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VIOLENCE AGAINST WOMEN

Responsibility of Parents

by Shaheen Anam

It is high

time that we discussed such issues as parents responsibilities towards their female

children. Many a tragic situation could have been averted (f parents had taken action on time
The social taboo against divorce or separation for women ts still so great that many parents
send their daughters back to abusive husbands just to maintain a social facade. Most parents
are also of course too poor to take back a daughter who will be an extra mouth to feed.

ET another murder was
reported in the press on
30 November. This time
a women named Paveen
Akhter 23, was strangled by her

husband who is now absc-
The father when filing
charges claimed that his
daughter was regularly tortured
by her husband. The guestion
which comes to mind fs, il she
was tortured regularly and In
full of the family,
than why was she not rescued
from the situation? Who than is
for her death?

it is high time that we dis-
cussed such issues as parents
responsibilities towards their
female children. Many a tragic
situation could have been
averted if parents had taken ac-
tion on time. The social taboo
tion for

too poor to take back a daugh-
ter who will be an extra mouth
to feed.

Stories of women forced into

marriage resulting in tragic

are common.

Because of re from soci-
parents feel obliged to marry «
their daughters to almost

anybody who will take them.
Young girls as young as 18 or

common. The domestic prob-
lems which ensues is not sur-

have to understand and ac-

knowledge that these deaths are
avoidable. '

The much publicized Rima
murder case is an example. i
Rima's and complains
against her husband had been

taken serfously than she prob-

The perpe{m!hn qf a ryt{e of ‘'more !:urden.lew care' fnr fema!e i
starts as early as the birth of a child.

ably would have been altve to-
day. The notion that women
once they are married should
try to adjust, no matter what
the provocation is, is at the root
of the problem. Sayings such
as, you enter your husbands
house wearing red (the bridal
1::::5.;] and leave white
{coffin clothes) perpetuates the
belief that marriage 'should be
for ever and ever. Women, who
have known to suffer in their
husbands house and have still
not left are praised and glori-
fied. They are cited as examples
for others to follow. Only in ex-
treme cases when death occurs

the family is shocked into ral-
ization that all was after all, not
well.

As long as society perceives
women as being somehow infe-
rior, a liability, always needing
protection, dependent and a
cause of economic depletion to

the'family, this kind of tragedy
is bound to recur. The [acility

with which men of any age, vo-
cation, character and habits
finds a women to marry is in-
dicative of how cheap and in
abundant supply women are.
Though parents or guardians
are themselves victims of soci-
etal norms and pressures, yet

~and vulnerability

they will have to take a sland
and provide the support and
protection that could avert such
tragedies. They could, as a force
turn the tide against the op-
pression and exploftation ol
their daughters by refusing to
succumb to pressures that ul-
timately leads to their untimely
death.

It s not poverty alone that
forces parents to turn their
‘daughters away, it is also the
social taboo, and religious dic-
tates specially among the mid-
dle class which refuses sanctu-
ary to the abused, violated and

4 ¢ humiliated daughter.

I have no intention on being
overly harsh on parents and
fully realize their helplessness
. But they are
a strong force and will have to
use this strength to stop vio-
lence against their daughters
and daughter in-laws. Here |
should add that women will
have to be more supportive of
their daughters and daughter
in-laws. It is often seen that
they end up being a parly to
their abuse and sometimes even
death.

Time and again we are con-
fronted with the question, what
can be done? To parents, |
would say, change your attitude
towards the girl child at home
first. Treat them with the re-
spect, dignity and care that all
children need, whether a girl or
a boy. Educate and provide
them with all the opportunities
and options you possibly can.
Resist all kinds of pressures,
social or religious that prevents
you from providing sanctuary or
protection to your daughter
when she needs it. Most of all
give a clear message that your
daughter is precious, important
and valuable in everyway. That
she is in no way inferior to your
son and is not to be mistreated.
Remember, you are a strong
force. Use this force to break
down barriers that obstructs
the normal growth and potential
of your daughters.

HUMAN RIGHTS DAY

Translating Words into Reality Proves Difficult

by Rashed Mahmud Titumir

OR much too long, acco
F rding to women s rights

groups. both national and
international communilies have
not given to women s rights the
attention they deserve.

