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The Problem of What to Wear

realised that things. had

gone too far when waiters

started telling me how to
ress.

| was in a Bangladeshi-run
restaurant in England with
several white friends, when a
waiter (who knew | was
Bengali)] approached our table
and shook his head at me dis-
ap[.u'wil.ngl

he said in Bangla. so
as not to offend his white cus-
tomers, "apa, it's alright for
them (disparagingly indicating
my white friends) — but our
girls just don't do that!”

My crime? | had cut off my
hair.

The staff at the prince of
Bengal Tandoori were right, of
course: ‘'our girls' don't do thal.
So rarely. in fact do they do
that, that | was once informed
by a rickshaw wallah in rural
Jamalpur that "if | wore a shirt
and pants. nobody would even
know I was i woman”. Obwious
advantages of passing for a man
aside. | got the point and
started to grow my hair. I've
" got my gender hack and even
villngt penple- with their strict
ideas now believe that I am
both female and Bangladeshi.

' 'Being’ a Bengall woman is
inextricably linked to how you
look. "Bangla nari” the rhyme

.goes, "chul aar hsari". And yes,
Ht is meant to be prescriptive.
. Have you ever noticed at
“cldinga that at one sidé of
*.the shamiana there are women
~in wonderful colourful saris,
mmasses of jewellery (and hair].
~ looking. above all. traditional.
while at the other end there
are men in drab grey and navy
blue suits, traditionml to noth-
ing but the stockbrokers' firm?
I onceé asked a male colleague
why men religiously do not
wear traditional clothes to
work, whereas women reli-
giously do. He explained that
kurta-paijama are simply not
considered lormal enough for
the workplace. This in an of-
fice where men
jeans; T-shirts. sneakers and
even baseball caps te work!

: Historically,
the ones to have contact with
the outside world. Women have
tended to be in centaclt with
- this outside world only
- through their husbands or fa-
-thers. So men worked sutside
“the home, and were influenced
by other, outside, and in this
_context, Western ideas, views,
- and yes, fashions. So it hap-
Jprned that the cool. comfort-
~able. and eminently. practical.

1rad4ﬂmai garb of the Bengali .

“male was replaced by hot and
impractical suits, shoes and

socks. and the nmi:hJamumd ;

polyester trousers.

Women on the other hand,
were charged with guarding
. Bengali cultural heritage. The

by Naomi Hossain

responsibility for retaining our
traditions and not giving into
Western cultural impositions s
a female responsibility. Or at
least. it Is considered impor
lant that women remain un
Lainted by Western influences,
particularly when it comes to
outward appearance. In fact,
only the other day was Pahela
Falgun, when women every-
where dress in yellow and red
to celebrate spring and men.
well it doesn’t really maller
whal men wear, does it?

Some claim that it
matt€r of modesty.

is a
that

wornen in Bangladesh are re-

thought that ‘it was inappro-
priate for a Bengali girl to
dress i that way”. What it is, is

4 matter of convention, a
means of restriction and yet
another source of autharity

~over women. Others decide,

whether or net you can be a
proper, good’ female, whether
you can possibly be a Bengali
woman. Women in Bangladesh
are assigned theif overemphat-
ically traditional role, with ap-
pearance-as one of its deter-
minants, and it is not a role
that necessarily fits well with
the trend towards working and

having a carées

lance. Yet for women in a so-

_clety ip which it is next o im-

possible for (them to inherit
land, very often the only secu

rity they have is their jew-
ellery. Clinging to traditional
roles and appearances is thus a
hair-breadth away from prag-
ma tism.

