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Reading the draft paper
mmm?tgtee responsible fnr drafting the
country paper has failed to prgject the
situation of women in Bangladesh. The paper
does not reflect the positive dimensions of
the rural women. Several parameters of the
women in development and empowerment
are missing. possibly for ignorance.

erence on Women in
1995 at Beijing. China. The
draft “"Bangladesh Country
Paper on Women in Develop-
ment: Equality in Development
and Empowerment” has been
published. The Beijing Con-
ference is a follow-up of the
World Conference to Review
and Appraise the United
Nations Decade for Women:

women belonging to her native
Morocco. They were women
who had to live within the
dark confines of harems, and
siutffer as slaves and wives. The
harem is no metaphor here
but was a real space signifying
a ppwer qlruﬁ Ire. a system in
which oppression and violence
work logether in the lives ol
women o turn their daily life

Rabiya. however began to
realize that her husband was
that very kind of haremwalla
who would not to a di-
vorce and that she was con-
demned to stay in this rather
unlivable state for the rest of
her life. "1 adopted a resigned
attitude | tried to organise my
life around my work and my
children in such a way that |

the citizens.

What is missing is the con-
cept of who is listening Lo de
velopment messages and im
plementing development op-
tions. Media communicalors
have discovered that women —
and not men are receptive 1o
development messages
Whether it 18 child immuniza-

Signs of Haremwrecks
by Azfar Hussain

Equality Development Peace,
in Nairobi. Kenva in July 1985.
The Nairobi Forward Looking
Strategies for the Advancem-
ent of Women was later
endorsed by the United
Nations General Assembly in
December 1985

The strategies adopted at
the Nairobi Conference called
for equality, womens auton-
omy and power. recognition of
unpaid work. advance in
women's paid work, health
service and family planning.
better opportunitiés, and pro-
motion peace.

The country paper on the
situation of women in
Bangladesh describes the sta-
tus and role of women in de-
velopment and reviews the na-
tional policies and strategies.
machineries for ‘the advance-
ment of women as well as ma-
jor ratification of the resolu-
tions of the Nairobi confer-
ence, The draft paper claims
to have provided comprehen-
sive information about the sit-
nation of women in Bangladesh
with specific reference to dis-
crimination and inequality.
gender and poverty, health,
education employment, politi-
cal participation and decision
making national machinenes
for development ﬂ[ WOILEeT
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Reading the drall paper. il
seems that the commitiee re-
sponsible for drafiing the
country paper has failed to
project the situation of women
in Bangladesh, The paper does
not reflect the positive dimen-
sions of the rural women.
Several parameters of the
women in development and
empowerment are missing,
possibly for ignorance.

Poverty

The couniry paper does not
mention the survival strategies
and managerial capabilities of
the rural women. It does not
have a word of the rural
women protesting develop-
ment bias, environmental
damages and displacement
caused by “development” pro-
jects. These are indisputable

examples of empowerment.

Reading between the lines,
one finds an elitisi perception

of the situation ol women.
Contrary to the prevailing

wisdoni, Bdngladf--i is neither
naturally nor inevitably poor.

DOr Atiur Rahman. a Bangla-

deshi development economist,

observes that poverty is Lhe
number one disaster 1ih
Bangladesh. One cd11  sec
devastation caused by [luuds
and cvclones: bult ene can
hardlv see the casualties of the

invisible disaster called
poverty. Perhaps the most use-
ful indicator of rural poverty is
the number of landless house-
holds, since there is a strong
correlation between land own-
ership. health, nutritional in-
take and educational participa-
tion.

Political Participat

The Agenda 21 endorsed at .

the Earth Summit in AP92 al
Brazil calls for involvement of
every citizen in the creation of
a sustainable future. The rural
women are presently outside
public policy debate on devel-
opment agenda. Bangladeshi
women categorized as
"invisible population”. have
been deliberately kept out of
broad public participation in
decision-making process for
achieving sustainable future.
There is no reference in the
country paper for a plausible
need of the women to develop
a mechanism to voice their
agenda in development initia-
tives.

The chapter on “Political
participation and participation
in administration” dpes not ar-
gue why are the women
protesting. The opinions of the
women are disrespected at all
tiers of consultation. From
the grass-rools to the highest
level, whether it is a family de-
ciston or a resolution adopted
by the society. women are al-
ways kept out of popular dis-
cussions. The women are ac-
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Silen! revolution of the silent majority goes on ) !

cused for being ignorant and
inarticulate. The practice of
"people’'s  participation” is
male dominated and the cus-
tom is feudal. The present
concept of rural development

or more specifically empow-

erment of the women is elitist
and urban biased, therefore,
anti-poor, anti-women.

