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You can Beat it

HE pun in the title may
seem funny but the
Stories behind it, are
not. If you open any daily
newspaper you will invariably
be confronted with news like
"Women hacked to death”, "a
young bride takes her life", "A
female body found in a nearby
pond". Wife doused in_petrol
and set in flames’. and many
mwore, [f you care to read fur-
ther than the headlines. you
will be amazed and shocked to
learn that each of ‘these
women ended up being dead
because of domestic gquarrels
and the husband is almost al-
ways Lthe perpetrator of such a
crime. And her fault? Perhaps
a slight lack of deference
shown to her husband. or she
had an altercation with the un-
compromising mother-in-law,
or she was seen talking to an-
other male, or she couldn't ful-
fill the dowry demand. or even
as trivial as being late in serv-
ing food to her husband. Are
any of these justifiable causes
lo subject a woman with such
heinous treatment? Obwviously
the answer is not simple nor
can it lie in a certain behaviour
pattern of a particular person
nor in-a situation but perhaps
in the society we live in.
Bangladeshi society or even
soctety in the Indian subconti-
nent because of its socio-cul-
tural and religious background
facilitates. the perception of a
woman as submissive. depen-
dent and all accommeodating in
relation to man: Her role as a
wife and a mother must re-
main the only goal in her life.
In other words she is there to

by Rehana Amin Murshed ———

serve and cater to the needs of
all others first.

A women's inferior’ status
defined by our patriarchal so-
ciety and supported and prop-
agaled by a section of that so-

ciety under the name of reli-

gion increases her vulnerabil-
ity This make her a potential
target for violence. The old
cliche that for a woman
“heaven lies under the feet of
her husband” is self-explana-
tory of a woman's position,

Domestic’ violence as we all
know, is something one does
not talk about. It is a taboo tc
speak out against one's spquse,
and thereby violence within a
family goes unreported and un-
challenged, and remains with-
in the four walls. An abused
woman, when she breaks the
wall of silence and seeks com-
passion and justice from her
family and neighbours, is often
made to feel guilty because ol
her disloyalty to her husband.

The irony is that she is con-
sequently regarded as the
guilty party rather than the
victim. Lack of support from
her family and neighbours
makes her reticent to voice
her grievances and she ulti-
mately resigns to a fate of con=
stant misery and maltreat-
ment, When we hear of a
woman killing herself by
drinking kerosene or pesticide
it is perhaps the only way she
could stop the phyvsical vio-
lence inflicted on her. We all
read about it. hear from a third
party or even know of such a
person but most of us tend to
shut our eyes and ears and do

nothing about it. Tendency Lo
sweep it all under the carpet
and deny the existence of such

ms seeins Lo be Lhe gen-
eral attitude.

It is relevant to mention
that right after the liberation
War some women's groups
have created hue and cry and
tried to highlight the problems

of violence towards women but -

they have nol come up with
any solution besides exposing
the problems. Ms Shamima
Islam president of Centre for
Women And Development’
conducted a survey covering
violence of all seoris perpe-
trated on women but as the
data was collected from a sec-
ondary source viz a daily Bangla
newspaper it had its limita-
tions. 'Ubinig’ another feminist
group, confirmed then study to
rape cases only. A recent study
was conducted by a researcher
in BRAC with an objective
specifically to investigate the
violence experienced by
women from their husbands.
Rita Das Sen (Researcher)
based her study on fifty women
selected from a village in
Jamalpur. Her findings re-
vealed that domestic violence
is more prevalent among the
poor and {lliterate. From her
report # is evident that there
is a correlatiorr between illiter-
acy and violence, poverty and
violence and also under age
marriage and violence,
Education rather lack of it
seems to be a major cause for

* domestic violence. A woman

having very little or no educa-
tion is more likely to be.a vic-
tim of violence than a literate

one. Her lack of education is
responstble for being ignorant,

about her rights and the legal
syslem. She is unaware that
under the law a husband can-
not marry the second time
without the consent of his first
wife, nor can he demand
dowry from his bride or her
family., nor divorce her ver-
bally. For instance Rabeya who
was married to Habibur at a
very young age was constantly
subjected to mental torture
because she could not fulfill
the dowry commitment. A di-
vorce threat hung over her
head causing her immense suf-
fering. If only she was aware of
the fact that giving and receiv-
ing dowry is illegal and verbal
divorce is not binding her
plight would have been differ-
ent. On the other hand Anwara
who completed ninth grade
and a school teacher has a dif-.
ferent story Lo tell. She takes a
major role in family discus-
sions and maintains the family
property. Her husband too is a
high school graduate. Violence
is not the norm in her life.