Why focus en this particular
aspect of Bangladeshi women's
lives. particularly when it is
not one which women them-
selves are vocal about or in-
deed. against? Certainly not
because wearing traditional
clothes is or should be a prob-
lem, bedause it is not. and
should not become one. What

regularly wear .

et have been .
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Tjust
-vlothes which . are extremely

stricied to traditibnal clothing

bevause 'sociely’ demands that

we are well covered. There are
sliroud-like Western clothes
as there are ‘'ethnic

revealing. such as the sari. No.
it is not a matter of modesty,
as one friend of mine found
out, Believing she was ade-
qualely dressed in long loose’
lrousers, a long loose shirt and
a-huge shawl which reached (o
her knees and was carefully
wrapped around her, she was
amazed to find that colleagues

It is not that women object.
exactly. to this role ol guardian
of tradition and culture. There

has always been scope for sub-

version of these roles in prac-
tice: the still extremely popu-

lir practice of weighing down
newly-wed brides with jew-
ellery was (raditionally linked
to making it harder for them

“to run back tol/their. parents’

home. just as nupur of ankle
bracciets were intended to
signal the wearer's where-
abouls so that her movements
could be kept under surveil-

is being highlighted hure is
the vveremphasis placed on
women's appearance: what is
shown is that Bengali woman-
hood is still constructed heav-
ily on the way we look. It is
symptomatic of a society which
places more (and not simply
different) important on a
woman's decorative qualities
than on her abilities. The use
of women's appearance Lo
judge, categorise, and limit
their behaviour is by no means
restricted to Bangladesh. It is

- simply more blatant here.
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: UALA LUMPUR Filip-
: B ina Lolita Purok, 41.
' spent recently three .
day; in a Singapore hospital for
. severe injuries that included
. broken ribs and bruises on her
- face. arms and thighs. -
Her employer Choo: Thiam

. Hock, 42, has since.been serv- .

.ing a nine-maenth jail sentence
for what government prosecu-

tor Jennifer Marie described
~d4s “horrendous abuse”. Mr
tChm s wife and their 18-year-

*{:-Id son were both fined USS$

. 680 each for joining in the
*p‘ulu h-and- kic altack on
‘housemaig “Lolita. _
« Filipinos, numhering
160,000, top the list of foreign-
.ers working as househelp in
.Singapore. In Malaysia, they
.are outnumbered by the In-
.donesians who total abcut
40.000, but are not too far be-
jllnd with 15.,000.
A smaller

number of

Sdught

L

™
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underpa}rmem or nonpayment
of salaries. .

One social worker said less
than 10 per cent of foreign
houseinaids are tredated well by
their employers.

Each day an average of eight
to 12 Filipino hausehelp visit
-their embassy in Kuala Lumpur

. complaining of mistreatment.

Another eight to 12 phone
calls and an average of five let-
ters voicing problems are_re-
ceived daily.

"In the Philippinés, a well-
to-do family will often hire
'three separgte maids for the
rmkmg cleaning and garden-
ing,”said an embassy official.
‘Tn Malaysia one maid is ex-

After Yet

by Joe Fernandez
emotionally.” According’ to
Universiti Kebangsaan Malay-
sta’'s psychiatry department.
the number of foreign malids
admitted to psychiatric wards

. in Kuala Lympur now aver

len a year. "Lack of social

contact and recreation, work -

problems and missing their
families are common factors
causing psychiatrtc illness,”
said one report released by the
university.

One peculiar problem in-
vuivlng Filipino domestics is
that they may be "over-quali-
[ied for their jobs,” which
leads to feelings of frustration
and lack of fulfilment. A recent
random Eampllng by the Fil-

[

employment agency to ensure

that these debts are fully paid.
But housemaids from In-
donestia, less articulate than

their Filipino sisters, may have .

it even worse,

Women's Aid Organization
(WAO) chair Ivy Josiah says In-
donesians may be the worst
treated among the ranks ul‘
domestic help.

Une Indonesian woman,
driven to a nervo break-
down. was immediately re-
turned by her employer to the
local - agency, which in turn
promptly sent the woman
home, "He (the employer] had
no qualms about abandoning
someone who had taken care

'-_

Abused

time Bmmemorial.:

v enclitions and social norms of
4 small village of Mohpura
island.

"Now our husbands. f[athers
and brothers care for us and
we have a position in our fami-
lies.” newly - married young
Momtaz Begum said "And this
is my satisfaction.”

Momiaz. daughter of a land-
less present can identify her
problems and what has
changed lor the better In her
life. Momtaz feels and hopes.
There are a number of new

|s possibilities of what she can do

with her life.

