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Equal ability makes everyone equal.,

L

N a country of over a 110 million where only
: @3 per cent of the population is literate, one
4 might think that there couldwmever be too
many initiatives to remedy this deficiency. An
NGO mounting a successful literacy programme
general approbation. Not so.
§ The camp followers of the religious right have
chosen instead to mount a campaign against
'BRAC which has received international recogrii-
tion for developing its Nonformal Primary
me- which is being
outside the country. Interestingly
enough, the Grameen Bank, whose runaway
. programme for poor women
has received worldwide acclaim is also underfire

should meet with

‘from the same ¢

| quarters. .

V" There is no shortage of social ills to attack;
. from violence against women, to the desertion of
of children, the tr

of women and children and dowry demands. Yet,
there is a deafening silence on these issues from
the religious right which has ¢hosen instead to
target two good initiatives. Why is this so? The
answer is that this sector is not interested in re-
_dressing the ills of society when these ills arise
out of or are reinforced by perceptions that
women are inferior to men and should remain

They would contend that women by seeking
1o challenge these perceptions and by stepping
out of the space allotted them bring
upon themselves. Thuis, the rape victim's alleged
provacation is given as the cause of an attack

‘ Baﬁglade

HE Fourth World confe-
rence on women will be
held in Beijing from 4 to
15 September 1995. It follows
three prior world conferences on
wommen — in Mexico city (1975),
: (1980), and in
Nairobi (1985). The Beijing
is a follow-up to the
process started in Nairobi where
the Forward Looking Strategies
for the Advancement of Women
to the Year 2000 was adopted.
. The overall goals of the
- Beljing conlerence are to:
Review and evaluate the ad-
vancememnt of women since the
last conference in 1985 in terms
of the Forward Looking Stra-
tegles. ; -
- 'Mobilize men and women
both at the policy-making and
grassroot levels to achieve these
objectives; and =
a Platform for Action,'
and al conference docu-
ment which will outline mea-
sures to implement the Forward
Looking Strategies,

- The last world conference
was significant for the advocacy
strategies developed by women's
groups and different Non-gov-
ernmental Organizations. -

- To maximise the participa-
tion of NGOs and all organiza-
tions involved in women's is-
sues, A National NGO Forum
Preparatory Committee has been
formed with Poet Sufia Kamal
as the Chief Advisor and Prof
Najma Chowdhury as the
Chairperson. The Committee
comprises of members from dif-
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these ills
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Opening the Windows of the Mind

upon her even where, as sickeningly often is the
‘case, the victim is a child. But the fact that
there is no word of condemnation for instance of
the husband who deserts his pregnant wife.
brothers who with hold their share of the
parental property from their sisters, brothers-in-
law who defraud widowed sisters-in-law’ and
nieees not only goes to show that when women
meekly "keep to their place’ they do not fare any
better but also exposes the hollow claims of the
sell-styled custodians of the faith. |
» . The reason why BRAC's NFPE and Grameen's
credit programmes are both being attacked is
not only becguse they are seen as challenging
the misogynist worldview that the religious right
fosters and which they claim is divinely or-
dained. It goes deeper than that. It turns on
what is seen as the function of education.
. The root of the world 'education’ comes from
words' meaning to draw out; in this context,
therefore. to develop the capacity for analysis
and understanding. It is this capacity that would
enable men and women to resist domination by
those who seek power by an Orwellian species of
thought control and would use religion for their
own ends rather that the ends ordained by God.
They use the access that running an educational
programme gives them to exercise contral over
the minds of their pupils and will naturally resist
any educational programme that develops any
- person’s ability to think rationally.
The ‘writer is. associated with Ain O Salish
- Kendra. a human rights and legal aid centre
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ferent NGOs. women's groups
as well as activists in the field.
It is the intention of the com-
mittee to be as broad based as

possible in order to take the

concerns of the majority of the
women of Bangladesh to the

‘forthcoming conference in

Beijing.
Mémbership to the commit-

tee is open to all individuals

and organizations interested
and committed to the improve-
ment of the situation of women
in Bangladesh as well as glob-
ally. The time to register is till
March 1994 and the cutoff
number is 130 members includ-
ing organizations as well as in-
dividuals.

