Waging War with Sewing Machines

HE traditional sewing machine may
seem an unlikely weapon. The ones you
find in Bangladesh are old-fashioned
mechanical gadgets — a solid black painted
laced on a polished wooden
on four metal legs and operated
pedal. A museum plece, a useful if
outdated household object but a weapon?
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Training normally takes 15 weeks, six days
a week and six hours a day. It is a hard and
demanding course but the women's determi-
great, they seldom drop out. To
teach them all the basic skills, RDRS engage a
skilled local tailor — usually a man. Their

goes through all the stages of clothes-
making from measuring to cutting and stitch-
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REPARATION for the
Beijing Conference on
Women is going on in

full swing. The NGO Prepa-
ratory Committee, two months
after its formation continues to
up the enthusiasm of its
by convening regular
ti , discussions etc.
Given broad based nature
of ‘the Committee is it hoped
that it would truly represent

the majority of the women of

Committee has
very busy since the
weeks in preparing

celebration of the fi ng
International . on
8th March, sub-com-

mittees have been formed del-
egating responsibilities to dif-
ferent sections and groups in
order to ensure that the day’is
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the development pro-
tal organisation
Service (RDRS) has
women to
war throughout northern Bangladesh. Visit any
of their local centres and you find groups of
women enthusias-
tically learning this vital skill. Many are di-
vorced or abandoned women who stryggle
daily to provide enough food for themselves
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machine.

ing. To begin with, the trainees
brown paper since they cannot afford to dam-

age proper material until they are able. They
find out how to operate and to look after their

actise with

Al the start of their training. the women are
provided with credit to buy their sewing ma-
chines. They have to pay back the full amount,

normally from their earnings as dressmakers

within 6 months. Their 'weapons’ are Lheir
own and they take great care with them when
they finally leave and set up business on their

" Tailoring tmtntng in Nﬂphunmﬂ disirict

mu:hlne is a vital instrument in their fight for
liberation. It means they can, often for the first
time, begin to earn a modest livelihood.
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Tailoring is liberating in other ways. Local
women, who are reluctant to visit male tailor-
ing shops in town, can happily visit a woman
neighbour herself,
clothing and make her own choice
and fabrics rather than rely on a male family
member to make the arrangements. The same
local women also show more trust in their
ghbours' rather than factory handiwork.
They can also order clothes on credit, since
neighbours can trust each other.

Although Bangladesh has a growing number
of garment factories producing cheap clothes
in large quantities, there is still a great de-

get measured for a item of
of clothes

mand for tailored clothes in rural areas. Even

reliance.

as they are training, the women wqgrk on indi-
vidual orders from their village
make children's clothes,
women's saris, pillow cases and mosquito nets.
Each completed order and each satisfied cus-
tomer is another battle in their fight for self-

neighbours to
school uniforms,

The writer is associated with RDRS.
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tive of the committee,
are slowly falling into
there is a general

place ‘ag
feeling of seolidarity and cohe-

sion in the The issue
based m% con-
vening regular s nnd
grappling with serious,
cerns such as violence
women, their political
economic empowerment,' legal ™
rights etc. Obviously some
groups are getting more work
done than others for various
reasons. However, it is hoped
that by the next regional
Preparatory Conference in
June 1994 to be held in
Jakarta, the Committee will be
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WOMAN WITH JOB

Average for 12
industnalized countries.

: Worldwatch Institute

If the value of housework is

able to produce a drafl docu-

ment -which will to a large ex-

tent reflect the concerns of

the majority of the women of
h.

The important events
planned for in the immediate
future is the holding of na-
tional regional workshops In
five district such as Rajshahi,
Dinajpur, Bogura, Comilla and

: sensingh. This is truly an
imps t initiative and its

‘will depend on how

. Committee will
the participa-
's and other
grassroot organizations. We
must always remember that

HE announcement for

election of wWOomen

commissioners to the
city corporations by 15 March
(Bhorer Kagoj 24.2.1994, Dally
Star 27.2.1994) is not likely to
win a cheer for democracy !
The Ministry of Local Govern-
ment is reported to have
framed rules whereby women
commissioners will be selec-
ted for 17 zones, 10 in Dhaka,
3 in Chittagong. 2 each in
Khulna and Rajshahi. This can
hardly be interpreted as an
affirmative action for women's
representation. There can be
little dispute with the need to
enable women to participate in
the process of decision making
in electoral institutions. But
the low numerical gquota is
likely to bring about no more
thah a token presence. 17
women representatives out of a
total of 192, commissioners
does not reflect the current
sex ratio in urban population.
Nor does it represent the
male/female ratio of 59.33 per
cent men and 40.66 per cent
women amongst 28,69 040
registered voters.