Momtaz. and her sixteen
neighbours have formed an as-

sociation — Kazal Rekha Mohila

Samity —
o in
Monptira,
Irict
Monpura, an island in the
mouth ol the north-eastern
part of the Bay of Bengal, has
traditionally had a very conser
vative society. Women could

in their village Char-
Hazirhat
a thana of Bhola dis-

not go out -ofl their homes
without wearing bork . Thev
use umbrellas in all*seasons

when walking the village-paths
lo keep themselves in purdah,
veiled from e oulsider's eve.
They pull up the rickshaw's
hood and use two umbrellas
when travelling. One or Iwo
decades back, women working
outside their homes were rare.
But now the women in
Monpura are logking for jobs
They have formed groups or
cooperatives where every
moinith each member deposits
TK 10 in the group savings
fund. They use the fund to
creale small businesses on
their own. "Thif income helps
feed our families.” says 45 year
old Halima Bibi who is also a
member-of the group, but does
not have a lamily since the tj
dal wane of 1970 washed them
WG ;
Momitaz, Halima Bibi and
lier sixteen neighbours formetl
the Kazal Rekha Mohila Samii
with the support of CARITAS. .\
Hon dgovernment organisation
Iwo vears ago. To date they
hine becomes mvolved” in -
com® generdiimg activities
such as plantation ef {ruit-bear-
ing trees, small scale rice
husking business and poultry.
In additiorf, the members ol
the association have received
traming on different earning
aclivities from CARITAS as
well as literacy classes that
take into account women's
health and reproductive rights.
"Now we know that females
can play important roles in the
imiprovement of their lives and
vilvcation is a key factor in
that.” said Nurun Nehar,
younger sister of Momtaz, who
is also a member of the group.
Almost all the group merm-
hers now send their children
to schools. A tool they realize
is vital to their development
and the next generation's sur-
jival.

union ef

. The fifteen out of seventeen
members of the assoctation are

tlaughters. sisiers or wives of

landless peasants of Chargaon

village. Around 80 per ¢ent of
the total inhabitants of the is-
land are | . The pebple
of the area dcpend more on

':'l.-:i ot et

eyes and nel run or s shine

cicr snbrellas o shicld hemselics from strangers
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fate than anything else since
‘most of them are unemployed
"nd at the weércy of natural
clisasters.

Howevers this changing
irend of the women working
oulside’ the home has Influ-
enced the younger generations
, of girls. mostly teenagers. Like
» Fatema or Nargis many of the
young girls are now interested
in education. ‘A number of
them who have passed S8C or
HSC are involved in teaching
in primary schools on the is-
land. They are less affected by

wﬁal the village giders have to

Lik: Momtaz's _group, a
number of females of Monpura
have formex} associations in vil-
lages all around the island.
They want to break frpm the '

~ dictates of tradjtional soeciety.
- They have realized the essen-
" al:

that femalés must con-
iribute to the development
Process,
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Dlscrlmlnatlon ls there a way out of this tanghd web?

by Mahenoor Yusuf, Shezad Pervez & Zarmeen Moin ' vl §

¢ Tlis an tr-ndenlﬂhle fact
that women have been

: working as partners ol
men in all.spheres of life since
Women's
contribution towards the
establishment of the civi-
lization is yel another truth
that can hardly be called into
question. Bul recent estimaies
show Lhal Irall the world's
population fs women and they
receive only-one tenths of the
world's income and oewn less
than 1% of the world's prop-
crty. In reality, the status of
woinen has been maintained in
varied degrees depending on
Lhv: 1tvpe ol societies and na-
tionis. In alnost every country

tion. Bul a question does arise.
why is not there man¥ women
in the top bracket of a rypical
organization. In reality the
skills of women remain left (o
be nurtured and in the future
this vast untapped resource
should be utilized. The Lhought
that women can woik in the
sdine vein as men Is sull not
accepted to many. The biased
attiturde towards Women gives
birth to inequalities between
he sexes.

The gender bias : What are
Lhe reasons? -

more than 90% in the Lop

nianagement of the organiza-

tion consisis of [emale ém-
ployees. There ar€ also other
organizations like, Proshika.

BPHC whe give preference to .

lemale employees.

