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What Price Hippocrates?

mother* of 6 children

who had already had

several miscarriages,
was taken for the delivery of
her seventh child to a rural
health centre. The attendants
gave her primary health care. “doctor found her In a sweaty
and the doctor advised that and dirty state. She asked the
because of complications the + stafl to sponge and clean the
family Should take her to the patient. When the doctor came
district medical hospital, the back two and a halfl hours later
nearest one being three and a  she found the patient dead!
half miles away. In spite ol her No explanations were given
having reached (ull term, the for her death. The woman may

health centre offered her no
transport facility The
pregnant woman was taken al

she reached the hospital at
7.45 the next morning, the

9.30 at night by van 'and when-

not have been worse off if she
had been left to die in her own
home. One cannot blame the
lack of access to facilities in
this case, but should not the
system include a greater con-
cern for the human life? Was
the rural health centre con-
cerned enough to help with
transport, to follow the case?
was there no emergency Aar-
rangement Iin the district
medical hospital?

— Ain O Salish Kendra

"The Treés a.re_ ltke Our C}zildren'

byAM

=

HE trees are like our or Federations of poor people
children,” a caretaker (often langless people), take
in Panchagarh says, lease of roadside and public
"We help them to grow up, and land and assume respongibility
then they will help us in for planting. Annual rent is
return, by giving fruits and paid to the local authority, but
firewood.” In the 1993-94 most of the income from fruits
season, RDRS facilitated the and timber is used for devel-
planting of 4,000,000 trees opment activities. For once,
both through direct plantation poor people directly benefit
and encouraging its group  from the tree plantation. In
members to run nurseries and this way 277 kilometres of
plant in their homestead. road were leased in Pancha-

- garh in 1993; the survival rate

Tree planting is a major of the trees is 99 per cent.

component of RDRS pro- , RDRS encourages house-
gramme activities. RDRS Pan-’ holds, groups and federations
chagarh Project introduced a (o plant trees on both home-
relatively new concept in tree stead land. as well as roadsides
planting, which is turning out and public land leased from lo-
to be highly successful. Groups cal government. The large

plantation schemes on road-
sides, schoolgrounds and em-
bankments are carried out by
landless labourers employed
and supervised by RDRS. The
tree plantation programme
supports some 1,240 destitute
women who are appointed as

" caretakers. The women. often
widows or divorcees, are paid

with wheat supplied by the
WFP through the Government's
Ministry of Relief and Rehabili-
tation.

All women have refular
savings schemes and are of-
féered training to provide a
source of income once their
contract is finished. 433 new
caretakers were employed in
1993.

" Interview with Gér]:rude Mongella

Who Talks to my Mother?

by Geoffrey Lean

. 'The secret of
women is that the
status quo does not
have much to offer
us. So when we de-
cide to fight for our
rights and the en-
vironment, we have
nothing to lose.’

HEN Gertrude Mon-
W gella was 15, growing
up on the island of
Jkerewe in the south ol Lake
Victoria, she overheard an
uncle scold her father for
sending her and her sisters to
school. 'Why waste your money
to educate the women. They
'l heard my father's reply
with my two ears.' she says,
sitting back in her chair in her
enormous office in a New York
per. "'l have got four
children.” 'he said, "three girls
and a boy. and to me they are
equal. | am going to educate
every one of them up to the

best of their ability and all of
them will be free to do what
they want to do.™

What Mrs Mongella — who
rose to the Tanzanian cabinet
-— pow wants to do is to help
her father's philosophy. ex-
tremely rare in her teens. tri-
umph over her uncle's, which
remains prevalent even now
‘she is to be Secretary General
of next year's Fourth World
Conference on Wouen, in
Beijing.

Women Lose out

Even today. as she pnints
out. two-thirds of the warld's

" economist,

one Dbillion illiterates are
women. Two-thirds of the
children in developing coun-
tries who either never start
school or drop out early are
girls. And this is only the be-
ginning. Women also lose out
in nutrition and health care —
Amatrya Sen, the Harvard
estimates that
there are some 100 million
women 'missing' from the de-
veloping world,. women who
have died early because of such
discrimination.

