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Women and the Incomplete |
- War of Independence

by Azfar Hussain

OST ol our movenments
M aiming al the indepen

tdence of Bangladesh
had ignored women's issues
and interests. True, one can

readily refer to a Jong history
‘of our struggle investing it
swith glory, and at times, with
Llamour, and also point to nu-
mergus sacrifices we had thade
in the past. But. the blank
space gleaming and glistening
with a variety of absences does
not escape one's notice, when
fone lakes a look at our written
.« histories which remain
: characteristically silent on
" women.

Despite women's active par-
ticipation in our struggle for
independence spanning a
thousand years. women have
not been or tellingly
marginally. represented in all
kinds of narratives Including
history and literature. and o

course, in sociv-economie and
political spheres. I our glori-
Language Movement,
. wornen participated yielding a
remarkable eflect, emilting an
astonishing encrgy. In the '69
mass moveinent, the partici-
pation of women was over-
whelmingly  remarkable in
. scope and on scale. Then, the
. War ol Independence fought in
1971 exacted whatever it
. could mostly rom women —
who gave their evervthing for a
dream. namely, Bangladesh.
But, written histories and sub-
sequent polities have only
. paid them back with nothing
* but silences and absences —
with deprivation of women's
v spaces. This story is well-
~known; but, it is hardly
heeded. .
Looking back at the War, of
,Independence fought twenty
- four years ago. one can refor-
~wulate that very question
“which was and is : how far

alities assumed to be auto
matic. One ol the pronounce-
ments ol a Hemingway charac
ter comes o mind: "0 no, you
cannot bring it automatically;
it has to be caught here and
now.” Thus, the jssue of an
exploitation-free society
merely becomes rhetorical
without women's realities con-
cretely imaged, particularly
envisaged and definitively ad-

dressed. For, none but
women constitute the most
exploited, the most suffering

segment of our society. Our
War of Independence perhaps
did not lack the spirit, but it
certainly lacked that essential
particularity, that sense of
haeecitas, and the imagism of
the here-and-now — related to
women.

The lack. just referred to,
now brings us to the typical
position of women within the
traditional structures of family
and Kkinship as well as the
broader social and political
arenas. Over the last twenty-
four years, the position of
women has not remained
static of course: it cannot be.

For, one sees a certain degree
of women's participation in
production and market-activi-
ties — wofhen, though, differ-

entiated by class-position, have
certainly been on the move.
But, the move has not always
been one of progress; In fact,
it has been more retrogressive,
contrary to the spirit of libera-
tion. Political institutions, re-
maining so far incurably an-

drocentric and male-domi-
nated under the consistently
increasing pressures of per-
verse capitalism and imperial-
ism, have turned out to be the
most fierce but fairly familiar
enemies of women at all levels
— familial, social, economic.

When the infinite servitude of woman
shall have ended, when she will be
able to live by and for herself ... woman
will discover the unknown.

‘did the War keep women's is-
sues and inerests in view ?
There are other questions. Was
‘thal famous six-point pro-

JGraimme amply accoiumodative

of women's emancipation in
<particular ? Did those pro-
Lrammes, manifestoes, discus-
psions, rallies, gatherings, up-
surges. movements and
protests of varigus forms and
furies geared towards inde-
‘pendence accommodate space
ffor women ? The historic sev-
_mth March speech delivered

Sheikh Mujibur Rahman —

on which | wréte only yester-
Lay — did not utter a single
thing about women's ques-
tions. Yet, it was historic : and
justly so. for other reasons:
though not for women them-
‘8elves. If one even quickly sur-
veys political, economic and
soclal moves-and narratives of
the last twenty-four years, one
would not find it difficult to
Sce how impoverished they are

by their focus on women,
True, our Liberation Move-

mertt, as it was then envisaged
and carried forward, was no
doubt a glorious historic event
which vielded one of our most
priceless accomplishments,
namely, Bangladesh. But, then,
one of the telling fissures in
the movement lay in the fact
that it did not take into ac-
count, or address, women's
questions. One may argue that
building an exploitation-free