Seven women contested in
the Dhaka City Corporation
electiona last January. That
none of them won, could not
have come as a surprise, The
election culture, which now a
days encourages the use of
arms, muscle and money no
doubt eontributed to their de-
feat and may discourage
further participation of
women; since political parties
are not yet preparet to widen
their doors for women's
political participation, there
will be little change in the
gender bias in nominations for

electoral candidates, unless
favourable circumstances are

created to make women's
representation possible.

The proposed mode for
selection of women as cily
ward commissioners, through
indirect elections, will not,
however, em r them to
speak and work on behalf of
women. This is similar to the
case of the 30 women in
Parliament, elected indirectly
by the'sitting members of the

"House, who are supposed to

represent women's concerns,
but remain unaccountable to a
women's constituency. In the
city corporation the franchise
for women's representatives
has been shrunk to the elected
city commissioners and the
mayors only. It is obvious that
their dependence upon the
support of a small number of
male members of Parliament
or city corporation commi-
ssioners who are instrumental
in electing them is not likely
to make them respond to the

needs of the women's con-

the majority of women live
outside of Dhaka and no docu-
ment or report will be com-
plete or meaningful unless
their concerns are taken into
consideration.

On the International arena,
the NGO Consultation
Workshop will convene on 3-4
March 1994. NGO's from all
over the world will meet at the
time of the 37th session of the
UN Commission on the Status
of Women (CSW) (7-18 March,
1994) to further prepare for
the Beijing conference and the

NGO Forum 1995. The consul-

tation will update NGO.s on
plans for the 1995 Conference
including regional activities.
NGO's will have the opportuni-
ties to work together on
strategies, programmes and
actions for 1995. The Chair-
person of the Preparatory
Committee, Ms Najma Chow-
dhury is attending the work-
shop.. In her absence, Ms
Mahmuda Islam, a member of
the Steering Committee will
act as the chairperson.

THE ENTREPRENEUR

In many countries it is women who dominate the
informal sector — the small-scale trade in goods and
m-mmﬂvnwimﬁmﬂm

statistics

in many Third World cities the informal sector
generates up to a third of local wealth.
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stituency.

Reservations for women's
seats were introduced in the
1972 Constitution to ensure a
minimum political partieci-
pation. This was considered
necessary to induce them into
electoral office and to broaden
the environment for their
political participation. 15 seats
in a House of 300 members
were reserved for women for
the first 15 years only, during
which time it was expected
that the political process,
which alienated women, would
become more open. This quota
was later revised to 30 women
in Parliament and one third in
union parishads.

Even in 1972. women's or-
ganisations argued strongly for
direct franchise in stipulated
constituencies. while conce-
ding the need for rtlen'rd
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And it certainly reflects a
ltr-:mg expression of women s
interest. In the run up to the
elections, women were aclive
in su of candidates and to
uphold free and fair parti-
cipation: they campaigned
from house to house, bring out
sireet processions and help
public meetings. The Bangla-
desh Mahila Parishad held
meeting in Mirpur: not in su-
pport of any particular can-
didate but to voice women's
demands for direct
representation in electoral
institutions, for a justified use
of votes to ensure that candi-
dates elected to the local gov-
ernment do not represent re-
gressive forces which are anti

WOmern.
Neither of the Ileading

parties has so far been willing

persuaded towards such a
decision. A serond suggestion
is that without detriment to
their candidature for the
general seats. for one third of
seats in local elections women
candidates should contest
under direct franchise. In
India. a constitutional amend-
ment (Seventy Second Amend-
ment Bill 199]1) has ensured
that elections te the local
Panchayats and gram sabhas
are held on the basis of adult
franchise; the bill further
specifies that "not less than
one third of the total number
of seats to be filled by direct
election in every Panchayat
shall be reserved for women
and allotted by rotation te
different constituencies in a

The presence of large num-
ber of women in the bastions

The proposed mode for selection of women as city ward commission-
ers, through indirect elections, will not, however, empower them to
speak and work on behalf of women. This is similar to the case of the
30 women in Parliament, elected indirectly by the sitting members . of
the House, who are supposed to represent women’'s concerns, but re-
main unaccountable to a women's constituency.

seats in elecloral institutions.
The perpetuation of an
indirect system of election
since 1972 is far out of date
and needs to be revised in the
interest of democratisation.
Women's groups have de-
manded a review of the system
of indirect elections for
women, to make their par-
ticipation meaningful both for
the women elected to office as
well as to the voters. During
the movement for democracy
which led to the fall of General
Ershad, the women's move-
ment made a
contribution. A major demand
of the Oikkyo Baddho Nari
Samaqj, submitted to the all
parties liaison committee in

1989 and 1990, was for direct

election .of women — one to
represent each district — to
the reserved seats.