The consequences of
inequity may be harshest in

the poorest countries, hut
Gertrude Mongella says that it
is merely a matter of degree.
‘No country is developed for
women, she says. The Human
Development Report for The
United Nations Development
Programme (UNDP) confirms
thal women receive less edu-
cation and income than men in
both rich and poor countries.

An Artificial World

Mrs Mongella herself lives
in both rich and poor worlds.
For most of her time she is
based on the twelfth storey of a

EVELOPMENT NGOs
D are opening up signifi-

cant employment op-
portunities for women in rural
Bangladesh. This is driven both
by the sheer survival need for
women lo earn a cash income
and by explicil attempts on the
part of NGOs (o hire more
women. The number of women
employed as development fieid
workers® in Bangladesh ex-
ceeds 100,000 and NGO are
responsible for an increasing
share of that number; BRAD®
alone hires over 19,000
teachers to run its non-formal,
rural primary schools.

A study on women NGO
workers in Bangladesh, carried
out three years ago. indicated
that most of these women
viewed their job as a job and
not a crusade. For them. work-
ing life was a part of life which
they maintained in constant
struggle with their responsibil-
ities as daughters, wives and
mothers. [t is no surprise
therefore that women in such
organisations are concerned
with the nuts and boits of or-
ganisational life — salary levels,
leave, benefits, and work-fam-
ily balance. Organizations
question their dedication to
the cause and compare them
to their male counterparts who
have none of the familial bag-
gagé to contend with. This
however, is rarely weighed
into the equation and instead.
women face glass walls around
them. Their formal upward
social mobility is thwarted and
their lateral movement into in-
formal decision-making circles
Is circumscribed.

Whal happens when we en-
counter exceptions (o the

“rule? There are many such pi-

oneers — those who made it,
those who defled the odds —

whom women reasona hold
up for adulation and emulation.

While publicly men acquiesce
in the admiration, te many,
such women are frightening
because they challenge the en-
during bastion of male privi-
lege embodied in norms of ac-
ceptable social behavior, ac-
tions and ambitions. The story
of Shobha Rani Mondal is in-
structive both because it chal-
lenges traditional beliefs about
what women can and cannot

cause it painfu
the enduring of male

privilege and power. This
serves as a bitter reality check

on our collection of successfyl

"women and development”
M -

One Steijor_war*d a;ui
Two Steps Back

stories as we move YWwward the
Fourth World Conference on
Woumen in Beijing in 1995

"We were very poor,” she
said recalling her childhood
years. "Often. we didn't have
enough to eat. Whatever we
had. my mother always gave
more to my brothers. | always
felt this was an injustice.”
When Shobha's family wanted
her to quit school because her
increased qualifications com
puted into a higher dowry to
be paid out by her family for a
groom whom they felt would
have to be better gualified (and
what use was it anyway?), she
vowed never to ask anyone for
money. And she never has.

Nothing about her child-
hood is extraordinary for a
poor family in rural
Bangladesh Shobha Rani, grew
up In Nagarpur thana in
Tangail. is the youngest of four
children. Initially, kept from
going to school because it was
seen as a waste of time and
precious resources, she was
allo the luxury when her
brother made it a precondition
for his attendance. When her

[ather died, she was eleven
and was to take up part-

time work as a domestic ser-
vant to earn her keep. She
completed her education Is
stages, first till Class VIII and
then after a gap of 7-8 years,
she passed her Senior School
Certificate examination. Her
elder sister was married off at
the age of foyrteen to a poor
carpenter who did not earn
enough to support his family of
four girls.

