OMEN in Bangladesh
W in general have always

been the victims of
two major social factors —
erty and patriarchy. The
breadth and depth of the
former, i.e., poverty, can be
etched in broad outlines with a
few from the plethora of de-
pressing statistics collected
and released by various public
and private tions. That
Bangladesh belongs to the
lcague of the poorest nations of
the world is common knowl-
edge What is not so well-
known is the fact that this
grinding poverty impinges the
imost on its ‘'womenfolk. Comp-
rising nearly half of its popul-
ation. women in Bangladesh
varry a disproportionately
heavy burden "of its poverty.
Whatever indicator one takes
BEEET consideration —
education, health care, nutri-
tion life expectancy or em-
ploviment — our wornen are al-
ways found to trail behind
men. Such "gender gaps™ are
oir ever-present facts of life.
S0 while most of our
worinien . like their fellow male
citizens, are poor, their social
stalus. in comparison with
mern, ts low. And here the role
of patriarchy comes into the
picture. It is a social system
which. based on the idea of in-
herent male superiority, places
men in authority over women.
All the social institutions,
ideas, customs and conven-
tions like property, family,
marriage and the like were in-
vented. designed and shaped
by the paramount necessity ol
men o preserve and perpetu-
ate this institution. Hence
power in the family and by ex-
tension in the society at large
eifectively belongs to men.
Owver the centuries this has led
to the creation and perpetua-
tion of gross gender inequali-
ies in access to resources and
opportunities so much so that

any altempt at large-scale
poverty alleviation in the end

hecomes a futile exercise if the
issue of female emancipation is
not dealt with simultaneously.

linder the circumstances it
is widely accepted that any
meaningful programme for
human resource development
would have to address that is-
sue seriously. Female empow-
ermert has to be the key to
the success of that pro-
gramme. Empowerment is the
process hich would enable
OuT long-discriminated
womerfolk to change the
halances of power in social,
economic and political spheres
in favour of a more equal
society. Such a redistribution
of authority from the powerful
to the powerless should. give
the great bulk of our women
the freedom and ability to seek
and gain equal access to family
and community resources and
opportunities. Equipped with
these they would gradually be
in a position to rearrange and
refashion their live as they
think fit.

For a woman, one of the
starting points on the road to
power and freedom is educa-
tion. more and Better of it
Education, both formal and
non-formal is one of the easi-

lated nn.#euml’uﬂy
"venerable” male
called patriarchy. The chronic
sense of female inferfority — a
consequence of perpetual
brain-washing resorted to by
the social establishment —
loses much of its stings when a
woman who happens to ac-
quire the fighting tools
through a proper education
comes to confront it.

But education, though an
essential weapon, by itselfl
would mever be enough to
usher in the golden age of fe-
male emancipation. An edu-
cated woman. to be a full and

needs economic freedom too
No doubt, education would
carry her along the way upto a
certain point but without ade-
quate opportunities for em-
ployment she can never secure
that economic independence
the lack of which renders all
her educational qualifications
more or less ineffective.
Opportunities for participation
in the socio-economic life of
the nation.

Even with thnt ensured, the
challenge would still remain.
Because patriarchy has its
deepest roots and strongest
refuge among men — the more
powerful other half of the soci-
elty. Unless and until members
of that other half willingly ac-
cept equality with woman and
for women the vision of an
equal society inhabited by free
men and women would remain
a pipe dream. To achieve that
there has to be a sea-change in
attitudes and behaviour pattern
of men. So in the ultimate
analysis the whole social sys-
tem. its power structure, its
institutions, i s, traditions,
customs and conventions have
to undergo radical changes.
Piecemeal legislation or cos-
metic tinkering here and
there would not serve the pur-
pose if meaningful transforma-
tion of society remains the ul-
timate objective.