Existing UN conventions
however, are very clear: all
woinen have the right to educa
tion. adeqguate health care and
equality with men in the legal
and political spheres. They also
have the right to protection
againsl vielence forced prosti
tution and discrimination

But translating those words
into reality has proven difficult
Perhaps, it is true in the case of
Bangladesh. when we are ser
monising on the international
human rights day. December
10

"Many violations of women's
human rights are distinctly
connected to being female ...
that is, women are discrimi-
nated against and abused on
the basis of gender”. observes
Charlotte Bunch, Director of the

Cenire for Women's Global
leadership at Rutgers [/niversity
in the United 5tates

Consequently. say women's
rights experis. ceriain human
rights guestions need to be con-
sidered fromn a gender perspec
tive,

According to a position paper
for the world Conference on
Human Rights, 1993 by the Na-
tional Preparatory Committee.
Bangladesh, women's rights in
Bangladesh continue to be
"flagrantly violated.”

The report observes that the
rise of religious extremism and
its manifestation in both state
policies and individual action,

has ‘brutally impacted on the -

lives of women"

in recent incidents. several
women have been stoned 1o
death at the behest of local re-
ligious leaders, says an
Amnesty Internattopal report.

Some women activist groups
alleges. women, suffer gross

human rights violations
through assaults on their sex-
ual autonomy.

A glaring example ol
discrimination, as viewed by the

womern organisations, is the
continued existence of personal
iaws based on religious law,
which "deny women's equal
rights” within the family to
marriage. divorce. guardianship
and custody of children and in-
heritance,

They argue that rights to
citizenship are discriminatory
being conferred at birth though
the paternal line. and at mar-
riage through the husband.

According to an Alternative
Report on Implementation of UN
CEADAW in Bangladesh  the
Muslimn Family Laws Otdinance
[1961) regulates certain aspects
of discrimination.

It also says that the Family
Courts Ordinance [1985] con-
firms unequal procedures for

divorce by women and men.

However, changes are grad-
nally taking place because of
the ongoing activities of the
woinen groups and there is still
a mourtain to climb up.

The observance of purdah is
on the decline. as economic
pressure is forcing women to
work outdoor for survival. The
magnitude and dynamies of
poverty have pushed them onto
a precipice from where she has
it to wage a war, against some
devils.

Ferhaps. the key is the in-
troduction of stronger political
systemn coupled with the right
intention to implement. A good
number of conventions were
adopted, but discrimination has

remained. we have to remember
that human rights issues are so
interwoverr that no advance can
be made in one area without
reference to another. Otherwise,
the single tracked objectives, as
we are currently practicising,
will not get us too far in
achieving equality of sexes.

THE SINGLE WOMAN

Divorce, separation, widowhood and migration are major reasons for the
worldwide increase in the number and percentage of female-headed

households. Such households are among the poorest in the world,

households.

MIGRATION

In developing countries
migration is the main cause of
the rise in female- headed

AFRICA
Sudan 22%
Kenya 30%
Ghana 27%
Malawi 29%

LATIN AMERICA
AND
CARIBBEAN

Jamaica 34%
Peru 23%
Honduras 22%
Venezuela 20%

% of households headed by women

Source: US Bureau of the Census.

DIVORCE

In many countries — developed
and developing — divorce rates
are rising and fewer couples are
glningrmm-d

Bm1MhM¢lrﬂhﬂ
more than doubled in every
European country.  source: £EC
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WIDOWS

Because women live longer
than men and tend to marry men
older than themselves, more
women are widowed than men,

Figures for mdu:tnahnd countries,
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EARLY MARRIAGE

How to Address the

byJowslmnARahman

HE constitution appare-

nﬂy ensures the gender

equality inchuding prote-
cting women by the civil laws
relating to marriage, divorce,
child custody, maternity
benefits, dowry but in certain

cases men have er rights
than women. Dowry Prohibition
Act 1980, Child Marriage

Restrain Ordinance 1984,
Cruelty to Women ([Deterrent
Punishment) Ordinarice 1983,
have been posifive steps but not

Age in years

enacted in 1984 raising the girls
age of marriage from 16 to 18
years. Thus early marriage is
punishable under law. But a
BRAC study findings indicate
that some families falsified their
daughter’'s age in order to com-
ply with the law. Therefore
statistics on

should be treated with caution.
Becoming pregnant before
the age of 18, increases the

"~ Women's Mean Age at First Marriage

1981 1983 1985 1986 198

:ffecttvcly enforced nmin!y be-
cause of the ineffective regula-
tory measures, societal un-
awareness, and women's sub-
ordinate status.