As for poverty it is apparent
from the study that there is an
affinity Wetween poverty and
violence. A poor rural family
who toils from dawn to dusk to
meet their daily requirement
often engage in violent quar-
rels at the slightest instigation.
Any deviation from the usual
domestic equilibrium can lead
to ugly consequences. For ex-
ample, Razzak spends a weeks
money in one day. He refuses
to economise and spends ex-
travagantly on 'good’ food like
'big' fish and lots of rice. If

Razzak's wife protests she is
subjected to merciless beat-

ings. There are many moré
Razzak's wife who suffer si-
lently because of their hus-
bands irrational behaviours.

A young bride. with little or
no knowledge of sex or hus:
band-wife relationship is often
brutalised physically and men-
tally. Listen to the story of
Baresa. She was married at the
age of thirteen and because of

her inability ol satisfy her hus-
hand due to her inexperience
i1 sex she was forced to watch
her husband having sex with
other women. Contrary to
Baresa's case a child bride may
be subjected to violent and re-
peated sexual acts causing in-
tense physical and mental
agony. Either way they are the
vicums.

S0 where do these unfortu-

nate women turn to for justice

and refuge? [s there no hope
lor them? The ment has
done very little besides ratify-
ing the convention on
"Elimination of all forms of
discriminations against wo-
men”, The law enforcing agen-
cies are also reluctant to get
involved Iin domestic violence
mainly because it is difficult to
identify the primary cause of
such a crime. Perhaps the an-
swer lies in women them-
selves. They must be made to
realize that beating is not the

norm and they must stand up’

and protest against this unjus-
tified treatment based on gen-
der inequality.

BRAC, through its Paralegal
Programme is pointing to an
alternative. In 1986 BRAC
launched its paralegal pra-
gramme as a part of rural de-
velopment. If believes that le-
gal literacy i8 necessary to
promote and protect human
rights, and violence in any
form is a violation of that
right.Discrimination against
women will decrease once
women are ‘aware of their
rights. BRAC nitially selected
sixty members of their village
organizations and trained them
in legal awareness. Their job

. was to disseminate the exist-,

ing laws of the land to the
other village members.
Although the programme has
been running for the last seven
years the impact of it was un-
derrated so far.

A recent survey conducted
by a few. Bangla-deshi lawyers
in July 1993 have given a posi-
tive verdict. During their sur-
vey they noted that although
under age marriage, divorces,
‘hila’ marriage, polygamy and
violence have not dramatically
declined but incidents of such

cases are coming out in the
open and brought to public
notice. Registration of mar-
rfages have gone up and it is
the women who are insisting
on il obviously as a delerrent
to divorce. Women are known
Lo voice any injustice as Lhey
are aware that there is a back-:
ground support of the parale-
gals. A BRAC VO member re-
fused to go through with the
‘hila’ marriage after she was
verbally divorced. Phooljan
who attended the paralegal
classes was aware that verbal
divorce was not valid in the
eyes of law. Her husband due
to social pressure wanted to
give in. The out come is still
pending but the very fact that
Phooljan is aware of her rights
and demanding to establish
that right is a triumph towards

women's empowerment. More -

and more women are attend-
ing the local 'shalish’ {informal
village count) to voice their
grievances and forming pres-
sure groups to achieve their

rights.

Instances like these are en-
couraging and give women
hope that there is "light at the
end of the tunnel’. Their
downtrodden existence can be
mitigated or even changed

- through the process of consci-

entization of their rights and
BRAC's paralegals can act as

c.atalysts in bringing about that
change.

How long can a Woman Wait in Jail for a Trial?