Let me illustrate the point a

Jditde further, We all know the
sticcess story of the Grameen -

Bank — how it has helped and

is still helping many acutely
underprivileged women to find

a new meaning to their lives.
That is the well-publicised,
much glorified part of story
very much like the bright, il-
luminated, visible side of the
distant lunar landscape. But
behind if there lies a dark is-
quieting and depressing pic-
ture — a picture that has very
much to do with our en-
trenched patriarchal structure
of society. Those researchers
who were privileged enough to
take a closer and deeper look
into the operation of the
Grameen Bank have come up
with some very starting but in
reality not that unexpected
revelations. They claim that
although the Bank's loan are
ostensible advanced to help
the destitute rural women
often it is their male guardians
— be they fathers, husbands or
sons — who through various
means peaceful or otherwise
come to exercise a controlling
influence over the women

thereby becoming, in the end,"’

the real beneficiaries. So there
comes the real crunch.
Empowerment of women in
not and can never be a case of
simply provision of credit to
the needy women. Social
changes entail much more
than that. One cannot achieve
them by such simple methods
while keeping the whole sys-
tem and structure of society
infact. The established order
with all its vested interests
would sight to the last the pre-
serve the status quo. In this
connection one may cite the
fate of the Family Muslim Law
Ordinance [Ammendments)
Bill proposed by Farida
Rahman, the MP belonging to
the ruling party. Even
the proposed bill is harmless
enough the supporters of the
established order found it
threatening to their interests.
These are the elements who
have been responsible for the
partial ratification ef UN
CEDAW by the government.
Still there is no reason to
lose hkart and abandon the
light for the ultimate goal —
that of achieving freedom from
poverty and inequality for all
our women as well as men. For
while there have been many
dark and. depressing signposts
in that long road to emancipa-
tion there were moments of
hopes and glory too in 1994 —
the year that is soon coming to
its end. We end on note of op-
timism and expectation for the
future because the women of
Bangladesh, in active associa-
tion with their fellow progres-
sive male citizens, have not
given up the light. The strug-
gle goes on.

The writer teaches history

at University :#'Dimka_
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activities of village

Are women better or worse

off in 19947 The picture is mixed: enrollment in primary schools has increased. On the

otherhand in terms of human rights women suffered greatly.

The Dwnily Star brings out this special feature at the end of 1994 covering major issues that impede or expedite

VIOLENCE AGAINST WOMEN

Where are We at the End of 1994?

the close of the year 1
wuulad have leved 1o wr-
ite that violence against

an entirely free human being, | womén has shown a downward

trend. That all the protests,
the sacrifices. the reassura-
nces from -the law enforcing
authorities have resulted In a
decrease in the
reported cases of violence. But
alas! that is not to be. After a
year of writing and watching
the situation I most regretfully
must write again that we as a
nation have not been able to
rid ourselves of the disease
that has grown even more
powerful over the year.

How else does one explain
the public flogging of Hajera
the murder of countless young
brides for dowry and the
nameless thousands who have
not been lucky enough to have
their cases reported in the
Press. How does society live
with itself when time and
again the rapist is allowed to
go free and the victim is con-
demned, flogged, maimed and
even murdered. . Or when
young women are roulinely
sent to foreign countries, even
Pakistan as sex slaves.

Yet as every cloud has a sil-
ver lining. their are organiza-
tions and people in our society
who refuse to, accept such
gross violations of Human
Rights. who in spite of 'all odds
dare to stand and protest.

There is no doubt that it was

the pressure created by
women's organizations that
brought to public attention the
salish.
ose involved » in the
Noorjahan case would never
have been jailed if these orga-
nizations had not pursued the
case so seriously.

To rid the society of an ill
requires the commitment and,
will of the civil society. Why is

it that all the protests against .

the illegal activities of the fat-
wabaz have been from the
women communily, Except

| for some valiant journalist and

columnists the

civil society has been no-
ticeably silent over the whole
salish issue. The society is also
suspiciously silent over re-
ported cases of domestic vio-
lence.

Since the first few months
hardly a day has passed when

we have not read or seen re-

ports of death or serious as-
sault of a young women by her
so called relatives. It is usually
the husband, the person who
once vowed to love and protect
her who deals her the fatal
blow. The reasons are rou-
tinely for dowry and some-
times because the wife has

' protested her husband taking

on another wife. Sadly enough,
all our political parties are
conspicuously quiet over the
issue.