Available data indicate that
the mean age at first marriage
for women increased gradually
from 12 years in 1931 to 16
years in 1974 and to 18 years
in the mid 1980s. Though the
legal age of marriage. is 18
years, half of all girls continue

to be married before the legal

A fifth of women have their
first child by 15 years, 66 per
cent by 18 and 80 per cent be-
fore the age of 20 years. Child
Marriage Restraint
(Amgndment) Ordinance was

health risk for both mother and
the child. In Bangladesh 40 per
cent of all births are in the high
risk age group i.e. less than 18
years. These young girls are
pushed prematurely into moth-
erhood at the expense of their
personal growth and develop-
ment permeating the cycle of
high rates of infant mortality,
low under-5 survival, high ma-
ternal mortality, high malnutri-
tion leading to low status of
women,

Various study findings indi-
cate that the traditional values,
socictal attitudes and poverty
are basically responsible for
early marriage. Verbatims of
some of the parents are quoted
below.

age of marriage '

. mentation of existing

women's journal

came) focussed

Women's status must be en-
hanced to help them to speak

up. Following actions can be,

initiated:

i. Intensive media campaign
to bring societal awareness
about the special issues relating
to girl child's

ii. Give related education to
parents through existing gov-
ernment and NGO structures.
Develop pressure group in every
village/para to protect the girl
children from early marriage.

ili. Organised adolescent
girls for self-reliance and skill
training through girls educa-
tion. =

iv. Enforcement and imple-
laws par-
ticularly relating to age of mar-

riage and dowry.

Issue?

v. Raise the mean age at first
marriage at least by two years
by turn of the century.

vi. Postpone the first preg-
nancy till after the age of 20,
thereby contribute to reduction

.in the rates of population

growth as well as infant and
maternal mortality.

It is important to influence

the public policy makers and

planners to full recognition
to the situation of women as the
most sensitive human develop-
ment index. Community aware-
ness and actions supported by
effective enforcement of regula-

tory measures should be given

equal weightage to achieve the
goal.

The writer is Coordinator,
Women in Development,
UNICEF.

NORPLANT

Contraceptive Freedom or Coercion

lop, test and approve the

implaritable contracep-
tive Norplant. It took less than
two weeks for Norplant to be
billed as a new method of
coercion. Within days of
licensing in the USA, a
Philadelphia newspaper publi-
shed a racist editorial reco-
mmending Norplant in the
fight against black poverty; a
judge in California included
compulsory use of Norplant fn
the sentence of a woman
found. guilty of child abuse; and
the state legislature in Kansas
held hearings on a bill to
encourage mothers receiving
state welfare benefits to get
the implant.

This new contraceptive
consists of six silicone rods
filled with the hormone lev-
onorgestrel which are inserted

I T took 24 years to deve-

under the skin of a woman's
upper arm. Norplant has one of
the longest periods of effec-
tiveness for any contraceptive,
five years. Specialised minor
surgery is needed for insertion
and removal.

A disturbing feature of
Norplant's design in that
women cannot just stop using
it when they wish, says Health
Action International's (HAI)
latest publication, Problem
Drugs. They need to find a
specially trained health worker
who agrees to remove the im-
plants. This is not always easy.
"“Women are sometimes pres-
sured into continuing to use
the method when they don't
want to," says Problem Drugs
author Andrew Chetley.

In Thailand, women are
routinely told that Norplant
will not be removed for minnr

programme with a differ
A-ence was organised by
Rupantar — Nari o
Samaf. a small womeén's group
who puhllsh the occasional
‘Rupantar’
from Dhaka. on ithe .18th of
December
progfamme titled "Rokeya O
Lila Nag — Dui Shikha Brati,"
was Lthe second in their series
of depiction of women who
struggled for social transfor-
mation in the past. The first in
Lhe- series '‘Mone Rekho Amra
Eshechhelam’ [Remerniber we
on Pritilata
Waddadar.
This year the Lheme was
the secular and feminist mes-

sage in the career and work of

two women in Bengal — the le-
gendary Rokeya Sakhawat Hos-
sein and the less well known
and less celebrated Lila Nag.
The programme comprised of
a discussion on the two women
in the form of a question an-
swer session. which was fol-
lowed by readings from Lila

‘Nag's journal and the last

chapters from Rokeya's novel
Padnirag.

