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Advancing Women's Status in Family

is Lthe basic unit
F ol a society Il has been
the social institution
which provide the fundamental
apprenticeship lor life” to its
members In all ages. family
has been a sell contained unit
which acted as a growth
centre for its members. It is at
the core ol socialization
process through which the
members learn various social
skills The structure and size
may have dilfered across
various cultures but its func-
tion has been universally simi-
lar Briefly speaking. the family
has met the biological, emo-
fionial. economic, social and
other needs of its members.
Women have always played
the most important role in the
tfamily. Women not only rear
vil bear the children, they
ilsr actively participate n
many economic  activities
without which a family or for
hat muatter the society cannot
stirvive But unfortunately her
ventral role and contributions
o the smooth functioning in
e tamiily has hardly been rec-
(1 sed
1494 has been declared by
the |'N as the International
yeut ol the Famuly. Even today.
the turn of the 21st century.,
11 many developing countries
neluding Bangladesh women
have yel to enjoy an equal sta-
s with men in the family. In
‘he households of Bangladesh
aliich are mainly patriarchal,
women s position is far inferior
that of men. As a wife, a
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yuighter and/or mother her
~tatus 18 much lower within
the household. Family fre-

quently tends to be a site of
hise violence and violation of
women s human rights,
Matority of the families are
miake dominated and women
have been denied gqual oppor-
unity in almost every sphere
ile Her status is as good as
<econd class citizen. Women
heing discriminated
wcainst in the family in most
spects  The discrimination
right from the birth of a
child In traditional
tangladeshi family sons are al-
<« preferred to girls. The
Lscrimindtion is pronounced
lollowing broad areas, viz.
lowel intake lnutrition), access
lucation, freedom to

wose employment. choice of
rriage/divorce. reproduc-
right. freedom of move-

and right to inheritance.

his gender bias relegates
ammen to subordinate status in

# society As women have

= | i.r'f'-_-.

little decision making
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family has become the
sitee ol vivlence . polygamy, de-
= 1. coercion ete. This

ks women's position wvul-
in the family. Women
ve been denied equal oppor-
in almost every sphere
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of life although without
women's contribution harmo
mious family relation and sus-
tainable development of the
society is not possible. Rightly,
therefore, the need for em-
powering women is felt not
only in Bangladesh, it is so all
over the world. The integra-
tion of women into develop-
ment process is essential.
However. women have to go a
long way to enjoy equal status
in all spheres of private and
public life.
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Reasons for gender inequal-
ity in the family :

|} Patriarchy is the domi-
nant made in Bangladesh. Most
families are male headed and
male dominated. Even in fe-
male headed households a
male relative is considered as
the official guardian of the
family.

2] Cultural barriers, preju-
dices. misinterpretation of re-
ligious injunctions. etc make
womerti ‘them'selves accept the
subjugated status in the family.
This makes women live at the
mercy of male member of the
farnily.

3] The society permits
women to play a very limited
role in social decision making
pProcess.

4) Lack of economic power
is an important impediment to
improving the status of
women.

5] Continuation of polygamy
and dowry weaken women's
position in the family.

6) Family assigns lower pri-
ority to women's education
which eventually prevents
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women to have access o out-
side employment.

7) Sense of physical insecu
rity and lack of safety discour-
age women to reach out to im-
prove their status in the family.

Impact of International
Laws on Family

The Intermational Women s
Year. the World Conference
held at Nairobi, and the United
Nations Decade for Women
Equality. Development and

Girls and boys. men and womoen: More equality empowcet all Phote: Scan Sprague

Peace contributed greatly to
the process of eliminating ob-
stacles to the improvement of
the status of women at the na-
tional, regional and interna-
tional levels. The UN spon-
sored Women's Conference
held in 1985 made several
recommendations to improve
the stalus of women. It has
proposed forward looking
sirategies for the advancement
of women for the period 1986
1o the year 2000. The Charter
of United Nations. the
Universal declaration of
Human Rights. the Interna-
tional Covenant on Civil and
Political rights. the Convention
on the Elimination of All
Forms of Discrimination
Against Women, the Declara-
tion on the Participation of
Women in Promoting
International Peace and Coo-
peration, etc have provided a

renewed commitment by the -

international community to the
advancement of women and
the elimination of gender-
biased discrimination.