Domestic violence is not
the only kind of violence that
is reported. We also read of
rape, mutilation, trafficking of
women and forced prostitu-
tion. Women in general be-
come victims whenever there
is an increase in lawlessness in
the society. Nothing high-
lights the abuse, indignity and
worthlessness of women than
'-_' r BEs = L LE [ 1l S L] i
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T first glance, it appears
Asia — particularly South
Asia — may be the
forerunner in pushing women
at the top of gallth:a and
power. Indira Ghandhi led
India as prime minister for
nearly 20 years upto 1984,
Similarly in Sri Lanka, Srimavo
Bandarnaike was ‘premier from
1960 to 1965 and from 1970Q
to 1977, and now her daughter
Chandrika is doing so.
In Bangladesh, Khaleda Zia

came to power after the fall of

Ershad, a military ruler while
Sheikh Hasina is leading the
Opposition. Benazir Bhutto of
Pakistan, second time in office
had had the distinetion of be-
coming the first woman prime
minister of the Muslim world.
A recent book, Women &
Politics published by the
Women for Women, argues that
though their ascendancy in a
male centred and male-domi-
nated sphere of politics in a
patriarchal society is certainly
unique, "it can not be osten-
sibly generalised that women
and women's rights have both
achieved due recognition in

Bangladesh politics.”
Rashed Khan Menon, MP in

by Shaheen Anam
How else does one explain the public m

the murder of countless young

of Hajera

brides for dowry and the nameless thousands
who have not been lucky enough to have their

ed

her body against her will even
as a child in order to survive.
This is a fact that we can no
longer deny. The horror of it
all is made even more acute
when society does not allow a
-women {o ltead a normal life
once she is "spollt”

To add to all' kinds of vio-
lence against women is the
phenomenon of the illegal
salish or fatwabaz. The cases
of Noorjahan Feroza etc. are
well known by now. God knows
how many Noorjahans and
Feroza's are regularly getting
flogged and caned without our
knowledge. Uniless someone,
usually some women's organi-
zation takes a mission like in-
terest in a case, it usually goes
unreported or unnoticed. The
case of Hajera of Kujrigram
who was raped last September
is one such case. When she
became pregnant her
guardians asked for justice.
The justice was the salish pro-
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in the Press.

in the open? Isn't it time that
society took a serfous look
into the institution of mar-
riage or the so called sanctity
of the family.

In Bangladesh women have
made great strides over. the
past few years. The necessity
of involving women in the de-
velopment process as full
partners is now understood
and supported by both gov-
ernment and the civil society.
The growth in female labour is
testimony that women can
work and work successfully in
most fields. The brilliant ex-
amination results of young
girls is gradually removing
stereotyped images of what
'women are capable of. The
phenomenal success of
Grameen bank borrowers and
the mobilization work of many
NGO's prove that women "do
play a critical role and con-

tribute positively to the family,
community and society, There

AC AITNSS

claiming - lver a characterless
women who had to be flogged
80 times. This, they claimed
was the Shariat way of meting
out justice. She could ndt
produce a witness to the rape
and was therefore judged

Farida Rahman, ‘BNP MP
asked in Parliament what mea-
sures the government was tak-
ing to stop the illegal activities
of the village salish. ~ She got
no satisfactory answers and
neither have we. If a brave
member of Mahila Parishad
had not pursued the case all
those guilty of flogging Hajera
and the rapist himself would
have been sitting complacently
meting out similar justice to
others. They are now on the
run and wanted by the police.