Society itself constituted one of

the destinatinrns of the move-
ment, and that, such a soclety
automaticall brings forth
women's isees, Really ? |
think here !'ea precisely the
problem - the problem
stemming from things and re-

— Rimbaud

Indeed, our mainstream mid-
dle-class politics has charac-
teristically shaped its swing
towards its class-power away
from people, particularly away
from women who remain vic-
tims of both realities and
rhetorics. True. politicians
somctimes only strategically
speak full-throatedly of
women's issues. But, then,
look at the programmes of our
major political parties, and you
would experience the horror
of absence — yes, these parties"
adeguately lack well-drawn-up
women's programmes |

In fact, the whole question
of women's emancipation is
broadly a politico-cultural
question which can never he
oIS dovnth e et dprogh
tutions, movements and wars,
Given the incompleteness of
our War of Independence and
its inherent philosophical-the-
oretical-spiritual fissures in so
far as women's questions are
concerned, and given the un-
mitigated rule of male-domi-
nated political institutions
cunstan%v jazzed up by capital-
ism and imperialism which
have only enhanced commodi-
fication of women in the name
of women's participation in
the market, and also given the
monstrous rise of fundamental-
ism today, there is no alterna-
tive to building, on an increas-
ing scale, political organisa-
tions of women themselves
throughout the country, with
their unswerving focus on
bringing about a full-scale cul-
tural revolution. That might be
one of the ways of rethinking
women's questions on this In-
ternational Women's Day.

Our Struggle Against Poverty
Discrimination and Violence

We are For Equality

‘estimated

Ihtél;nati(;nﬁ om

International Women's Day will be observed today throughout the world, in accordance with a reso-

e

lation adopted by the United Nations General Assembly in 1977,

March 8 is significant because of the historic strike that took place on this
their working conditions. Half a cent
1908, a march was held in New York to commemorate that demonstrati
the Socialist Women's Conference in

Since The Daily Star's birth in 1991, it has been working
of women. At The Daily Star, we feel proud to bring out this special feature on March 8, 1995,
out the world. Those who fought, rallied and shed blood and tears so that
women may be equal to society, and as integral part of it as men are; and those women who have kept
ost in our minds on this very special occasion. This year more than ever, The
re) express its dedication to women's rights in Bangladesh and the world.
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towards the advancement of equal

rights

to com-

niernational  women s
I day is once again upon

us. questioning us as a
comnmunity al to what have we
attained in terms of improving
the status of women in the last
one year. Do we have an
answer? Can we honestly_sdy
that we have been able to fulfill
a fraction of the pledges we so
solemnly made at rallies and
meetings a year ago.

In so saying. | do not want
to underrate our achievements.
Yes there arc some reasons to
celebrate. however [ew they
might be. it is important to
highlight and publicize them if
only 1o ¢et inspiration and
hope. Noteworihy among the
achieveimcits that will have a
positive unpact on the lives of
wotlen is the rising awareness
in the community of theé im-
portance of educating female
children. The Government
along with the NGO commu-
nity has made a concerted ef-
fort to enhance the enrollment
ol girls along with providing
incentives such as stipends
and scholarships. The manda-
tory registration ol marriage.
the lowering of registration
fees and the fine imposed for
defaulters is also a commend-
able step. though we have not
heard of any policy or plans for
implementation of these laws.
The election of women to
Union Parishad seats whereby
now out of 9 seats 3 are occus
pied by women is perhaps the
beginning of women entering
tnto public life from the grass-
roots level, moreover 13
women were ¢lected as Union
Parishad Chairmen [chair-
woinen®),

We all know that one of the
most visible changes occurring
in the last decade is the in-
volvement of women in public
life. This involvement has be-
come more. pronounced over
the year as more and more
women have joined together in
the struggle towards the
common goal of gender equity.
In 8o doing, the role of men in
this struggle has been rede-
fined and the concept of Gen-
der and Development rather
than Women and Development
has gained ground. Women's
movement for gender equity
and social justice through
women's organizations and
NGO's have certainly enhanced
the status of women, not only

| in the community but in the

family as well. The targeting of
women for -special pro-
grammes such as credit, basic
literacy, income generation,
marketing facilities etc. has
changed the lives of over 200
million rural poor women and
pulled lamilies and communi-