At the age of eighteen,
joined a nation-wide
rural development me.
After training in credit man-
agement, she took up work in
the loan programme. She
earned one taka as commis-
sion for every five hundred
loane. She walked between 10-
20 miles every day visiting the
24 village groups that fell
within her jurisdiction.
Because of her leadership qual-
ities, she rose quickly to the
post of Bhadra union commit-

lee president and then presi-

she
and

by Aruna Rao

Sobha Rani: A crusader
dent of Nagarpur thana in the

programme
To the maorols (rich and
powerful members in the

community). she was a “lost”
woman and they di®® not hesi-
tate to demand sexual favours
from her. When she refused,
shallishes were organized in
which she was accused of set-
ting a bad moral example by
going out of the home and
disobeying her elders. Each
time, when doubt was cast on
her integrity., she defended
herself and the poor group
members exposed the false ac-.
cusations for what they were.
Support from the union
parishad chalirman who knew
her work also helped establish
her reputation. Still, the
morols demanded that she be
accountable to them for her
actions. "T'll stop all my work If
you will give my mother one
thousand taka every month
(the amount she earned and
used to support her family)”
Shobha told them. "Till then,
I'll continue working”.

In 1982, after three years
with this programme, she
came in contact with another
national rural development
NGO. The field wogrker for that
NGO based at the Nagarpur
area development office knew
of her reputation and wanted
her to join as a volunteer.
Shobha, disillusioned by what

she saw as corruption within
the management of the pro-
gramme she was involved in,
agreed to observe a human de-
velopment training course for
group members offered by the
other NGO She liked what she
saw. Still. she was reluctant to
join because it would mean
starting at the bottom and be-
cause they could not pay her a
salary. "How much do you
need.” asked the field worker?
"Three hundred would be
enough.” she replied.

With this new job, opposi-
tion against her escalated. Her
family members were furious
that she accepted a much
lower salary than what she
previously earned and did not
understand her work. At the
time, this NGO had no credit
programme and much of
Shobha's work involved organ-
ising mainly male groups In
the evenings and leading these
groups in protest actions in-
cluding gheraoing the Union
Parishad chalrman for corrup-
tion on Food for Work pre-
grams. Her life was threatened
by local thugs of the powerful
political parties for question-
ing and complicating business
as usual practices and orgafiz-
ing workers. Every time, the

roup members came Lo
Shobha's defense. .

Over a period of twelve
years, Shobha has risen from a
volunteer field organizer to

manager of an area. Currently,
she is one of dphly six women in
her position. While Shobba's

story shines bright with the
success of her crusades, it be-
lies a dark underbelly of an or-
ganisational culture that un-
dervalues women's experience
and women's voices. Women
are grossly ouwtnumbered at
decision making levels and
women who have pulled them-
selves up by their bootstraps
are bypassed In a growing
managerial culture that values
a university education. At the
field level, men steeped in
traditional cultural norms and
trappings of patriarchy are in
positions of power over
women. There is little organi-

salional experience of men asd
women working together and
Lhese social norms are yet Lo
be forged. Streng and articu-
late women are perceived as
threats and inventive ways are
created to undercut their effi-
ciency and reputation in a sys-
tem that relies on line com-
mand in decision making and
in a culture where rumors
quickly become fact.

T tell it like it 1s.” -
Shobha. "That's my fault”. That
is a characteristic mot easily
accepted by her male col-
leagues and supervisors. Now,
she ia dead-ended and ha-
rassed in a professional situa-
tion she finds increasingly dif-
ficult to continue. None of

these problems are unique to
any one organization neor to

Bangladesh as a whole. They
reflect the inevitable struggies
that surface in a process of cul-
tural change. To deal with
them requires acknowledging
and dislodging patridarchal
values that are accepted as the
norm and that pervade all
forms of organization. Perhape
they are the most difficult to
deal with because they touch
individuals where it hurts the
most : at the core of one's per-
sonal values beliefs and behav-
jors. While the nature of the

nizational life, equity is not an
automatic outcome.

Today, | am established in
society and | am doing a lot of
good work.” says Shobha. "l
stayed honest all through my
life. No one can question my
integrity.” But what a
pay and continuing

ynrl‘uldhuthubormthl
burdens of a life twice that
long. Do we hold her up for

emulation and adulation? Yes,
ccr’talnly.

with the walls closing in?

The author (s a Consultant
to BRAC. Formerly shé worked

great glass skyscraper opposite
the United Nations headquar-
lers; but every year she goes
back to her- island in Lake
Victoria, fetching water and
firewood, cooking and tilling
the fields.