HIMA Raiii has lan-

S guished in Suhamganj
jail for the last 5 years.

only because she asked for
court protection. During this
period she has (~en birth to a
son who is now foui vears old.
In 1989 when Rasz ' was
only 13 years old. shce was
lured by Bimal. an older man ol
23/24 years into an intimati
relationship with offers of
marriage. When his rich and
influential family found out that
she had conceived they re-

fused Lo agree to his marriage
with a poor girl, and tried to
get the foetus aborted. When
this failed, they used other
pressures . upon the father,

Shima Rani tried to negotiate
with the [amily, but when they
started threatening her, she
was left with no option except
to file a case against Bimal
(“handra under GR No 54 /90,
Sunamganj thana, ST No 7/91.

The case dragged on for

sveral years. In the meantime.

Bimal petitioned for the trans-
fer ol the case to the juvenile
court on the plea that he was a
minor. The judge did not agree
and Bimal then tried to move
the High Court in 1991. On 13
June 1994 the High Court
Division of the Supreme Court
rejected Bimal's petition, and
the case is under trial.

Ain O Salish Kendra has

now been able to obtain court *

permission to place her in a
shelter. In these efforts the lo-
cal administration in

Sunamiganj was extremely con-

certied and supportive.
Nevertheless Shima Rani's

condition demands an answer :

Why did she need to suffer
5 years of jail custody for no
offence of hers?

Will justice take account of
her sufferings?

How can the local adminis-
tration help the many young
women such as Shima Ranl to
seek justice and to live without
fear. — Ain O Salish Kendra
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Gende-r Aw

ILL the 1970's. develop-

I ment planners thought

that bringing change
among men would automat
cally benefit women — a sort of
‘trickle down effect’. In the
1990's, we know this does not
work. S0 what alternative new
strategy can be adopted now?

As Identified during a Nari-
pokho Gender Training Wor-
kshop In Dhaka a few weeks
ago, development projecis
need to esamine two di-
mensions — women's condi
tion and their position. There
is a need for improvement of
women s condition (e their
health, nutrition. education. In
the last two decades. projects
having targeted women have
mostly addressed these issues
There are now mother and
child health clinics or pro-
grammes for immunization.
family planning, credit. and
literacy. These attempt to help
women meet Ltheir basic needs
— by improving Lheir health
and ensuring their children
are also born healthy; credit
programmes provide them
with an Income which allow
them to have: three meals a
day, better elothes for them-
selves and their children, etc

What many of these projects
do not change is the women's
position in the society in rela
tion to men — with better
health and education they are
made ‘better mothers' and
more elficient housewives.
However. Lhere is no altempt
to bring aboul a structural
change' in women's position in
society. But why should women
only be given the opportunity
to become mothers and hou-
sewives? What if they want to
be farmers, shopkeepers, elec-
tricians or government work-
ers? Much of the skill training
that has been provided so far
has to do with sewing, tailor-
ing, weaving — activities tradi-
tionally associated with
women, confining them within
the household, and reinforcing
in their existing social roles.
Development planners and
workers need to become aware
that the s of develop-
ment should not be limited to
simply making women better
able to perform their existing
roles. it should also attempt to
olfer new opportunities for
women and allow changes in
existing gender roles.

Certain organisations have
made some headway in this di-
rection. Grameen Bank benefi-
ciaries in north Bangladesh
plant their own sugarcane in
the fields and being so suc-
cessful in their commercial
enterprise they have been able
to build a new house without
any financial help from their
husbands. Some women
Grameen Bank members have
even managed to become more
economically successful than
their husbands who may be
unemployed. ill or have no
land to cultivate. In such cases,
traditional gender roles are re
versed — the women becomes

¢ that

the bread-winner while (he
husband becomes a dependent
member of the household
Unfortunately, such cases
are still not commen and a
large part of the blame lies
with government. NGO and
International Aild Agency
workers and planners. This
group still consists mostly of
men, who are themselves often
gender blind. The scarcity of
female staff in these organisa-
tions speaks for itself. A lot of
the male stall openlv -admit

they do ot think a
woman would be capable of
performing their job and
would feel uncomforiable re-
ceiving orders from a female
superior. We have to wonder
how such workers could ever
strive for gender eguality
amongst their target group
when it does not even exist
within their own organisation?