Health

Women are shy in reporting
health problems. Especially

when it comes to pregnancy.
Superstition and inadequacy of
primary health care delivery
system have been largely
blamed. The life-expectancy if
female population is largely ef-
fected by low intake of nutri-
tional foods. This can be un-
derstood from high girl-child

~mortality rate.

Girl child

The situation of girl-child
needs to be given special at-
tention. Although the issue of
girl-child has been referred to
in bits and pieces in some
pages, it has not been ade-
quately addressed.

Women in Development

Most development special--

ists maintain that 'silent revo-
lution of the silent majority’
has begun in the villages of
Bangladesh. However, serious
efforts are needed by the gov-
ernment and Private Voluntary
Development Organizations
(PVDOs) in Bangladesh to
evoke citizens' response to de-

tion or vaccines for pregnant
women. use of sale water or
protection from diarrhoeal
diseases, health, hygiene or
child education, wage discrim
ination or social taboos, it is
the women who react posi-
tively. Use of oral saline ([ORS),
access to Expanded Progr-
amme on Immunization (EPI)
and safe water from tubewells
have listed Bangladesh on the

. global top.

The perspective of the so-
ciety for the womenfolk is dif
ferent from that of men. She
can closely observe the society
as she has to gather fuel for
cooking, collect polable water
and vegetables from Lhe back
vard, look after poultry and
cattle, preserve seeds, raise
children and of course keep
her family going. In return, she
gets neglect from the societly

Credibility

TFhe country paper will be
presented at an international
forum, where Prime Minister
Khaleda Zia is likely to atiend
the Beijing conference.
Therefore is should net be jus-
U!'icd by mentioning that the
“emancipation and develop-
ment of women in Bangladesh
started zero frdm virtually in
1976 under the dynamic lead-
ership of the late President
Ziaur Rahman". Who is appeas-

‘ing whom? The constitutional

guarantee for the rights of the
women enacted during the
government of Sheikh Mujib,
most of the legal reforms to
reduce discrimination and
inequality were made during
the regime of General Ershad
Such statements therefore un-
dermines the credibility of the
document.

Conclusion

Lastly the country paper on
the situation of women in
Bangladesh concludes by siat-
ing that government realizes
that there is a long way to go
to ensure women s equality in
development and empowcr-
ment. National strategies are
under consideration to find
achievable sblutions to the
pressing problems. To realize
the broad objectives relating to
development and empower-
ment of women, necessary
measures are being taken lo
increase the institutional
strength of the government
machineries. The documnent
reiterates Bangladesh's com-
mitment to the women in de-
velopment and considers this

~as Lop priority.

The writer a devciopmort
journatist is an Ashoka Fellow
specializing in sustainable de-
velopment.

A'E i by doabt the
viltimate: violation of a
woitian. The victims !

rape nol only have 1o endure
the tramarma of the physical
a=saull itsell bt face another
kitid vl Wit after the act of
viodenece s over his is the
imsensitivity +nd
v i itmmosed uporn her
by Lier tymitdy, legal system and
sowcrely L gt il In South
ARIAN Luew.. " where male

CoLoIsnre S

chiau oM ja i ite prak. the
idos that rape 5ot of the
mnst Deinans o orimes that

stanek o par w.'Y murder. has

not reachcd ' nauoua! psy-
che

In sucrlic ""here pouner
and wiflienee above eveiy
g, and Lasi Boman nglons
ebiutibil = Tl o W'Y smtetims

ul rape have no other aption
but oosuile: 0 siciies Snrial
stigma s ol the
bigec s, ‘inceniive for women
uat 1o say anvihing: 1as as if,
somsehow it is she who is to
blame for her rape and so must
pay the price for if

This mayv amount to further
harassinent. onsiracism and
abuse, ultimatcly leaduig her to
the inevitable escape-sincide.
Often, the legal sysiem artually
works against Lthy vieuim ra-
ther than jor her. in Pakistan,
according io the Hodud
Ordinance a rape vietim lLas
required wo woimen or one
man as witnesses in order lor a
rapist Lo be convicted. Such
preposterous and blatantly
sexist conditions can only lead

to great suffering for the

LSRN

vietims and give greater scope

to rapists to rape and get away
with it

wln this context, WAR or

ar Against Rape, a volun

Hﬂﬂmhkm:rhudemmtm
itself in trying to make a soci-
ety that is reluctant w even
use the word ‘rape’. to recog-
nise its existence and damag-