Yet, of all the' different
kinds of violence against
women, the most lethal one is
domestic violence. It is lethal
because of its silence. It is still
seen as a domestic or familial
rather than a societal problem
and - therefore respecting the
sanctity of the family no one
wants to talk about it.
Ironically, even little Hajera
might get justice but the young
wife or thousand others like
her who routinely get slapped,
abused, starved will never be

- able to tell anyone their painful-

experiences. No reporter or
writer will ever see their silent
tears or hear their dealening

cries.
I ha written this many
tintes before, and I do so again.

shouldn't we bring this whole
issue of domestic violence out

-H such miracle has

is no doubt that wherever and
whenever women have been
targeted for some programune,
be it income generation, edu-
cation, awareness raising, the
outcome has been nothing less
than miraculous.

Than why should women be
victims of viclence and abuse?
What can women do to prove
their worth, to be seen, under-
stood and treated as equals? |
know this is a million dollar
question and. has no simple
answers. Perhaps society will
have to rethink the role, the
duties and . obligations of
women. Perhaps a shift in bal-
ance of power is long overdue.
Not meaning to alienate our
male counterparts, a shift in
power balance does not mean
giving up power, it only means
sharing some of it. WE will
have to build alliances with
men and bring home the fact
that in the long run an unequal
society is unhealthy for both
men and women. We also have
to network and solidify the

camaraderie with women. We

have to stand by each and re-

act to each act of violence as if

it has been pegpetuated on us.
I have often wondered why

is it that we are not being able
to stem the tide of violence

against women in our society?
been
achieved in fields such as im-
munization. control of diarrhea
disease, credit for women tree
plantation etc. then why can-
not society take a stand against
this killer that takes away the
dignity. and self worth of an-
other individual.

_action to the issue is "

/a nation allow
‘grow like cancer and destroy

One cannot help but draw
the conclusion that their is a
societal condoning of viclence
against women, especially do-
mestic violence. Unless this
issue is brought out in the
open we cannol hope to see
any positive ¢hange in the near
futdre. The most common re-
it hap-
pens everywhere'. Yes, it does
happen everywhere but it is
also confronted. It is not
treated in the hush hush man-
ner that it is done in tradi-
tional societies 'such as ours.
In very few societies the vic-
tims are blamed or forced to
compromise, and in very few
societies the cost of not com-
profgising so great.
As we look at the [uture
what do we see? Should we as
this disease,

the very fabric of our society?
Should we allow a group of so
called religious bigots to con-
trol the lives of our women
folk through village salish?
Should we allow some un-
scrupulous people to use
poverty as an excuse and send
thousands of young girlis to
Foreign countries as sex slaves.
Should we just sit back and
read in the news paper every-
day about a young bride stran-
gulated. beaten or maimed be-
cause her poor father could
not fulfill the dowry demand or
the wife was ' 'rude to the
mother in-law ( the army ma-
jor murder case)? Or should
we protest! not in the meek

- and manner that we have been

doing for so long. We have to

declare a state of emergency
and bring to public attention
the urgency of the problem.
The print media is doing an
excellent job of bringing the
issue to the attention of the
public but perhaps that is net
enough. Their responsibility
does not end with reporting.
We would like to see follow-up
to cases such as Hajera and
the thousand others who are
victims of violence everyday.
We would like to know if the
culprits were ever punished or
bribed their way out. The con-
viction of 7 person including
the imam in the Noorjahan
case did work as a deterrent to
the activities of village salish.
The pressure created by
women's organizations did
force the government to take
some measures, however half
hearted to warn the fatwabaz.
What we would like to see is
taking this a step forward and
really -confronting the issue of
violence wholeheartedly if not
to eradicate it completely but
to reduce it substantially. For
this the will of the entire civil
society is required and the
commitment of our political
parties (which are conspicu-
ously silent over the issue )

AS we enter the new year,
only 5 years away from the
21st century, cannot we make
a commitment, a promise Lo
ourselves, to those victims of
violence and to our future
generation that we will do ev-
erything we can, both men and
women to rid our society of
this munutcr in the gui®e of
violence & st womern.