Women as well as men must -
caombine foreces if they are to |

be effective. The ecanomic
comribution of women in eur
country is already enormous.
But it is critically hampered by
poor access to education,
health and employment oppor-
tumities and by discrimination
rooted in traditional roles for

No real progress of humanity is 'pﬂlﬂsihf&'

women and dayeare centre
serviceg for children of work-
ing mothers should also be de-

veloped.

— A general approach may
be taken by giving special em-
phasis on girl child and creat-
ing a gender responsive devel-
opment awargness in general
and positive - self image of
women in particular. -

— The treatment of dis-
crimination will decrease as
more women enter tradition-
ally masculine occupations.
Men who have the expericnce
of working with cempetent
females may learn to reduce

thetir reliance on siere 5.
wounien in Bangdladeshh are

men in Lheic

"Imuaemaids in both Singapore CJ'IEETle and hfrrdu‘nrkmg by nature., Fﬂlplﬂﬂ u!nn';_En whﬂ wﬂrk in in the world women have ad- without the involvement and the participa- dependént on

.and Malaysia come from Sri
Lanka, Bangladesh and Thai-
~ These "Imports” from the
_Philippines are one aspect of

"the eco mmlr devastation
L WreaKer decades of

 Ferdinand Mdl‘t‘ﬂ'& crony capi-
.talism”, as critics of the late
Filipino dictator have put it.
Some 1.5 million Filipinos are
-estimated to have left their
;country to work abroad. send-
ting home at least US$10 bil-
vlion a year in wage remit-
‘lances.
' This flow has helped payoff
‘debts, feed families, acquire
‘land and r.:dur_-alc children or
- siblings.
; Cheérful and hardwnrking
+by nature, and armed with a
rcome-what-may attitude, Fil-
ipino women who work in
- Malaysia and Singapore as
- househelp often end up virtual
C-slaves. -
. Like their sisters from
. other countries, the women
~are bullied and expected io
perform like well-oiled intelli-
gent robots at a floor pay of
~US$ 80 a month. The main
*complaint
rape is nol unconunon. nor is

is overwork, but

Malaysia and Singapore as household help often end up mrtual slaves.

pected to do everything.”
Except amang the expalri-

ales or really rich local house-
holds, most f[amilies - in
Malaysia and Singapore hire a
maid because both spouses
work ouiside the home. The
maid is paid a mere fraction of
what the woman employer
makes.

With a maid around, house-

hold members learn not 1o Lift
a linger. "If the chtidren ask

me to do something,
pected to do it. If they want

. me to get something. 1 must
her’

go,” said Mercy during
weekly Sunday off for church.

"I not only have to do the
housework but must be at the
beck and call of everyone.”

For Stella, another Filipina
the day s at 5 am and
only ends toward midnight.

- Her employer, c¢pmplains
Susan. not only keeps scream-

ing at her throughout the day.

She also has to bear with the
children calling her "stupid”,
"useless” and "a bloody fool".

Having few oultlets for their
grievances. foreign housemaids

ive in distress and- suffer

| ami ex- '

ipino Service Secreiariat found
that 57 per cent of Filipinos

serving Malaysian houscholds |
had attended high school and

40 per cent had pursued col-
lege education, with a number
graduating
commerce, economics, educa-
tion. engineering and phar-
macy.

UInder Lthe contract

Employment Administration
(POEA) and Malaysia's Foreign
Ministry, Filipinos can work
as housemaids in the country
for two years and up to a third
optional year, then leave.

Even with the
mum pay of US$180 a month,
contract substitution is still
rampant. Monthly pay deduc-
tions are made to cover the
P15.00C to over P20.000 ’‘n
placement fees charged by the
recruitment agency in the

Philippines — as well as the

UUS$ BOO forked out by the

employer to the local agency in
placement charges and air
tickets. _ _
Meanwhile, the worker's
passport is kept by the local

in agriculture,

low mini- .

De-~
tween the Philippine Overseas

nf his hnuackeepmg " said Ms

Josiah.

However, Malaysian Human
Resolirces Minister Lim Ah
Lek insists that his country’s
laws "protect foreign workers
as well.”