_ Like most of the countries,

Bangladesh government have
also ratified most ol the
Conventions of the above-nern
tioned international bodies. As
a result, GOB iIs formulating
new laws and amending exist
ing flawed laws that will have
favourable Impact on the status
of women. The international
initiatives have expedited the
process of integrating women
in development in line with
the New International Econeo-
mic Order. However. it is Lo be

noted that Bangladesh has not

the Articles of

ratilied all
CEDAW which especially
weaken women's status in the
family. For example, it has not
ratified the following articles
of CEDAW :

— Article 2 which calls fm‘
reforming existing laws (o re
move all forms of discrimina-
lion between men and women,
and Lo enact new
laws/measures to ¢nsu re
equality of sexgs: -

— Article 13A which aﬁks to
ensure equal family benefits,

— Most of the clauses of
Article 13A which relates to
marriage and family relatiof
and particularly. which ensure
equality of men and women in
marriage, divorce and child
custody.

Recommendations

1. Unfavourable social atti-
tude must be changed to allow
women to play positive and
more productive roles in deci-

sion making in the family.

Basic changes in attitudes to-
wards the value of girls and

status of women within the
family and communities mist
be achieved throughout the so
clety

2. A body should be set up
by the government to monitor
and coordinate the women-
targeled welfare works of vari-
ous ministries and depart-
ments of the government, e.g. .
health, education, family plan-
ning, etc. for overall wellare of
the family.

3. Programynes and projects
need to be implemented to
bring women into mainstream
of politics and economic activi
lies and they should originate
Al the grass root levels and
hiave Lhey latter's initiative, ap-
proval and support

4. The girls should have to
have easy access to schools and
its educational programmes.
For this the number of schools
earmarked for girls should be
increased. The government
and NGOs should work in col-
laboration towards this end.
Opportunities must be ex-
panded for the advanced edu-
cation of girls. Measures
should be taken for drop-outs
o return to schools. Gender
issues should be integrated
into instructional materials
used in both formal and non-
formal education.

5. Early marriage for girls
and dowry system should be
prohibited.

6. Introduction of labour
saving technology in house-
hold works should be intro-
duced in order to make
women more productive in the
family. At the same time nien
should be motivated to share

~domestic work load equally

with women.
7. To reduce the burden of
the working mothers' more

and properly equipped day-

care centres should be estab-
lished.

8. Legal support for women
in the family must be ensured
bv enactment and implementa-
tion of uniform family code and
through the ratification of the
UNCEDAW. Discriminatory
laws relating to marriage, di-
vorce, child-custody., inheri-
tance, adultery, etc shoull be
repealed /replaced.

9. Ministerpretation and
wrong application of religious
laws and tradition should be
dealt with by the proper au-
thority.

10. Government and NGOs
women's groups should be in
consultative process in formu-
lating national policies relating
to family matters .to prevent
disadvantages to women. In
short empowerment of women
in its real sense is key to en-
hancing the status of women in
the society.

The writer is chairperson,
Department of Philosophy,
Jahangimagar University.
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Success against Overwhelming Odds

many greal men, had rem
arkable mothers. There is

an old adage that says, 'the
hand that rocks the cradle
rules the world! However we
would like to depict here the
courage and the strength ol
four remarkable middle class
ladies. who had to [ace tough
life though their marriages had
promised a fairly comfortable
life. Destiny had snatched their
loving husbands and they hacl
to battle single handedly. in
their journey towards life. Of
the four cases, one of them |
learnt from my parents, and of
the three other cases, | had
known the flamilies when
tragedies struck them
suddenly. and immaobilized
them. In the beginning they
WEre
young chiidren in their hands
Mrs Azam lost her husband

in the early thirties, and had
five children to look after. All
of them were school going. Of
her wealth and property she
had the GPF money which was
taka ten thousand only and the
small family's pension. Her
husband had also inherited
about 30 acres of land and a
homestead in the village. Her
husband received little from
the land. as he was considered
to be a rich officer by his
brothers. Mrs Azam left
Calcutta, and rented a small
house in Dhaka. for educating
all her five children. Mrs
Azam's brothers-in-law did nol
demur when she started 1o
manage her late husbands
property. Although she had a
schooling of only eight years,
her indomitable courage. fru-
gality and a set purpose in life
helped her to wade through
many difficulties. Two of her
sons rose to be senior public
servants, the third one rose to
be a University Professor; the
iwo daughters who were grad-
ualtes were married well
‘Khala Amma”™ as we used (o
call her was widely respected
She passed away in the forties.

Mrs Erfan lost her husband
in their prime of life in the
mid-seventies. She was lefl
with four little girls to face the
vicissitudes of life. On the as-
sets side she had the life in-
surance, governments group
insurance, the GPF money and
the benevolent fund money. Mr
Erfan also left a modest resi-
dential plot. The life insurance
money and the group insur-
ance payment helped her to
cushion the initial shock.
Fortunately for her. she was a
honours graduate, and was de-
termined to prepare herself
for an academic career which
she did. A brother was a pro-
teeting arm, only for a few

I N Lhe history of mankind

years. But very soon Mrs Erfan

simply stunned with’
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was on her own. All the four
girls had brilliant results all
the way. The struggle was a
long one, but it proved o be a
worthy one

Mrs Nilufar Alam lost her
thirty year old husband when
she was in her early twenties,
and was the mother of two
small boys. At the initial stage
she was helped by her parents.
But Nilufar was determined to
stand on her own, and relieve
her old parents from the fi-
nancial burden. Nilufar com-
pleted her MSS in the shortest
possible time and is now work-
ing with a voluntary organisa-
tion. which pays her well. Her
two sons are now in College. A
decade and a. half has passed
her by .