War Against Rape

by Aasha Mehreen Amin

ing consequences on its vic-
tims. Shaheena Alvi, an active
member of WAR, on a recent
visit! to Dhaka, talks about how
Pakistan deals with rape and
what WAR is doing to help vic-
tims and lo create greattr

awareness a.nmrﬁg
Based arac l WAR

founded in 1991, consists of
10-11 members, some of them
men and all working on a vol-
untary basis. WAR members

trace rape cases through

newspapers, word of mouth, or
through CPLC-Citizen police
Liaisen Centre, an organisation
that acts as a mediator be-

iween the citizen and pﬂnllrl:t:l

when a citizen has not been
successful in registering an
FIR/Firs Information Report).
In recent months, says Alvi,
lawlessness has increased in
Pakistan with higher numbers
of dacoities where women have
been raped. “We are now col-
lecting data from these reports
with the help of human rights
groups, lawyers journalists
ete.” Getting information, ad-

mits Alvi, is extremely diffi-

cult, especially from .areas
where people are so tight-

Alvj comments that
{in Pakistan) most
rapes are committed
for political revenge.
"It's the landbord
taking revenge on
the farmer by attack-
ing the women of the
farmers' family who

represent the izzat
of the village".

lipped on the subject and
where most rapes go unre-
ported. In order to get data
from remote areas like Sind,
WAR sends some of its mem-
bers to these places to get as
much information as possibie.
Recently WAR has opened a
chapter in Lahore to cover
cases in Panjab.

Alvi comments that in
Pakistan most rapes are
committed for political re-
venge. "It's the landbord taking
revenge on the farmer by at-
tacking the women of the
farmers' family who, represent
the izzat of the village". This
may take the form of members
of political parties raping
members or their relatives of
another political party. Alvi
gives the example of Kurshid
Begum a member of the

Pakistan Peoples Party (PPP)

whe was raped by members of
the Central Intelligence Police.

For WAR. the task. is not
just to provide counselling to
rape victims and their families
which it does, but also to influ-

ence a legal system that is still
quite apathetic towards rape as

a crime. Rape is still not con-
sidered a crime as serious as,
say murder,
and the legal process of filing a
case and going through with it
has so many obstactes and

takes so long that porr people |

find it very tirmg and frustrat-
ing. "We want to educate the
judges, the lawyers, act as a
pressure group; we have soine
of our own lawyers who do vol-
untary work,” Alvi adds. So far
WAR has had a moderate de-
gree of success, the conviction
of two rapists, although their
sentence is only from 2 to 3
years.

In the wake of growing reli-
gious fundamentalism. Pakis-
tan still has a long way to go in

terms of liberaling ils women
and recognizing Violent acts

like rape as a crime punishable
for being the greatest violation
of a woman's human rights.
But attitudes, says Alvi, who is
also a remedial teacher for
dyslexics, are gradually chan-
ging with more people,

. especially women, standing up

to religious bigotry and sexim.
In Bangladesh rape is prob-
ably the least talked about is-
sue. Yet every day newspapers
have stories of women and
children being victims of this
horrible crime. There are
many reports of rape within
the family by relatives but fam-
ily honour and social stigma
stand in the way of justice.
Rape is a cold reality in this
country whether it is a village
girl being raped by a male rela-
tive or a garment worker being
assaulted and raped on her way
home from work. Such cases
increase in number with the
apathy and ignorance of our
society. Organisations such as
WAR therefore are examples of
what can be done in terms of
at last paving the way for a
more aware next generation.

comments Alvi .

- salion

into a prison universe. it is the
reflection ol and mirror of the
vice of colonialisin which held
the master ol the harem in
grip.” as Mernisai puts it

Yes. Rabi'a, born inn 1940
into the urban bourgeoisie of
Safi.” should have aspired to
become a woman of the harem
like her mother. like all the
yvoung ladies of good family of
colonial Morocce. It was the
obligation of her class” But,
then, the nationalist struggle
against colonialism, which
achieved only little success al
least opened the harem ol her
consciousness into certain re-
alizations and articulations.

Rabiva. a teacher by profes-
sion, taught at lycee being
employed by the Minisiry of
National Education. In her
family. there were as many as
fifteen brothers and sisters
though they were not from one
mother. Rabiya hersell spoke
of her father. a musical and
pologygous father. who had
more than one wife, who loved
women, like every sell-re-
specting Moroccan man. A
musician as he was he used (o
get married every month. "He
would quite regularly choose a
new bride from a different sec-
tion of the town", Rabiva men-
tioned. Rabiya also told that
her oldest brother., Jawaad,
was twenty five years older
than her, and that she was the
last child. Rabeya's father died
when she was only four or five
yvears old, and Jawaad becaine
not only her guardian, but the
head of the family after their
father's death. Rabiva told cat-
egorically, "} have too many
bad memories of his viclence’.
Yes, Jawaad used to beat Rabiya
for any alight omission or

commission: "with his hand,
good hard spanklngs and lots
of slappings ...". as Rabiya her-
sell put it.