In both the 1991 national
elections and the city corpora-

tion elections, women have not_

been silent. Their visibility in
the city corporation elections
has been noted in most media
reports on the elections: as
voters, they waited in long
lines inside and owtside the
voling centres. From a
breakdown of at least 14
women's polling centres in
Dhaka city, it was found that
women cast over 50 per cent
of the votes had been cast.
This is a reasonably high

.turnout particularly given the

demands on a woman's time.

RIME Minister Benazir
Bhutto is trying to sha-

P ke off her reputation

for having little interest in

improving the condition of

Pakistani women.

But many women's groups
remain unconvinced, believing
that her preoccupation is with
staying in power.

“Bhutto has been forced by
the objective conditions that
exist in society to act like a
politician and not as a woman
in matters of governance,"
commented a prominent
member of her ruling Pakistan
Peéople's Party (PPP).

And she is up against enor-
mous male oppositien. Even
her easiest option — issuing
an excutive order for strict

implementation of a five per’

cent job quota for women in
the civil service — has been
complicated by the en-
trenched custom of treating
gow:mmt jobs as political
avours to be given out by
members of parliament. :
Facing huge numbers of

unemployed in a male-domi-

nated society, MPs are fighting
to keep the right to give gov-
ernment jobs to male political
supporters.

Bhutto's. image of disinter-
est in women's rights was
earned during her previous
stint in power, in 1988-90.
Since returning of office last
October she has tabled a con-
stitutional amendment to give
25 reserved seats to women in
the National . But she
knew the amendment would
not be passed since she lacks
the two-thirds majority re-
quired to amend the constitu-
tion. :

The oppositioen's election
manifesto promised to intro-
duce 20 women's seats, but
the party is now unwilling to

. "Constitutional amend-
ments should be as a
and not in parts,” said
prime minister Nawaz

leader of the par

strong and active

to democratise the process for
electing women. This is
because they see the reserved
seats merely as a means of
increasing their party stren-
gth. As a result a non demo-
cratic system for women's
representation is perpetuated.
In other words the majority
party either on (ts own
strength or through negotia-
tions is able to use this quota
to increase its own party
strength. In this system,
women will thus remain pawns
in the game for political
power. They cannot hope to
engage effectively in cons-
tituency politics.

To ensure meaningful par-
ticipation and representation
by women require a change in
the electoral system. Admi-
nistrative difficulties or lack of
precedent can no longer be a
justification for perpetuating
moribund rules. In the 1954
elections in Bangladesh,
women contested for reserved
seats in municipal areas on the
principle of one person twe
votes, so that each wvoter
exercised his/her franchise for
the general seat as well as for
the women's seat. Women's
right's activists have argued
that political parties be obliged
to give a minimum of 5 per
cent of their nominations to
women. This system was pro-
posed in Nepal at the last elec-
tions because it was felt that
political parties needed to be

of local power in the Indian
states is more than cosmetic.
The women elected to local
governments have successfully
campaigned for social benefits
for the community, and have
ignored the image building
projects usually supported by
me. Thus in Kerala women
have campaigned against the
licensing of alcohol shops
which had contributed to an
increase in vicolence against
women; in contrast the men
supported measures for
increased revenues from such
shops without addressing the
social problem. In West Bengal
women members of the
Panchayat have contributed to
the phenomenal increase in
education. Even as South Africa
emerges from long years of
apartheid and violence, both
blacks and whites have con-
curred to include women's
rights in the country's new
constitution. A coalition of 55
women's groups have drafted a
national charter of women's
rights to be submitted to the
New Constituent Assembly

which will be elected this
April.
It is time for h to

move out of a Victorian cast for
women's roles. Changes in
women's electorates initiated
in countries such as India and
Nepal, are useful precedents
for Bangladesh. Administrative
sloth or traditional prejudice
should not be used as an ex-

ThE' first four Asian women
prime ministers

Sei Lanka:
1“ 1970-77. Now in opposition.