Mrs Zeenat Ara lost her
highly placed husband when
she was in her mid-thirties.
She was an MA, but had never
worked for a day in her life,
There was hardly any savings
with the family. and the whole
world came down crushing.
The educational expenses of
the two college going sons and

.. .
Jdorgern So hmht

the daught- school were °
high The car had to be sold
ol and Mrs Zeenat Ara moved
to a two roomed flat. After the
initial sock she found work as
a Secretary in one of the
multinational companies. The
transition of Mrs Ara was a
hard one, but she faced life
with great courage and dignity.

All events not only enriches
ovr  expertence, but also al
times give us a moral and a di-
rection.

For our middle class fami-
lies marital situation of the
fifties and sixties, are quite
different now in the nineties. A
new generation has come up
with a new set of ideas where
marriage is not always for
keeps with higher expecta-
tions from marriage a girl
would not like to be a door
miat. She wants to be empow-
ered with education.and em-
ployment, and these gives her
security and dignity,

In this article pseudo
names have been used for the

,privacy of the persons,

Radical Rose with a Passion for Politics

Tony Samphier writes from Rio de Janeiro

(ISE Marie Muraro has
R ilways been ahead of

her Lime. And her time
15 never been wasted.

The author of the intrigu-
ngly titled The Six Months in
Which | Was a Man, published

V990 and now in its fifth
=clition,
sarde writer. Her challenging
haoks are state of the art In
the market of ideas. She is in-
‘ernationally known as a radi-

| theorist.

Political struggle has always
rome  first for the person
liibbed one of "the women of
the century.” On October 3.
Muraro will fight for a parlia-
mentary seat on a Workers
Party (PT) ticket — the party
‘8 p esented by Luiz Inacio

ila da Silva in the preai::lrn-
| i'! ¢ ontest,

Her campaign slogan —
Nothing of importance is
arhieved without passion — is a
rote from German philoso-
pher Georg Hegel and personi-
fies her deep-felt humanism
which puts her on the side of
Frazil s poor.

Muraro is a comparative
latecomer to the PT. She had
always been sympathetic to the
cause but was put off by the
FT's ultra-left wing. In 19886,
she left the Democratic Labour
Party to take a hand in shaping
the political personality of
what was still a young party,
only formed in 1978 as a
product of Brazil's pro-democ-
racy rmoveimnent.

Today. the PT adopts a
maoderate "Eurocommunist”®
maacdel, 71 think the PT's ideas
orifinated there,”
She explains: "The revolution
of the 19708 — the revolution

ol ileas — was the most impor-

lant revolution of this century.

It complimented the discovery

nl classes in the 19th Century
which gave birth to Marxism."

Although she cites Rosa
Luxembourg as her idol,
Muraro jokes that,
real Marxist."
dissatisfied

in the sixties.
with

Muraro is an avant-

says Muraro.

“I am not a

. the
mechanistic framework” of

Marxism, she went in secarch
of new ideas, discovering
Norman Brown, the American
theologian who talked about
society anmd ,the body. "I read
his work and became a femi-
nist.” recalls Muraro.
Liberation theologist,
Leonardo Boff, credits Muraro
with being the first to link the
"liberation of women with the
liberation of the poor and op-
pressed.” Muraro views femi-
nism as a "'women's union” and

argues that Western "ethical
feminists” are wrong io ignore
class struggle. "I came to
Marxism through feminism
and joined the two." she says,
"it is a happy marriage in me."

After leaving university early

Rose Marie became Mrs
Muraro, the housewife. She
describes this as a frustrating
and solitary period. Her only
escape was poetry,

Before finding feminism,
Muraro f[ound progressive
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Rose Marie Muraro:

| came to Marxism from feminism'

Catholicism. She had always
been involved with Christian
youth militancy, so i} was a
natural step to join the leftist
Catholic Action which helped
to shape liberation theology.
"We made the practice in
order that the theory could be
born," she contends.