As Rabiya was growing up in
an atmosphere tellingly char-

acterised by male domination
and violence mostly smacking

of a feudal and colonihl culture,
she did not have the time o
Lhin}t aboutl her marriage. She

Marriage was 11mpos

on me with my first husband. |
did not think about it; they (He
family} thought about it for
me”. In other words, the
woman in Rabiya. with all her
aspirations and passions and
even free sexual fantasies,
could not grow, and find space
for movement and articulation,
even at the fantastic, imagina-
tive level. While talking about
her marriage, Rabiya told that
it came like a bolt from the
blue. She actually could not
imagine her husband as 'her
husband'. and they had dia-
melrically opposite characters.
Yet, they had to live together.

and had soon a baby Kenza.
Their second child called Aziza
was drowned only at the ":ge of

oo S 4L

ned that after
the death of Aziza, Rabeya's

it so happe

husband began to drink a little;
in fact, he found a 'real reason’
to drown himself in alcohel.
But, he did not drink alone,
but drank with others. But,
when Rabiya voiced her objec-
tion to their drinking in the
house, "he began to go to bars,
to drink secretly.” What also
bothered her husband was the
nagging sickness of their first
child Kenza. and he used to
put the blame on Rabiya' by
saying; "it runs in your family:

your sister has a sick child". In

fact, her husband began to de-

velop all sorts of idiosyncrasies

and ill-hab#ts: did whatever he
Iiknd to, at the expense of the

crashed him from my life "

In faect., thus, under the
pressure of the will-to-living
itself. the very process of or-
ganising her conscience and
consciousness set in. The
struggle against her own class-
determinism began., and what
actually provided her with the
timely strength was her edu-
cation that she managed to
obtain despite the male domi-
nation at her father's — rather
brother's — house, and also her

ability to think

dead; It was her ljfe-wish. in
more thamr the Freudian sense
of the term, which made her
stand the characteris-
tic death-signal provided by
the haremualla. She realised

that she was ol taking
responsibility for hersell and

the children. She decided to
move for freedom. for herself
as well as her children
Indeed, it was all throughout a
massive struggle involving a
continuous cygle of gnosis and
praxis, reflection and action,
on howsoever a micro-eco-
nomic scal ‘¢t might be. In
other words, the move that
Rabiya made was not a dra-
matic or rash one. The process
ol breaking the harem started
both within and without: "I
wanted to come out, not to
break a family. but to keep a
family alive”, asserted Rabiya.
with conviction.

What needs n here is
not the erasure of her isband
from Rabeya's life as such, but
Rabeya's commitment to life in
the form of making a timely
decision, for Rabeya needed to
take better care of her child.
This case alone, however, does
not suffice to show the break-
age of haremwallah’'s mini-
colony which {s, in fact. a
phenemonan nourished by the
culture of colonialism and feu-
dalism themselves. What is
needed is a continuous, united
struggle against them. To move
is 1o make sense.

Sexes Battle it out in the Hills of Hong Kong

clash between modemrn
A values and ancient trad-
ittona has erupted into
a.vicious battle of the sexes in

the rugged green hills of Hong

Kong's New Territories.

Thousands of farmers have
laken to the streets in bitter
protest, government offlicials
have been attacked and there
have beéen threats to "rape and
bury” the legislative councillor
who set off the fight by de-
manding that rural women bhe
given the same rights as men.

At the heart of the feud is
an archaic law that prohibits
women fom inheriting land in
the 740 villages that dot the
countryside throughout the ru-
ral part ol Hong Kong known
as the New Territories.

In a throwhack to the davs
of the Quing Dynasty. when
men  wore  piglails and
women's [cel were hound, only
men — no matter how distantly
related — caut Iay claim to fam-
ily land.

The practice has bheen de:
nounced by women's rights
activists as the "mos! aulza-
geous and overt discrimination
against women i our legal
sysiem.”

But it is a privilege many
rural men have vowed mever to
g,h*f' up,

“We will battle (o the vf:ry
end to protect our villages, our
clans, our way of life,” declared
the Heung Yee Kuk. an organi-
that represents Lhe
700,000 residents of the New
Territories.