Thus the need for gender
training workshops such as the
one run by Naripokho becomes
clear. It's purpose is to make
development workers aware of
the mechanisms of sexual dis
crimination in built within
most projects: Discrimination
may not be intentional to 'keep
women down'. Most people in
Bangladesh have simply been
brought up with the netion
that it is a ‘woman's natural
rol¢ to 'cook and care for her
husband and family, Whern, in

development projects, il is
taken [for granfed that a

wolllall stays at home (o bear

areness in D
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children and look after her
hushand, aild workers see
nothing to object to Male
oificials expect the same in
their own personal lives. so
why should they try to impose
a different model among the
poor?

Gender training Lries to
make officials and field, work-
ers question their own as-
suimptions about the role of
women and their position vis a
vis men. Once they themselves
realise that a woman's lile does

— photo = ['nicef
riot start and end with caring
for a family, that she has a life
of her own and thus capabili-

ties, weaknesses, dreams and

expectations of her own, they
may help create a suitable en-
vironment in which women
can gain an awareness of their
strategic interests i. e, thése
interests which relate to
changing their position In so-
ciety. The lessons learned are
not to be applied only among
their project -beneficiaries but
apply equally to relations with
womern in their own workplace
and also to their personal lives.

It is increasingly clear that
it is not enough simply to treat
men and women gqualjty,
though that in itself is a major
improvement on the current
situation. To actually achieve
equal status for men and
women, the latter need to be
riven special consideration in
the years which we ahead,
simply to make up lor cen-
turies of discrimination against

them.

There has aiready been
some attempts to focus on
woinen s needs in the devei-
opment process. For exampile,
the government programme
offering a stipend for girls en-
tering secondary schooling
recognises the need for extra
encouragement to make sure
girls continue their schooling.
It is not that the girls them-
selves lack motivation — par-
enis often tend to think that it
is not- worth Investing in a
girl's education since she will
bring no income to the family
iIf school fees are paid. such
sconomic considerations no
longer act as an obstacle.
Schelarships may also encour-
age parents to postpone their
daughter's marriage in order
o let them compilete: their
sc hooling.

Special attention has also
been given to wecmen with re-
dards 1o credit. Most of BRAC
and Grameen Bank beneficia-
ries are women. The Grameen
Bank approach. for example. of
laking the bank to the people
by having bank stafl visit the
beneficiaries in their home. is
designed to help women
especially. Rather than leaving
their children at home to walk
for miles to reach an intimida-
ting office. the women can
carry out their banking trans-
actions within familiar sur-
roundings. The purpose of
making credit more accessible
0 women is to provide them
with greater economic inde-
pendence and decision-mak-
ing power within the house-
hald,

These are= "=t | few exam-
ples of how development pro-
jects may attempt to reacddress
the imbalance in the flow of
resources between men and
women. 5Such programmes
concentrate on wommen's spe-
cilic needs and acknowledge
their disadvantaged position in

society.

Such special treatment of
women may seem to be against
the femimist goal of equality
between the sexed!' Bul., as
mentioned earlier. to allow
women to catch up with men,
development planners and
workers must now strive for
equity, not just equality. The
concept of equity highlights
the fact that equal treatment is
not always just. At present men
and women find themselves at
different stages of the 'deve-
lopment process’. Men have
higher rates of literacy. better
health, greater ‘access to
resources such as land and
credit, greater access to the
services provided by the gev-
ernment or NGO's greater
ability to take part in political
processes, more opportunities
for involvermment in economi-

cally profitable actlivities than
women: In such a sitoalion,
treating everyone equally i.e
not differentiating between
men and women., will only per-
petuate the existing inequality.

N 21 July a [riendship
medal from the Lad on-

vernment was presciiled

.....

- 5 I

to the United Nations Develop-
ment Programme (UNDP] Re-
sident Representative, Amee-
rah Haq Perera. says a press
release.

Ameerah Haq Perera is a
citizen of Bangladesh and
youngest daughter of late
Engineer A R M Inamul Haq.