He saild allegations of
mistreatment of foreign maids
were discussed with his In-
donesian and Philippine coun-

lerparts at an ASEAN (Asso- |

cialion of Switheast Asian
Nations]) meeting in Sindapore

. reeently.

The demand for foreign
maylds is not likehv 10 ease up.
Deputy Human Resources
Minister M Muahalingam esti-

~mates "18,000 maids are ‘'r-

gently required to mind about

100,000 children attending

child care centres in the plan-
tation sector.

in the 1970s local maids,
usually school dropouts from
the rural areas, were easily
available. Now these wamen
prefer to work in factories
which not only provide attrac-
tive [ringe benefits but also an
environment -where they ean
socialize. — Depthnews /. sia

Tnitted secondary status in all

nkjor ageas of life — family,
educn®! work. eimmplovment,
healtl,. _overnment. This gap

is prolound in the least devel-
oped couniries of the world
and more so in rural areas
where women are subjected o
exploitation. They are deprived
of their rights and opportuni-
lies in all spheres of life.
Bangladesh is one of Lhe
poorest countries of the world.
Here more than three fourths
of its population living below
the poverty ine. In such a situ-
ation the position of women Is
all the worse compared Lo
their male counterparts be-
catse of age-old secio-eco-
nomic and cultural backward-
ness, Consequently female In
eracy in Bangladesh (14 3%)
has lagged behind that of
males (32.9%) and their pace
of improvement is slower than
that of males. The economic
condribution of women in de-
veloping countries like
Bangladesh. India and China is
already enormous. Especially
since the boom in the gar-
ments sector in Bangladesh
the women of the country have
made a significant contribu

tion of women in the mainstream of devel-

opment process.

* The poor rural women
living in absolute poverty in
sitbhuman condition are nol
considered credit worthy by
banks (in exceplion of
Grameen Bank).

* Although primary educa-
tion has been made cdmpul-
sory for women, the social bar-
riers as well as the lack of ed-
ucation opportynities and the
cuvironment has not been
vimniducive enough to decrease
thw large gap in the field of lit-
erancy and skill training.

A survey done by Associa
tion of Development Agencies
in Bangladesh (ADAB} in the
vear 1993 revealed Lhat among
the 187 central member orga
nizations oy 25 of them
(13%) were directed by fe
male, and likewise among the
254 chapter member organiza-
tions only 33 of them had fe-
male employees (13%) at the
top management. Bul among
the NGOs, BRAC is different
The policy of BRAC is to give
more openings (o lémale em
ployees. According 1o BRAC,

——

woinen. Based on our research
we put forward the following
ohservations to improve the
present situation

— Broadbased training for
women musl be initiated to
offset 1he eflfects of sex divi
ston of the labour nuirket.

— AN leveds of education for
women and their attitude to
produetive work and socially
uscfid activities should im
Prowy

To rexluce the level of
discrimination n organizu
tions, individuals should be
hired aecording lo their char-
acteristics. experience and
credibility.

- We can alse conclude thal
Jemale administrators are be st
equipped (o support and en
courage the career develop
ment of other women. and
rilso reduce treatmeni discrim
ination in organizations

Credil Jacilities showld be
expanded for women o enable
them o lake up self-employ
menl. accommodation Jacili
lies Jor jobseeking or working

early lives as docile daughters,
i1 their mid career as compli-
ani wives and in late career as
dependant mothers. It is a be-
lief, almost universally shared
by the men that women are in-
ferior by nature and they
should remain busy with their
motherhood and housekeeping
jobs. But no real progress of
humanity is possible without
the involvement and the par-
ticipation of women In the
mainstream of development
Process,

When we had finished our

report we pondercd abowd the
exislent discriiminatory envi
ronment In the organizations
and Il indeed there 18 any way

lor us (o get a reprieve One
thing thal we must accepl ts
that a pro-male blas exists In
our sociely which have been
frmed through culture
and perception Butl there is no
ineed 1o be discouraged. Now
the time has come lor women
1O revive The =success ol
wiormen will lie nol how
much has heen fore
women bul how | hey
have achieved. acquired and
o gt e |

AT |

Ml
done
much



