keller International she
startcd her activities o raisce
fuiid lor the Organizalion in
dhilicrent countrics of the world .

When Scnator Lister HIT was
equested o comment on the
death of Helen Keller, he ex-
pressed the feelings of the
whale world when he said, “She
will Hve on. one of the few, the
immorial names not born to die.
e spirit will endure as long as
man can read and stortes can
be told of the woman who
showed the world there are no
boundaries to courage and
faith.”

The: writer is associated with
Heden Keller Int'l, Bangladesh.