Any Cause to Celebrate?

by Shaheen Anam

licularly targeted for harass
ment, humiliation abuse. as
sault and sometimes even
murder. The most recent case
of Renu, the 13 year old girl
who was raped and then con
demned to be lashed is still
very fresh on our minds. Once
again organizations such as
Mahila Parishad, Ain 'O Salish
Kendra and others have played
a vital role in bringing such
injustices o the attention ol
the media and general public
and in demanding justice,
There are many among us
who are very quick to blame
poverty, illiteracy, tradition
etc. as being the primary rea-
sons behind violence against
women. Some even claim that
with education

true than violence in mtddle

class homes, (where’ people

are very educated) would not
occur nor would it occur in
rich countries. There is a re-
" luctance in our society to put

the blame where it belongs or

to eonfront the problem. Vio
lence against women is a di
rect outcome of patriarchy and

societies perception of women

and should be treated as such

laws does. There are no dearth
of laws in ounr country, but the

how successiul

guestion is
T :*;h__ b "'_.-J--r--::---..

Constant’ violence’ on campus making life on campus

insecure. The police offer little security.

lies out ol abject . It is
that currently
women's fncomes contribute
between one fourth to one half
of family incomes.. Women's

articulation of protest against

injustice and discrimination

towards women has continued.
There has been cases of suc-
cess and failures too.

Where our achievement has
been very low or even negative
has been our inability to curb
violence against women. Our
newspapers run stories of
rape, dowry deaths, kidnap-
pings almost everyday. We all
know that what remains unre-
ported far outnumbers the re-
ported cases, The fundamen-

| talist attack against women

and the {llegal activities of the
village salish in prenouncing
fatwa against young women for
alleged immoral acts has
added a new and more sinister
dimension to the whole issue
of violende against women.
Though reported cases of fat-

‘was have decreased to some
extent, it is nonetheless v

much prevalent in village life
where young women are par-

. —— Star photo
It is the mindset of people that

. have to be changed. Education

Is only one of the channel to

‘do so, but what is required

first is the recognition of the
problem. Talking about do-
mestic viclence continues to
remain a taboo subject and re-
ststance to reporting it re-
Mains as strong as ever as are
cases related to rape, abduc-
tlon etc. There is still no law
lo protect women from vio-
lence that exists in hundreds
of thousands of homes in the
form of beating, starving or
verbal abuse, nor are there any
mechanism to monitor them,
even the recognition that it
does exist is minimal.

Last month a bill was placed
by the Home Minister in the
Parliament seeking the death
penalty for violence against
women and children, viclence
defined as murder, rape, ab-
duction and trafficking. While
we appreciate the Home Min-
ister's effort to curb violence
against women we need to
stress that just enactment of
laws does not deter violence
but implemeéntation of those

have they been in protecting
wollen? Laws such as (he
Dowry Prohibitiom Act of 1980,
Lruellty to Women (Deierrent
lo Punishment Act, 1983 elc
Nave been in existence for over
a decade now yet violence has
not decreased. What is re-
quired is first of all the convic-
ton and commitment of the
powers that be to enforce
those laws. What is also re-
quired is reformm of the entire
legal process and the account-
ability of the judiciary, the law
enforcing authorities such as
the police. The entire system
needs to go through a gender
sensitization training "process
in urder lo change mindscts

violence will
eventually decrease. If this was

Standing up for her rights — changing the ‘image
submizzivencs2 and docility.
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Positive Assertions for 8th March

INCE 1990, the im-
ernational women's
day is being celebrated

by the 'women's organisations
jointly. The first initiative was
called &th March Sammilito
Udjapon' Kamity, which Invol-
ved the women's organisations
and NGOs. Together they
celebrated the day by
organising big colourful rallies
of women. ' _

Despite the displacement of
the meaning of 8 March — a
day of protest of the working
class woinen, the collective act
of middle class elite women in
making the day visible is no lit-
tle achievement. Certainly such
colourtul rallies make soeme
people aware of the issue. The
act plays a positive public edu-
cation. Women carry banners
and festoons with siogans and
demands. Nevertheless, they
are fairly effective to remind
the society about the concerns
and demands of women. Given
the predominance of patriar-
chal culture the significance of
such events can not be
marginalised.