In a brief ceremony at the
‘Ministry of Foreign Affairs,
Minister of the Prime Minis-

ter's Office, Phao Bounnaphonh

presented the honour for Ms
Haq Perera's personal contri-
bution in promoting coope-
ration between the Govern-
ment and UNDP Tor the
development, of Lao FPDR

during her three and a half

year term of office.

Belore ihe presentation, a
Presiddantial decree authoris-
ing the medal was read by a
stiaff member of the Depart-’
ment of International Orga-
nisations. In attendance were
the Vice-Minister of Foreign
Affairs, Mr Soubanh Sritirath,
and staff from all sections of
the UNDP office in Vientiane.

The decree expressed Lhe
congratulations of the

Government and the Lao peo- -

ple for the achievements and
devotion of Ms Haq Perera
during her assignment in Lao
PDR. It said that she had been
devoled to expanding coopera-
tion and relations between the
Lac PDR and UNDP, leading to
a new positive step in devel-

Ameerah Awarded Friendship Medal

opment.

Ms Haq Perera, who soon
leaves Laos for Kuala Lumpur to
take up a new posting as UNDP
Resident Representative for
Malaysia, Brunai and Sin-
gapore, extended her thanks
to the Government for the
medal and paid tribute to the
goodwill shown towards her
since she arrived in Laos in
February 1991 '

She paid special tribute to
her colleagues at UNDP. She
said: "This medal also belongs
to the men and women from
each group of our staff, ranging
from economists to national
officers to support staff, who
all contribute to the team
spirit at UNDP."

Freeing Them from Bondage

by Sabina Yasmin

OCIETY imposes certain
S rules and regulations in

the path of women's ac-
tivities. They face various obs-
tacles all through their lives.
Women face problems in ex-
pressing themselves in the
ways they want to. They are
deprived of their rights both
consciously and unconsciously.
It is a pily that the women's
lives is decided by the do-

minate male class. Women are

made to rely on men for va-
rious supports — food, clothes,
shelter and even emotion .

Since ancient time women
have been relying on men.
Sociely teaches women to rely
on men for various reasons. So,
the question which comes
naturally is — what is a society?
Society is an institution where
certain rules and regulations
arc made by men. They are the
patronizers of the society. And
Lhis society becomes an effec-
live weapon against women.
The existing stereotyped cus-
toms of soclety warn women
against saying or doing any-
thing against the well-estab-
lished systems. Women are
treated as an incomplete per-
sonality. Social systems has
turned into something outra-
geous. Women strive all
through their lives to get an
identity of their own. From the
very beginning of their lives
certain mannerisms are im-
posed on wonren like the ne-
cessity to be calm, quiet. meek
and gentle. Women have to
submit to the conventions no
matter how unbearable {t is.
Because this is the way of the
world !

In such a condition what
can be done? The responsibil-
ity is both on women and men.
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By mutual effort of both men

and women this miserable
condition is possible to re-
move,

Just have a look all around !
Women are half of the total
population. But they are not
considered as complete be-
ings. The distinction between
men and women continue .

If we just turn our eyes to
the natural world we see it is
so ordered. big and broad.
Women must not be confined
only to the kitchens and other
domestic affairs. The participa-
tion of women in all spheres of
life will unfold a wide world

There is a group of people
who will always try to deprive
women of their natural rights.
As a result social as well as to-
tal world development is ha-
rassed, 1t is necessary Lo bring
a radical change in atiitudes
towards women. Men-womer
relationship can be promising
if the idea of dominance on the
part of men is changed. The
society can be an ideal institu-
tion if it just leaves the motive
Lo suppress womer. The social
laws must flourish in both per-
sonal and institutional levels.

But there will be a radical
change which will cut all those
bonds that make women: pris-
oners. "Sultana’'s Dream” will
no longer be a dream but an
existing reality

This world is a beautiful
place and in this world human
beings are the superior beings.
S0, naturally their activities
would be remarkable too. Men
and women are to share the
beauties and charms of this
world. And together they can
build a utopian world one day

Everybody wants to possess
an identity of his or her own.
By 'mutual efforis one day
womern. will have a personality
of their own and the world on
the whaole will be seen in a
different way.