'l am a rural woman in an
artificial setting” she says. 'My
mother cannot believe that |
live so high in the sky. This is
Lthe unreal world, here in New
York. it is the real world that |
go back to in Ukerewe [sland.

‘When development experts
talk about women having to
carry water, that is something
that [ experience. When peo-
ple talk about women being
weak, | think of my mother.

She is 72 old and still

works more than 16 hours a
day. She brought me and made
me live. How can | describe

her as weak? She is strong:

ahﬁ F a hero.’
ost of the development

€xperts never talk to the
men, says Mrs Mongella.

They talk to the people of au-
thority in the villages — the
men — who just go "blah-blah".
"Who talks to my mother?

‘Women remain the pillars
and sustainers of the economic
systems of many developing
countries — so there is no way
that sustainable development
can be achieved without plac-
ing them in the mainstream of
economic planning.*

of
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Women's economie contri-
bution must be recognized, she
says. The must be able to own
land and have access to_credit
— both largely denied to them.
There needs to be more em-
phasis on women's education,
and more teaching of equality
to both boys and girls. And
they need more power to
make decisions. in the family,
in the community, in govern-
ment — and in the United
Nations.

Giving a proper priority to
women would increase food
productigon (since they are the
farmers), safeguard the envi-
ronment (because they are its
main champions), benefit fami-
lies (as they devote more of
their income to children) and
slow population growth (since
improving the welfare of
women is the most effective
birth contrel).

Gertrude Mongella hopes
that next year's -conference
will mark a step away from
discussing 'women's issues' in
isolation — and therefore
marginalizing them — to rec-
ognizing that nothing can be
achieved unless women's po-
tential is realized, — Our Planet

Stories of Struggle to Rise above
Constrained Circumstances

" NFINITE Variety”, as
the title suggests, is a
potpourri of writings of

fiction, poetry and drama. [t is

a series of articles by scholars

from Bangladesh, India. Sri

Lanka and the UK discussing

the role and status of women

in traditional societies of the

sub-continent and Sri Lanka. *

English translations of short

stories [rom Bangla and some

poems are also included.

References to numerous
Bengali novels by women to-
gether with summaries ‘and
critiques abound throughout
the collection of essays. One of
the finest, "The Vultures are
Everywhere”, by Makbula ‘Man-
zoor, lranslated by Rebecca
Janson of Michigan State Uni-
versity, is a gem of political
satire. The subject is absorbing
and timeless — i.e. elections
and how the_ poor, illiterate vil-
lagers of rural Bangladesh are
duped and exploited by the
cunning, ruthless "politicians”
from the big city — "Dhaka"

Almost anyone familiar with
the politics of the sub-conti-
nent is fully aware of the me-
chanics involved with "hiring a
crowd” for rallies. This scintil-
lating short story, however,
deals with the art of "luring a
crowd” from the backwaters of
small villages. The beauty of
this approach is that it costs
the organizers practically
nothing. The cost borne by the
party is just the supply of a
ramshackle vehicle to accom-
modate as many bodies as
possible — sardines in a tin
probably has more space than
these poor souls lured to the
political speech-making rally
by promises of a "joy ride" to
the glittering capital. a box
lunch of rich “biryani” and the
handsome "baksheesh” of
twenty Taka!

How the unscrupulous party
workers and their wives dolled
up in gaudy, silk saris prey
upon the gullibility and poverty
of their country cousins makes
a heart-rending tale. However,
there are cameos of humorous
situations tinged with pathos
in the way the characters are
drawn with sharp, skilful
strokes. This short story is
outstanding in its wit and hu-
manity and the translator has
retained the ambiance and soul
of the whole scenario.