But the next day, of course,
everybody forgets the event. It
was just a women's day. "Oh.
women were dancing!!”, "What
were dancing about.” These are
the people's lay chit chats.
They do not bother more than
a show on the street. Still,
people generally know that
women are dgmanding their
rights as human beings and'
they often explain their situa-

tion with examples of vie-
lences caused to them
Violence’ Is the mirror

through which women project

i .
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and attitudes which often con-
iributes to denying justice to
women. Enacting more laws
somehow marginalizes the is-

sue and takes it away from the
real problem which rs that of
implementation

There is ofcourde the other
kind of vielence, and that is

gender disparity. The fact is
that m Bangladesh wonwn fare
worse than inen n ahnost ev-
cry measure. They are less ed
wcated: the lenale literacy rate

is only 23% compared with
‘4% lor males. They getl less
healh care: medical expendi
lure in a typical household is
lower on en thadn on wWomen.
Perhaps vne of the most unac-
ceptable of them all is that
they get less food: women on
an average consume 20%
lewer calories tham men. The
get paid less: wages afe a lttle

more than hall that of men. l

T o

Perhaps the nwst disturbing of
all is the high rate of maternal
mortality DBangladesh is the
only country Iin the world .
where there are less women
than me. Some of the standard |
responses one gels from those
in authority is "gender dispar-

ity cannol be removed
overnight” or "the reasons are
poverty. illiteracy, tradition

etc. Yes. these are factors, but
the point is why is it that
woinen in particular always
have to pay an uneven price of
certain historical and social
realities and the more funda-
mental guestion is what is
beiing: done abeut i1?

Lvery  year we celebrate In
terpational Women s Day, every
year we hope thal the coming
year will usher in the dawn of a
new beginning. It is very im-
portant to hope and dreamn but
perhdaps we have Lo do more
than hope and dream. It is now
perhaps time to pick up those
reports. it is now time to hear |
Lhe voices of thigse women who |
bear a disproportionate burden
of deprivation and discrimina-
tion and resolve to change it
pnce and for all. Clhunge nat in
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For International
Women's Day

The Daily Star along with the Beijing NGO
Forum urge all of you interested in uplifting

women's status and eliminating

the

oppression against women to participate in
International Women's Day

1:00 PM
In observance of Interna-

tional Women's Day Taranga' is
going Lo organise a symposium.
M= Rowshan Jahan. Director of

Women for Women' and Ms
Maleka Begum Khan, lormer
President of Bangla Craft are
going to take part in the dis-
cussion. The symposium will

he held in BGS Conference
Room. Rd-23, House 39J
Bunani.

Welcome Address: Shamsun
Nithar, Discussion on Interna-
tonal Women's Day: its Gene-
sis, Ethos and Current Situa-

tion by Raushan Jahan
Discussion on the Impor-

Lance ol international Women's
Day in the Area of Women's
Employment in Bangladesh by

Maleka Khan

2:00 pm

* The

3:00 pm onwards

* Beijing NGO Forum,
keeping the World NGO Sum-
mil in view, plans to observe
Lthe \,r]-ay through interaction
with and collective participa-

tion of people from all walks of
life. Apart from bringing to the

lorelront various issues and
concerns of women they will
stage a play to pay tribute to

Begum Sufia Kamal and her

life's achievements. They play
will focus on Begum Sufia Ka-
mal's participation in women's
struggle and its history and is
to be the highlight of the
meeting.

* Songs, dance and short
plays will also be ‘presented to
locus and emphasize various
crucial aspects of women's
struggle lor emancipation.

any vague terms, but change
that is visible and guantitiable.

by Farida Akhter

their situation in the society.

But women as a class poses the

question of violence as it is
committed agairist them inde-
pendent of other crimes
caused by the society. This is
alright, but we must not over-
look the paradigm within
which women’'s questions are
framed. "Violence" is accept-
able to patriarchal culture
since women are sympathised
with, as long as the soclety
does not have to take initia-

. tives for changes.