'

Women and Political Anachromsm
by Rashed Mahmud Titumir

his article Political Parties and
Women's Agenda saya “The
illusion that has been created
by the presence of female
leadership in government or
opposition is the result of past
political mishaps. Thus the ex-
istence of women leadership
in Bapgladesh is not the result
of a conscious political pro-
cess”. <

Over the past two decades,
statistics measuring women's
political participation have
barely moved. Women account
for only 10-11 per cent of

. Asia’s parliamentarians and a

mere four to six per cent are
members of national cabinets.
In the light of statistics en
women's political participa-
tion worldwide, Najma
Chowdhury in her article
Women's Participation in
Politics: Marginalisation and
Related Issues says, it hardly
needs to be underscored that
the objective of gender equal-
ity or equity in the pelitical
-arena in Bangladesh is ex-

tre meij,r farfetched.”

Women ministers tend tu
be associated with the cahim:t
that is regarded as feminine !

Meghna Guhathakurta notes
in her article, "The Women's
Agenda and the Role of
Political Parties.'’ that there

exists almost no fundamental

difference in the types of pro-
grammes envisaged for

by the political parties of

Ba.ngl&de&h

“Only the Awami League
ungulilyingly emphasised the
equity principle, whereas the
BNP and Jatiya Party either
bypassed the question of equal-
ity, or only hinted at one
aspect of it, e.d. In terms of
political right and economic
wages, neither of which dis-
turbs the status quo.,” argues
Meghna.

She says that the a -
grammes envisaged by t
parties are piecemeal in nature
and lacking jin an underlying
analysis of the-women's situa-
tion in Bangladesh.

Begum Sellma Rahman MP
points out that men are hesi-
tant to make room for women
in political leadership as a
normal course of action. She
adds that except under special
circumstances women's lead-
ership in politics on a compet-
itive basis is not easily ac-
cepted by the society at large.

“It is true that in
Bangladesh the path of politics
is indeed very rugged for
women and they have to cross
many hurdles to come to this
field,” says Sarwari Rahman.

She believes that women
have to overcome difficulties
stemmings from social con-
straints, misinterpretations of

‘religious injunctions and con-

servative family tradition te
come forward.

Politics is a pivotal arena
where public policy issues are
formulated and . The is-
sue of women and politics is
indispensable to the question
of discriminations that
women face in every sphere of

| gender relations, it w

~military rule ip Bangla-

desh in the eighties, they 'also
began to articulate their own
concerns about vielence, about
inequity in laws, about state
policies which strengthened
discriminatory social practices.
Although there were no wide
eyed illusions that the revival
of an elected parliament mld
bring about a total chan

nut
unrealistic to expect more re-
spect for the rule of law and
increased representation for
WOINEN s COMNCcerns.

in parliament specHic
questions relating to women's
situation’ have probably been
ralsed no more than four
times. None of them have even
attempled to address the seri-
ous issues of inequality, of
womemn's rights and gender vi-
olence. Notable amongst the
references has been a private
member's 'bill submitted by
BNP member Farida Rahman
to amend the existing Muslim
Family Laws Ordinance {1961)
only in regard to the proce-
'dure for polygamy. The Bill has
remained in sts sion be-
cause it is considered to be
politically inopportune. In a
more recent reference the
same member questioned the
Home Minister about the fre-
quency of fatwa related vio-
lence against women. Having
taken several days to prepare
his answer the Home Mitiister
side stepped the whole issue
and gave statistics about the
number of rape cases reported
in the press. The uninformed
debate on the need for
stricter laws did not take into
account that existing' laws
were not being enforced effec-
tively. An even more important
issue of how retrogressive so-
cial forces were encour-
aged through political manipu-
lations was totally overlooked.
Much earlier Motiya
Chowdhury had submitted a
question regarding the ex-
change of women for cattle,
While the Minister evaded a
direct answer. the House
showed little interest and the
whole guestion partaining to
our value systems, to our re-
spect for human rights was
lost.