Added its chairman Lau
Wong-fat: "It's not a matter of
equality. It's a case of our tradi-
tion being destroyed. Our land
will slip out of our clans if this
change is made.”

Just an hour away from the
gleaming skyscrapers and
bustling sireets of central
Hong . Kong, the New lerrito-
ries are still a century apart
when it comes (o women's
rights. Local custom still pre-
venis narried women from
sweeping their ancestors
graves or joining in the
springtime Ching Ming leasts,
And when a baby girl is born,
there is little celebration com-
pared to the ritual lantern
lighting to hail the birth ef a
hoy.

Hong Kong Ilegislative
couneillor Christine Loh has

Women in parliament

been fighiting to change the an-

. tiquated inheritance law Lhat

has seen some women thrown
oifl on to the streets by male
relatives who have laid claim to
t}mlr homes. !

"There really nught to be
nothing very controversial
aboul trying to reform the New
Territories land succession
law,” Loh argued when she
first proposed an amendment
to the legislation,

But Loh's move hit a raw
nerve. Thousands of farmers,
male and female, staged
demonstrations vowing to oust
the "pigs and dogs” in govern-
ment who dared threaten their
ancient {raditions. Brawls
broke out between rival groups
of women protestors who
punached, pulied hair and spat
at each other.

A legislator was kicked to
the ground by an angry meb.
And when Loh and other legis-
lators went (o the New
Territories recently Lo gauge
local opinion on the proposed
changes (o the law, they had to
be accompanied by a phalanx
of several hundred police offi-
CErs.

The pelitical brouhaha has
even spilled over the border

. into China.

fronically, the Heung Yee
Kuk has sought Beijing's back-
ing .in its fight to retain male
privilege - even though China's
Communist party eliminated
such feudal traditions on the
mainland when it came to

power in 1949.

But so poor are relations be-
tween China and Britain that
Beijing has come out in fuli
support of the rural villagers.
An official statement from

;China's Hong Kong and Macau’
Alfairs Office warned Hong

Kong not to interfere with the
traditional righta of indigenous
villagers

Ehincsc officials claim that
tampering with the inheri-
tance laws is an infringement
of the Basic Law and the 1984
Sino-British Joint Declaration,
which sets out the rules for
Hong Kong's return to China in
1997. They have also warned
that should the laws be
changed China will revert to
the old male - only system
after the handover.

“We only have to be patient
for three years and the Heung
Yee Kuk will win," said its vice-
president Liu Ching Leung.

They point out that their
traditions are steeped in his-
tory and should not be
tinkered with by outsiders.
The land imheritance custom
was set up to preserve Lhe
identity of rural family clans,
based on male surnames. When
a woman marries, she joined
her husband’'s clan. The Kuk
argue that if she still retained
gght's to her parenis’ prop-
erty, that land would fall under
the control of aneother clan
once her parents died.

More than a hundred farm-

ers lost their lives fighting the
British occupation after the
New Territories was leased out

by the Quing Dynasty at the
turn of the century. Once the

- revolt was put down, Britain

attempted to pacify the vil-
lagers by allowing them to re-
tain their traditional customs.

But in Hong Kong's red-hot
real -estate market, some
guestion whether today's dis-.
pute is motivated more by
greed than by tradition.

» In some villages visited by

legislators studying the issue,
much of the land had already

been sold to developers at
hefty prices. Others are re-
ported to have sold their

names to developers to turn a
profit.

Whatever the motivation,
there is a human face to the
fractious feud.

Tang Mui, 56, is one victim
of the antiquated law. She was
kicked out of a home she
helped buy through construc-
tion jobs in Hong Kong afier
her three male cousins applied
to transfer the family's land to
their name.

"It was my money that paid
for most of it," she said. "And
now they've stolen it from me.
They don't even live here.
They live in Britain.”

Her story is not unique.
Tang Ying, 50, was evicted
when her parents died. The
family's only daughter, Tang
had no legal claim on her fa-
ther's three hojses. The prop-
erty was automatically trans-
ferred to her two male cousins.

"Even {f it fails to help me, |
hope the next generation will
benefit,” said Tang. who has
joined the fight to change the
inheritance law.

Cheng Lai Sheung, a tradi-
tional healer and karate in-
structor, cannot claim any of
the five parcels of land her fa-
ther left when he died. The
land has been divided between
Cheng's three brothers.

"Now that my ([ather is
dead, 1 have nothing,” Cheng
said. "They're not fighting for
Lheir traditions. They just want
to preserve their privileges.”

— Gemini News

The writer s a Canadian

[freelance journalist based in
Hong Kong.