‘The committee has. been di-
vided into 12 working groups
based on individual and group
interest in order to work on the
12 themes already identified by
the Beijing NGO forum in a
meeting held in Manila in
November 1993. The 12 themes
are the following:

Health - .

Labour Rights

Agriculture .

Culture and Education

Political Empowerment

» Economic Empowerment

Violence Against Women

‘Women's Human Rights

Science and Technology

Indigenous Women

Family :

Environment

This range of economic, so- P

cial and political issues encom-
passes areas of struggle for
transformation- particularly in

this region. :

A steering committee ha

been selected comprising of 20 |

members which will be respon-
sible for co-ordinating the work
of the national committee, The
steering committee is now In
the process of drawing up a

work plan for the national
cominittee. The dates for the 12 .

working group meetings have

been announced and all mem-

bers are being informed.
The objective of the National

Committee can be summarized

as the following: _
1} To address the concerns
of the majority of the women of
Bangladesh to the Beijing con-
f[erence and beyond. _
2) To input effectively into
the Government preparation for

‘the Beifing Conference and as-

sist in preparation of the na-
tional report now being pre-
pared by the Government.

_ 3] If the report prepared by
the Goverminent does not ade-

qualely reflect the concerns of

women than an alternate report
to be prepared and subrnitted at
the Beijing Conference.

4] Inclusion of local, grass-
root level women, so_that they
may participate in all prepara-
tions upto the Beljing confer-
ence.

5] Encouragé broader partic-
ipation of all people from all

r Beijing

Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against Women

HE Convention on the Elimi
I nation of All Forms ol Discrimi
nation Against Women is essen
tially an international bill of rights for
womern: as well as a framework for
women's participation in the develop-
ment process. Now an international
treatvy ratified by over 130 rountries.
the Convention spells out interna
tionally accepted principles and stan
dards for achieving equality between
women amnd men
The Convention was adopied by the
General Assembly on December
19, 1979, and came into force as a
treaty on December 3, 1981 Ratifi
cation or accession obligates gov.
ernmernits {o pursue a policy of elimi-
nation of discrimination against wo.
men and o report on progress to that
effect to the UN Committee on the
Elimination of Discrimination Against
Women [(CEIAW].  Reports [from
nattonal governments are due within
one year after ratification and every
[our years thereafter. _
CEDAW is the only UN treaty which
is committed to the principle of
equalily between men and women.
This means equalily in their dignity
and worth as human beings as well as
equality in their rights, opportunities

and rmmﬁaibﬂiiim. CEDAW is there-
fore. a complete and truly non-dis-
criminatory human rights treaty.

Strength and Potentials of
Cedaw

The comprehensive Cedaw conven-
tion does not only call for equal rights
for men and women in all fields. It
also delineates effective national ac-
tions to implement the provisions of
the convention and for the purpose of
considering the progress made by the
state party in the given period after
the ratification; an international body
with 23 experts is set up known as
Committee on the Elimination of
Discrimination Against Women. State
parties were urged to ratify the con-
vention rather than signing it which is
the case with most other treaties.
Signing convention is only symBolic; it
simply obligates a government not to
do anything in contravention of the
principles articulated in the conven-
tion. But ratification requires action —
it obligates governments to pursue
policies to implement it effectively

The articles of.the esnvention
provide for equal rights for women
regardless of marital status in all
fields; economic, social, cultural, po-
litical, civil and public life. It calls for

equal access to education, healthcare,
employment. guarantee of job security

in the event of maternity; equal rights
in entering into marriage and its dis-
solution and equal responsibilities in
the context of family life. Other human
right treaties previously addressed
women's human rights in a frag-
mented and superficial way where
prohibitation of gender discrimination
featured as an incidental rather than
central concern.

The greatest strength of the con-
Vention is emphasis on defacto rather
than dejure equality embodying the
principles of corrective measures in-
cluding adoption of appropriate leg-

islative measures to repeal discrimina- -

tory penal provisions and continuous
reporting and monitoring procedures
on implementations.