It is curious that while in-
cidents of fatwa related vio-
lence against women have
‘shocked the world. they have
not inspired much response
from the major political par-
ties, hor have they resulted in
prompt action by law enforcing,
agencies. Notwithstanding po-
litically appropriate references
to 'integration of women into
development' or to 'women's
public representation' gov-
ernment policies and action
have not seriously addressed
the issue eof violation of
women's rights. Nor indeed
has there been any sensitivity
to political percei:ﬂnns articu-
lated by women's groups.

Women's groups have artic-
ulated the need for legal re-
form of personal laws, and

life. The Women for Women
thus chose an important topic
for brainstorming.

~ The volume, collection of
the paper's presented at the
Convention on Women and
Politics, brings together diver-
gent views. However, inter-
ested readers will find the re-

flections that underscores Lhe
need (o change women's

overall marginalised and

. unequal position in the field of

politics. :
It is also understandable

the opinions will lead readers
to initiate thought provoking
discussions among them. It is
in this way that awareness of
these issues will grow and

sitive st will be :
pﬂ{}thcrw we will get

plunged inm cumplat:mcy of
tokenism of having a premier,
who is a women and having a
leader of the Opposition who is
a women too. So, the real chal-
lenge comes in coming out of
tokenism and allowing them to
enjoy the rightful place in the
mainstream politics.

The sooner we um'_lcrlland

and 1mpl } is, the
easier it wl or the (ssue of

women to reach the political
forum.

share their responsibilities
equally. The Muslim Family
Laws Ordinance was enacted in
1961 as a partial gesture to
women's demands. [t certainly
needs further reforms in
keeping with present realities.
To transfer political rhetoric
into reality requires that laws
uphold minimum human rights
standards.

A second concern articu-
lated by women's groups is
with the non-enforcement aof
laws. Registration of births and
marriages is not enforced,
leading to underage marriages,
to desertions and to difficulties
in marital settlements. The
lack of enforcement is at-
tributed to an inefficient sys-
tem in which kazis deputed to
perform these duties are ei-
ther uninformed or willfully
negligent. This calls for a reor-
ganisation of the system of reg-
istration within a more effec-
tive administrative structure or
for a proper trained personnel.||

Cases of violence against'
women reported to the police

are not acted upon promptly
or honestly., Law enforcing .

‘agencies have A maintained
themselves not as responsible
to the citizens but above public
censure. This has allowed
them to evade their responsi-
bilities. In many countries do-
mestic violence has- been
recognised as a crime, and in
even our neighbouring coun-
tries special women's cells at-
tached to police stations have
been constituted to facili

women's complaints. The
presence of women social
workers in these cells acts as’'a

monitor on the police and
provides sensitive support to

women in their encounters
with law enforcement.

These measures are of
course necessary but not suffi-

+ cient for social change. A more

serious concern has been
raised regarding our value sys-
tems and how women's subor-
dination .is perpetuated
through the existing education
system. In this context the ab-
sorption of madrassah system
of education to implement the
free primary education policy
is not likely to be conducivé to
changing gender values or atti-
tudes. In fact human rights ed-
ucation needs to be incorpo-
rated even into main stream of
education so that there is
greater respect and lolerance.
How far can women meove

. towards a political contract to

their demands given the cur-
rent trend of appeasement of
socially retrogressive [orces?
How can women bring about a
'pelitical reorientation within
the parties and within the ad- .
ministration? The stréngth of
numbers has of course always
been important in the elec-
toral process, and a major lask
that lies ahead is to mobilise
women, to build alliances to
push their agenda into the po-
litical discourse. Parties are
not likely to take onto their
platform anything that is not
politically advantageous and
this is a lesson we need to act
upon., One way would point to a
more effective use of the
democratic space through the
media, through information
and education of wemen voters
to ensure a responsible con-
stituency. A second process is
to make the government re-1
sponsive (o state guarantees of
equal rights as expressed
through Bangladesh's ratifica-
tion eof international human
rights instruments (UN
Convention for Elimination of
all forms of Discrimination
against Women), and in the
Constitution. The State has to
be held sible lo its
avowed principles. Political
rhetoric cannot be accepted as

" a substitute.

The writer is associatéd
with Ain O Salish Kendra.