This was both an exciting
and dangerous time in Brazil.
"The first statement we made
was that Christ was poor. If we
are not with the poor, we are
greater than Christ and so we
are not Christians any more,”
explains Muraro,

The student movement and
elements of the labour move-
ment coalesced with the pro-
gressive church. "It was so

dangerous that the military or-
ganised the 1964 coup against

us. nol against the traditional
leftist parties.” savs Muraro. Al
the time of the coup. 70 per
cent ol those imprisoned were

Christians.
By the early 1970s. Muraro

was an established writer with
three books under her bell,
The dictatorship was at its
most repressive. She remem-
bers having to make new
friends because "all my old
frlends were either exiled or
dead.” '

Luckily, she was invited to
lecture at the Institute Villa-
Cobos, an arts school which
promoted "an alternative path”
to traditional university educa-
tion. "I had more than 1,000
students and I was in the
midst of something new and
important,” she says.

Muraro's public discourse
on sexuality and the body
alarmed the military regime.
Her books were seized by the
police in 1975 and two of
them were banned as
"pornographic.” Depressed and
scared, she spent some time
teaching in the United States.

In 1979, the military began
to liberalise, legalising the PT
And so, according to Muraro,
"was born the polemic of de-
ciding which struggle was

most important,” the general
class struggle or the specific
feminist one?

In the post-communist,

world, that debate is now old
hat. “The Marxists are now all
feminists," she observes,
although she also acknowl-
edges that "women don't like
political parties because they
are obsolete institutions.”

Says Muraro: "Marx didn't
make the women's revolution
— the mentality of revolution.
In Brazil, the PT is making the
mentality of revolution through
the class revolution. It is a
global trend.
Third Weorld.”

This rhetoric is radically
different from traditional
Third World Marxism. It is
"revolution based on consensus
fromn thé bottom upwards,” ar-
gues Muraro. Her view is that
the electoral process is just
one part of a broader agenda
where "civil society takes con-
trol uf the state, not vice
vFI‘SEl

If Lula, whnm she describes
as her friend, is defeated in
the election, Muraro is
adamant that "the work will
continue. We are not inter-
ested in taking power unless
we have society behind us.”
she says.

Passion for the "women's
revolution" drives Muraro's
election campaign. The new
Constitution makes provision
for equal pay. but Muraro is
aware that the fight for equal-
ity in the workplace is not over
because women still receive
only half what is paid to men,

She wants to make such rights .

a reality through practical gov-
ernment action. Asked if she
would look for cross-party
support from other women,

~she replied: "Men bond.
Women network.”
Most women's movements

shun hierarchy. But Rose Marie
Muraro is Brazil's exception to
the rule. According to one
prominent Brazilian feminist,
she is "the first amongst us.”
— Germnini News
The writer is a British free-
lance journalist based in Rio de
Janeiro.
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Whose Rights -

Should we

OLLOWING their divor-

Safeguard?
ce, the erstwhile marr-

F ied couple divided the

custody of their daughters
between them. The older one
stayed with her father, the
vounger one with the mother.
Both parents have remarried,
each twice. The older girl ran
away from her father's home
and has gone to live with her
mother. She claims that. her
step-mother illtreats her. The
accusation is denied by the
father who says that his former
wife is a woman of Ioose

morals who will have a bad
influence on the girl. The fact
of her many marriages in held
against the mother though not
it seemns against the father on
account of
marriages.

his several
One of the criteria laid
down in the Guardian and
Wards Act 1890 for deciding
which parent should have cus-
tody is that of the best interest
of the child. The question is
who should be the final arbiter
of this interest. The courts are
seen as neutral and they have
to base their decision not on
which parent has the greater
right but to take into account
not only the welfare of the
child but also its wishes. It is
clear that there Eﬂﬂﬂﬂt be any
serious wnrry about the
mother's influence on the
older girl as she has the
younger child with her who
would presumably also be at
risk. i
While there may be good
reasons why a parent may not
be granted custody of his/her
child, parents should realise
that their children are not
consumer durables. The child
has 'voted with her feet'. The
father should be advised to ac-
cept this with good grace.
— Ain O Salish Kendra

Sevehelles and Sweden - o af only six parltamenis where o guarier of members are women

Only one politician in
ten is a woman

Women's share of seats in the world’s
parliaments has fallen from 13% to
10%s since the worldwide situation
was last assessed in 1991, according to
the Inter-Parliamentary Union.
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Going forwards
Couniries where the of women
in parlioment has risen by 5 percentage

points or more since 1987
% women MPs % pt.

1987 1993
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Aursirio 12 21 ¥
Meherands 20 %9 9
-"-ls_iEl a d 10 8
D “an Rep 5 2 s
Finlon 17 a4 7
Honduins 3 I 2 !
Sy T f i ] 7
Linidag Sxakes 5 i O
Linugucy 0 b (o]
WEes T 4 G ]
F dahaado L 8 5
Srercien 9 J4 5
Going back wards
Countries where the of women
in parliament has follen since 1987
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