“Many critical and vital is-
sues surfaced in the discussion
where Maleka Begum, Syed
Manzoorul Islam. Anu

'93 at TSC. The

(1 Rupantar's Tribute to

Muhammad, Akhteruzzaman
I[livas, Rangolal Sen. Suraiya
Begum and M Shafiul Hasan
took part. The discussion ini-

tiators (questioners) from Ru-

pantar were Shameem Akhter,
Sonia Amin, Lila Rashid, Sha-
heen Akhter, and Moushumi
Qader. Communalism, funda-
mentalism. the birth of Pak-

‘jstan, Rokeya as a feminist

and/or humanist, her
‘subversive texts', the oblivion
that Lila Nag has been flung
into — these 'were the issues
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Speakers participating in a discussion organised by Rupantar.

Rokeya and Lila Nag

that came up. Unfortunately

these issues could only be
scratched on the surlpce in a
three hours discussion, where
perhaps a day should have
been allotted. Sultana Kamal

*who presided over the discus-

sion did the summing up.
As the programime was a
tribute to Rokeya arul Lila Nag

on the occasion ol Rokeya's

death anniversary. Mita Huq

rendered two songs in their

remembrance.
Siddika,

the spirited

L

......

heroine Rokeya's
'Padmarag.’ [dEElgnalE[i by
some as a Teminist' novel)
came alive in Neema Rahman's
exquisite rendition ol her In
the reading session. This was
perhaps the first time that
'‘Padmarag’ or a section thereol
has been presented on the
stage in Bdngladesh. Tareq
Anam read the part ol Latil
Almas, with Bipasha Hayat,
Sharmishtha Rahman. and
Mona Lisa in other roles. The

audience was led for a lew -

briel minutes into the world
of "Tarmi Bhaban' the ultimate
feminist ulopia. where women
from all castes, creeds and
classes have congregated to
live in work, dignity and sis-
terhood — where the oppres-
sion of gender, creed and
class, are laid to rest. For a few
hrief moments the viewers
stepped into this imaginary
and utoptan world, where
Hindu, Muslim, Christian, man
and woman, high and low —
are all welded into one magni
fied and ennofled human en-
tity. And this perhaps was the
achievement of this informal
women group — they helped to
recreate for an evening the

- wonderfully rich, secular mes-

sage of our lorebears.

side effects. Reports from the
Dominican Republic, Egypt,
and Indonesia also found that

"removal on demand” did not
occur to the satisTaction of the
users.

Norplant has been appmvcd
for use in at least 26 countriecs
and more than 1.5 million
women have used it, The de-

velopers believe that — despite

its high cost — more than 30
million women could be using
it by the end of the decade,
most ' of them in developing
counlries.

Another concern is that if
pregnancy does occur while
the method is used, there is a
20 to 30% chance that it will
be ectopic. Ectopic Tn:gnan—
cies — when the fertilised egg
begins to develop in

the uterus — can be fatal for
the mother if they are not
terminated quickly. At least

the
- Fallopian tube rather than in

Indonesia was the first country
to use Norplant on a large
scale, with more than 886,000
women having received the
implants between 1987 and
1990, Problems arose when
Norplant was included in the
so-called "safari” programme —
a programme where health
workers visit a village for a day
to recruit as many women as
possible to use contraception.
Individual counselling and in-
f[ormation about side effects
“tcnded to ber minimal®.

_ Implants were inserted im-

properly by poorly trained’

“health workers, using equip-

ment that was not properly
sterilised, leading to infections
and later difliculties with re-
moval. Some women had
Norplant inserted when they
were already pregnant, but did
not yet know it.

HAI recommends against
promoting implants as "first

‘We have taken a Five Year
Insurance Plan...
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three to four out of every hun-
dred Norplant users become
pregnant during the [ive-year
period of use,

Five years is a long time to
follow women up to notily
them to have the implants re-
moved. "This is expensive and
time-consuming,” says Yvonne
Bogaarts, coordinator of Wo-
men's Health Action Foun-
dation. "Mosat health services
in developing countries simply
aren't equf for it."

Like other long-acting,
highly eflfective contraceptive
methods, Norplant has
developed to be used in family
planning programmes in de-
veloping countries which afm

J to reduce population growth,

HMI:

The 8 year contraceptve plan
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choice” contraceptives and
says that they should only be
used where they can be pro-
vided salely and respectfully
and with a woman's fully in-
formed consent. HAI is calling
for research efforts to be di-
rected at improving the awvafl-
ability and convenience of ex-
isting user-controlled methods
of contraception.

Overall, women need to
have a greater voice in setting
the policies and practices that
will determine not only how
contraceptives — but all drugs
- are resecarched, developed,
produced, marketed, used and
provided .

— Health Action International