Another jewel of a plece is

s Infinite Var lﬂ't,. Y-
Women in Society
and Literature

Edited by
Firdofls Azim and
Niaz Zaman
Publisher:
University Press Ltd.
376 pages Tk.350

Reviewed by
Nancy Wong

the account of how women
journalists manage to carve a
niche for themselves in an area
secured by men in a male
dominated society. Women in
this spMere of activity are

twice disadvantaged by their -
gender. There is a paper by a

young woman jougnalist who
gave personal encounters of
the obstacles in her path in
“contemporary” society. There
are many and some quite
formidable. The tale told by
Noorjahan Murshid is all the
more striking, for this brave
pioneer started a journal,
"Edesh-Ekal” some decades
ago where women's career op-
portunities were more or less
restricted to the cloistered
walls of schools or universities.
"My Experiences as an Editor
of a Bangla Magazine" is the
sad and poignant "confessions”
of a woman editor who despite
great odds, struggled to keep
her journalistic venture afloat.
One of the aims of "Edesh-
Ekal" was to promote equality
among women and men as well
as to highlight the exploitation
of women (especially among
the poor) in order to improve
their lot in life. Set in the
post-liberation period, this
personal account is laced with
gentle humour and a unique
ability to laugh at her business
blunders arising out of inexpe-
rience.

While a great number of
woimnen -- especially those whe

BOOK REVIEW
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Infinite Variety

Women in Society and Liverature

are well cduc:rltl:d from middile

- and upper middle classes in

this part of the world (justly)
bemoan their constricted
lifestyle and narrow minded-
ness of a male dominated soci-
ety, articles from their West-
ern sisters'show that only a
century ago their status was no
different.

Shiregen Huq's article on
"Rights of the Women’'s Move-
ment” gives useful glimpses of
women's battle for their causes
in England and America. It is
interesting to note that "The
Vindication of the Rights of
Women" was published three
years after the French Revelu-
tion, the aftermath of which
revealed that property, voting
and citizenship rights of
women who had fought side by
side with men during the
upheaval; had yet to be real-
ized. |

Apart from contributions
from faraway Scotland detail-
ing the dynamic Scottish ex-
perience in asserting its own

unique Gaelic language and
culture against a backdrop of
strong English "cultural impe-
rialism”, Sri Lanka and India;
the bulk of articles concen-
trates on the rich Bengali her-
itage of women authors
espousing their causes in
chapters such as "Images of
Women in Women's Fiction in
Bangla®" by Humayun Azad

Readers will fird it an eye

opener to the oppression and
bullying which goes on beneath
a veneer of benign paternalism.

There are other articles
detailing a wide range of
Bengali fiction written by
women over a long period of
time, some the con-
cept of the ideal wolnan as be-
ing obedient wife, loving
mother and subservient
daughter: with others showing
the central female figure as
struggling against all odds in a
male dominated society to
assert her own identity.

An analysis of Eliza Fay's
"Original Letters from India” by
Fakrul Alam is an enlightening,
incisive and comprehensive
work on the social milieu of
the British in Calcutta during
the 18th century. Fay was not
an outstanding figure of her
times nor were her achieve-
ments of an ) na-
ture as to earn her a place in
the annals of feminist litera-
ture: but through Alam's cri-
tique, readers appreciate her
indomitable spirit in "going it
alone” after a failed marriage
with a barrister who suc-
cumbed to the trappings of a
privileged colonial seciety and
grew dissipated with that kind
of lifestyle. By her example of
bouncing back time and again

aftér unsuccessful commercial

ventures, personal misfortune,
and returning to to try
her luck, Fay tnmurlﬂ
women of her days that

too can survive and even pros-
per on their own if they have
the guts and perseverance.

This enthusiastic letter

colonial Caleutta of the 18th
century, riveting accounts of
her adventurou travels
through various of India
laced with humour in the face ,
of unorthodox modes of trans-
port and unexpected obstacles.
Although bereft of a tertiary

. education, Fay was highly rated

as a writer by no less an author
than E M Forster, of "Passage
to India” fame. N

"Infinite Variety” is .a series
of learned and well researched
articles on women's lowly sta-
tus in an society
and their struggles to rise
above their constrained cir-
cumstances. Some are highly
illuminating and presented in
a palatable manner while there
are others which tend to be
turgid and over scheolarly. It
appeals (o a wide cross section
of readers.