Major Obstacles to
implementation of the

Convention
The politics of ‘gender and states.
Traditionally, the administrative ma-
chinery in most countries were indif-
ferent towards integration of women
in the system with the assumption
that they eperate on a gender-neutral

walks of life through wider link-

bound

' HE memories are still

Strength, Potentials a

Convention of the Elimination of all Forms of Discrimination Against

Women accepted by the United Nations in 1979 amd rotified by
130 countries is the most important international tool for achieving
women s fundamental human rights. The 23 member CEDAW
committee responsible for monitoring the progress of the impie-
mentation of thé convention is going to meet at its Thirfeenth

Session in the United Nations, New York from January 10, 1993 to

monitor reports from 13 countries besides considering a number of.
iInternational issues which are impacting the status of women.
CEDAW Committee member from Bangladesh Saima Khon

writes on the strength
mentation of CEDAW.

principle and therefore the sex of the
policy maker should not make any
difference. This was prove grossly in-
correct as the devtlopment structure

and service deltvery in most countiries e

were [ound to be upaware of women's
particular needs and concerns. With
the failare of the state machinery to
integrate women in the development
process. CEDAW and other UN
Conventions have been emphasising
the need to strengthen factors that
promote full participation of women
m the power structure. However re

luclance continues. Studies show that
even In highly developed Western na

tions which tried to integrate women
il the decision-making process. men
were seen holding regulatory posi-
tions with decision making powers
whereas women were holding only

advisory positions. In fact this appar- .

ent neutrality, upon closer inspection,
reveals an tmplicitly gendered' state
machinery that unconsciously or re-
produces /replicates all kinds of gen-
der inequality at the state level .

in the post 1970's seripus atten-
tion was paid for the first time the
gender dimensions of the formal po-
litical, legislative and administrative
areas ol governments.

A case in point in this regard is the
failure of newly emerging democratic
countries to reflect women's concerns
in the agenda of economic and market
reform. Women of former communist
and socialist counties were hurt more
than men by free market reforms and
women s concerns are being given too
little place in the democratic reshap-
ing of their countries. |

Even in highly developed countries
structwral reforms have f[urther

destabilized women's position both in

the work place and in the family. With
current economic reforms in Japan,
greater integration of women in the
ecornomy is emphasised to com-
pensate for the effects of economic
recession overlooking the demands of
their domestic roles — they have to
stay away from family for longer hours.
Equal Employment Opportunity laws
also in many instances have made
working conditions more difficult
where employers have only removed
the overt sex discrimination but made
the job classification and qualification
requirement complicated enough fo
be unsuitable for most womnen.

~ This is mainly due to the fact that
these nations are building a demeo-
cratic society where women are ex-
cluded from the process of decision
making. The most recent UN survey
showed an average of 11% inclusion of
women in the legislature of the world-
ranging from about a third or more in
hall a dezen countries toszero in many
others. Reservation to Articlés of
CEDAW:; Out of 130 ratifying countries.
40 ccuntries have either made decla-

rations to the effect that thev are not

by the contertt of particular ar-
ticles or part of them and have given
their own interpretations with regard
to these or have made reservations to

particular article or part of them stat-

, potential and some obstacies 10 the imple-

ing that they are unable te

with the provisions of the article,

which create a great impediment to
the implementation of the Convention.

Of the substantive articles'to which
mos! countries have made reserva-
tions are 2, 7, 11, 15 and |6. Article
16 (whole or part of it which deals
with equal rights and obligation of
‘'men and women in marriage, divorce,

, parenthood, persorial rights and

command over property) has highest
number of reservations — 18 countries

imlulkgﬂmnllmmmmhwm_l

fused to comply with its provisions.