The idea is not new: the
1973 constitution reserved 20
seats for women for 10 years,
on the assumption that after a
decade women would have ac-
quired enough political clout
to be elected in straight con-

In the 1988 election after
Zia's death all political parties
promised to reserve seais for
women. Bhutio won, but did
iittle to improve the lot of
women. Nawaz Sharifs subse-
quent right wing government
also failed to fulfll its promise
to amend the constitution.

Only four out of 217
National Assembly members

Indira Gandhi, India: 1966-1977,
1980-1984. Assassinated in office.

are women — and they include
Benazir Bhutto and her mother
Nusrat, both elected in an area
considered a family
stronghold. 1
a Dau :
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be in her family’'s pocket.

Critics of the reserved seats
concept argue that they failed
in their function, as they
tended to be allocated to
women from influential politi-
cal families, sometimes in
place of men who for various
reasons could not get them-
selves elected. Supporters say
that the presence of wemen
MPs, however they obtain their

Who Will the Women Comm1351oners Represent?

cuse to perpetuate outdaled

[aces in the House
city corporations is not the
way to achieve gender equnly
in the political

will f make the most !:Hu:ﬂvt

rather than enter from the
back door.

The political parties. who
claim to be committed to
gender equality, need to act
upon this commitment by
pressing for an effective
participation of women in
electoral institutions. Parties
which claim to be progresaive
have sufficient number of
women within their own
parties (0 make this possible;
if not there are many women
who have spent their lives
working for their com-
munities, and this work needs
to be recognised and put to
more effective use.

Apart from an increase in
numbers., an important argu-
ment for making women ac-
countable to their constituen-
cies is to ensure that women's
concerns and problems are
placed on the political agenda.
Their struggle against violence
in the streets and in the home
needs to be brought into the
mainstream of politics. The
problems they face in the
public and private sphere are
symptomatic of the social and
political malaise. This is not
recognised by male ward
representatives. Specific needs
in housing. transport or other
mmun!‘f:' uu.md!'. p‘lnt'edul'l'l
for marriage registration are
more likely to be pressed by
women's representatives.

~ Commissioners will be
more likely to address these
social problems if they are
made accountable to their

‘constituents, and not if they

remain tokens of male voting
power. It is through an
electoral process that they can
begin to respond to the social,
political and  economic
problems of the cities-in par-
ticular to women's concerns.
In doing so they may in fact
change the language of politics:
frem an aggressive bid for
power to a concern for

Are the government an pr'll'i
cal s ready to accept a
change in the form of women's
participation? Will the women
be able to t the voters
or their colleagues in the city
corporation?

The writer (s associated.
with Ain O Salish Kendra. a
legal aid and human rights
centre.

| Benazir Tries to Help the Other Half

Javed A Malik writes from Islamabad
Women on top

seats, is symbolically impor-
tant. 1

A second move by Bhutte to
improve her credentials with
women Is her promise to
establish women-only police
stations throughout the coun-
try. The first, in Rawalpindi,
was recently inaugurated.

In a country where "every
three hours a woman in
raped,” according to the pres-
sure group War Against Rape,
the need is enormous. The
idea is to encourage women to
register cases with the police
without being threatened or
intimidated. Women are reluc-
tant to visit police stations for
fear of sexual assault.

Press cartoons after the in-
auguration of the Rawalpindi
station gave an indication of.
the dismissive attitudes to-
wards women: they showed
women officers putting on
make-up and criminals volun-
tarily giving themselves up.

Yet appalling crimes are
committed against women. In
the feudal countryside, women
can be gang-raped as revenged

t tenants who refuse to
obey landlords. They are also
held hostage in order to ex-
tract work from their hus-
bands.

The law itself is against
them. An ordinance imposed
under Martial Law stipulates
that if a woman alleging rape
fails to produce four witnesses
she may herself face a charge
of adultery for her "admission”
of having sex.

Bhutto has not been able to
revoke the law, since repeal
requires a two-thirds vote.

She also wants to appoint
women to all levels of the judi-
ciary so that women are able to
approach the courts with more
confidence. But the Law
Ministry says there are nol
enough qualifiled women
lawyers to be appointed to
high judicial posts

— Gemind News

The writer is on the stqff of

The News in Islamabad