Since 1994, Bth March Is
being celebrated under the
banner of Beijing NGO Forum
'95 Preparatory Committee,
Bangladesh consisting of over
200 organisations. The prepa-
rations towards the Fourth
World Women's Conference is
reflected in this celebration.
This year again. the combined
celebration is organised by the
Beijing NGO Forum '95
Preparatory Committee. The
celebration of B8th March
worldwide is bringing forward
the messages [or the Beijing
conference.

Bangladesh is making all
preparations for the Betjing
conference. The NGO prepara-
tory committee is working to-
wards a status report on
women. On 8th March, there-
fore, it is not crn'lj,r a celebration
but also passing on messages
to the broader society about
the issues and demands of
women This year, 8th March

is to assert our demands and
not to pose ourselves only as

"victime of violence”

violences

The topics that will. be

Are you going to Jalk about
violence against women?”
asked a bureaucrat to a group
of women activists. This is a
kind of preconceived notion

" about women's groups, as if

they have nothing else to talk
about. To & government bu-
reaucral talking about vio-
lences is prohibited not be-
cause they want to hear posi-
tive and assertive statements
from women but because by
having more evidences of vio-
lence they loose faces at an
international level. The gov-
ernment somehow takes a de-
fensive attitude towards this
very crucial issue and there-
fore, pretends that violence
does not ekist at all. "The gov-
ernment has taken all neces-
sary measures to stop violence
against women". So there can-
not be any more reporting

While we see the violence,

we also see the possibilities of
systemic change. The women's

movement is united and acting
with much wider spectrum
than what it used to be before,
Women are fighting not only
against patriarchal relations in
their own families. but also*
against patriarchy gs a global
phenomenon — at social, eco-
nomic and political level.
Women's movement sees vio-
lence in a broader social con-
text and therefore talk about
all forms of violence.

The government by not ratl-
fying the CEDAW conventions
totally, is contributing to many
They alsc should
recognise the demand of the
womern s organisations for en

brought Lo the forefront are:
Agriculture

FAP, Flood Action Plan
Vielence and Oppression
Uniform Family Code

Fundamentalism and
Population Control

SAP

Labour and Garment In-
dustry Workers

International Wo-
men's Day rally will begin at
the Shahid Minar and end at
the TSC roundabout. :

Education

Convention on the Elim-
ination of All Forms of
Discrimination Against
Women (CEDAW)
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4:00 PM I

Amnesty Inlernational will
hold a discussion on women's
and human rights, at the Press
Club. The keynote speaker will
be journalist and human rights
activist Baby Maudud, Other
speakers will be "Ananya Edi-
tor Taslima Hossain. Executive
Director of "Utsab" Bangladesh
Mahbuba Mahmud Lina:
Gonoshahajo Sangstha
Women's Development special-
ist Maleka Begum. Al
Bangladesh Executive Commit-
tee member Faridunahan
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acting Uniform Family Code is
to- reduce discrimination and
violence against women on the
basis of religious prescriptions
of inequality. The Constitution
is contradictory towards ac-

knowled women's rights.
Women ﬂﬂ:‘en.ual in thtr ;1

or public sphere, but not in
the sphere of familial relations.
As citizens women of
Bangladesh are pot therefore
equal to men. The political
partiee miserably failed to
recognise the fundamental vio-
lence against women. stamped
into the constitution. But
women are not expected to
talk about the systemic vio-
lence in the constitution. in-
terestingly. physical violence is
only recognised by patriarchy
but not the "violence” against
the equal rights of women.
Here is an example where pa-
triarchy implicitly holds that
women do not have "souls” or
"'minds”; therefore any vio-
lence against mind — against
‘right”, is not recognised

OUn 8th March, our deepest
regret is (o note that both the
head of the state and the op-
position leader being women
have totally disregarded
women s issues and did not
acknewledge the contribution
of the women's movement to-
wards change for a better soci
ety, a society where Lthe lead
ership of women s more guar
anteed and respected at all
levels of life

However, | would like to
salutle my colleagues in the
movement, because togethe:

we are committed to bring
forth a positive change