. Reservations o subsiantive articles
‘of CEDAW by state parties especially to
Article 2 and 16 is one of the major

obstacles in the way of implementa-
tion of the convention. Two

" . irends are observed relating to this —

first a number ‘of state parties enter

‘reservation to particular articles or

make declaration to the effect (which
arc often not very specific). that they
are not bound by the prowisions of
those articles. A second group of
countries do not enter any reservation
to major articles, but at the samé time
do not take any measures to c
with the provision of those articles.
Article 16 Is a cause in point. The
provisions of this article are very im-
portant to women's individual and
family right and specifically crucial for
women living under Islamic Sharia law
which sanctions polygamy and denies
women child custody. The convention
on the other hand negates polygamy
and. grants yomen equal right for
child custody. This has led many
Muslim countries to enter reservation
to it and to that exteni the applicabil-
ity of the canvention remains limited.
Article 7 of the Convention calls Yor
equal right of women to vote, stand iny
election. hold public office, participa-
tion in government policy making
processes and non-government orga-
nizations. A umber of countries — in-
cluding very advanced ones — have
entered reservations on substantive
parts of Article 7. Austria and
Germany have made reservations to 7
(b) concerning the participation of

women in armed services, Luxem-

bourg and Belgium's reservation to
Article 7 relates .to excluding women’
fromn royal powers and throne. Israel
expresses her reservation to this
article with regard to the appoin-

tment of women as judges of religious

courts.

Reservatioh to CEDAW- by
Muslim Countries: Out of 19 Muslim
countries (members of Organization of
Islamie Couniries) who have ratified
CEDAW. 3 have made reservations to
Article 2 and 4 to Article 16, but for
other 15 countries, an undefined gap
éxists between Sharia law and the
provisions of the convention. It is be-
lieved that polygamy is practiced in
maost Islamic countries whether or not

. they have made any reservation to
Article 16 or part of it and application

of the concepts embodied ‘in Article
16 are affected by interpretation of its
fundamental sources as understood in

nd Obstacles

the specific context. For example
Libya. Indonesia. Yemen, Jordan and
iraq have made no reservation teo

Article 16, but polygamy is practiced
in all these countries.

tion to 3 articles of CEDAW and "does
not comsider as upen itself the
provisions of articles 2, 13 (a) and

both articles 2 and 13 (a) are not
conflict with Sharia law and out of 19
Islamic countries which have ratified
the Convention. only four countiies
have made reservation to Article 2 and
none but Ba alta. UK and
British Virgin Islands have made dec-
laration on Article 23) has
Teservation to article 13 (a).
Experts are very concerned about
the reservations made by Bangladesh
to article 2 because there is an appar-
ent contradiction since equality is
granted to women is our constitution.
Articles 10,19, 27, 28 and 29 of

lity in national constitution, bj

a)
Jl‘;h institution to protect women
: st discrimination and ¢) abolish

all regulations and customs that dis-
criminate against women. If one ex-
amines CEDAW article 2, it becomes
obvious that though Bangladesh has
not been in a position to

these provisions in de

equality in (a) already exists. Besides
Muslim Family Law Ordinance of 1961
and some lafer refrrms ‘n Sharia laws
like right to diverce (talaq tawfiz), the
Family Court Ordinance of 1985,
‘Dowry Prohibition Act of 1990, and
Cruelty to Women (Deterrent
Punishment) Act 1983 etc. conform
with the requirement to establish le-
gal protection to .women through
competent tribunals and public inati-
tution which are intent to medify or
abelish practices which constitute
discrimination.

Bangladesh is the only country that
has made reservations to Artiele 13
(a) relating to family benefits (Malta
and UK have made declarations en it).
It is again in contradiction to its rati-

+ fication of the convention of Child's

Right and adoption of the Decade
Action Plan for the Girl child (1991-
2000) basic objectives of which are to
give girls equal access and benefit in,
all areas of life for full development.
Our Government is also a participant
in observance of the International Year

- of the Family which mandates eco-

nemic, cultural and social
within the family. Similarly the reser-
vation to Article 16 can be impugned
because the reforms already made un-
der MFLO and other judicial proce-
dures introduced made it clear that
Sharia is not immutable. %
In the modern world societies tend
to” be multi-racial and multi-religious.
And people of different faith, origin or
ethnicity including indigenous people
or minority have a right to their cul- .
ture and traditional practices, but one

. should not overlook the fact that the

right to life, security of person, health
and education are prior to that of cul-
ture, religion or ethnic identity, and
in instance of conflict between the
two, the universality of human rights
shoufld take precederice. No nation
should be governed by two sets of laws
in the area of human rights.

One Girl's Dream Begins to Come True

Michelle Macafee writes from Zimbabwe

the students.
A national education report

ages with the media. :
Some interesting points have
come Lo light as the members
started tg form into groups. It
has been observed that certain
important issues such as
labour, science and technology.
agriculture, indigenous women
Jhave not been able to attract
much interest among the mem-
bers present. o |

It hag also become evident
during the meetings that there
i1s a great need to disseminate
information so that the general
public have access, or, are in-

formed of the process taking

place in preparing for the
Beijing conference. The public
needs to know the activities of
the Government and the Non-
government organizations in
their attempt to make the con-

~ ference a success.

Conferences are usually

viewed with a lot of skeptism

and are generally - seen as a
ground for creating papers
rather than contents. The forth-
coming conference will be sub-
ject to the same skeptism if we
do not take a proactive stand
and resolve to make it substan-
tive and effective. It all depends
on us, the women of
Bangladesh angd women all over
the world. : g

An update of the activities of
the Preparatory Committee will
be previded every month in this
papeT. '

| fresh in the young girl's

mind. Wake at 3 o'clock.
Plough the fields. Walk to
school. Return to the ‘fields.
Study by candlelight.

Two years ago, this was a
typical day in Runyararo Mas-
hingaidze's life. Sheer exhau-
stion sent her grades plumme-
ting and poverty left her future
bleak. :

Today, the cheerful and
talkative girl bubbles with én-

thusiasm, dressed sharply i’

the creme blouse and crisp
burgundy skirt that is her
school uniform.

‘I'm going to be a doctor
and help improve my family's
situation,” she says confidently,
briefly breaking {rom her stud-
les at St. Francis of Assisi
boarding schoel. near Chivhu.

The fees are about one
guarter of her family of ten's
annual salary, but Mashingaicdze
néed ng longer worry. She is
one of 150 teenage girls in
Zimbabwe who can dare to
dream of a bright future. Wom-
ankind Zimbabwe, a British-
based organisation. financially
supports girls throughout their
secondary education who
would otherwise be forced to

drop out.
" Ann Cotton founded the

project in 1991, inspired by a
visit to rural Zimbabwe thal
was partl of her thesis research
al London Universily. She was
struck by two things: the ex-

treme poverty of the area and

» the commitment of young girls

to their education.

Cotton began fund-raising
and started Womankind Zim-
babwe f{rom her home in
Cambridge. under the umbrella
of Womankind Worldwide, a
London-baséd agency that sup-
ports women and girls. In
1992, there were 32 girls in

the programme. This year. '

there are 150 studenis and the
organisation is branching out

on its own, under the name
Camfed — Cambridge Female

- Edpcation Trust.

In Zimbabwe, and much of
Africa, girls have been histori-

~ cally denied a secondary

school education .on cultura
and economic grounds. '

"Parents are more likely to
support boys if they have to

. make a choice because they

think they are more likely to
gel jobs." says Cotton, who was
recently in Zimbabwe to visit

Leap in literacy
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earlier this year found the en-
rollment of girls in secondary
schools in Zimbabwe was often
two-thirds the total of boys.
Cotton says the gap has
widened in the past few years,
especially in the rural areas,
due to greater hardships
caused by drought and eco-
nomic structural adjustment.
Since there are more girls
than resources. Camfed has
developed a screening process.
The candidates must have fi-
nancial need, do well on aca-
demic tests, have good atten-
dance, be in good health and
have the support of their par-

enis.
Five schools now have

groups of students in the pro-
ject. In January more schools
and another 90 students will
be added and a field worker
will be based in Zimbabwe.

Young Runyararo Mashing-
atdze has her goals firmly in
sight and they do include

going on to university. She
knows how lucky she is and is
mot about to let hersell get
sidetracked.

"l need to work hard and
have friends who also want to
work hard., not be lazy " she
says. Then | can have a good

life.” — Gemini News
MICHELLE MACAFEE is a

Canadian journalist wvisiling
Zimbabwe on a grani from the
Canadian nternational Deve-

lopment Agency (CIDA).



