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On IE ”twe _

had gone to the WV A
I Hrshﬁ'nnat Center to do

a story on disabled child-
ren and ran into Rahima by
chance. In my protected co-
cooned world, I'd never en-
countered victims like the
ecighteen year old woman
whose left leg, right ear and
right arm were missing,
chopped off with a butcher
knite. She sat in one of the

center's dorm rooms, quiet,
dry-eyved and reflective. Sto-
ries of women being burnt in
the kitchen, at the stake and
brutally murdered are in the
papers, fverirwhf:re. all the
time, especia

ly in our part of

Living with Brutality

by Sehrezad Joya Monami Latif

"My Husband Hacked off My Limbs" |

the world. But till that rainy
day in early [une, for me,
they had siumply been stones
on paper. My encounter with
Rahima made me realize that
in Bangladesh brutal crimes
against women are not freak
occurences but unpalatable
realities that most of us
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chouse to ignore.

Rahima's story starts the
same way ninety percent of
torture tales in Bangladesh do,
with marrtage. What was done
to Rahima however, does not
happen as otten and unlike
most real lite horror stories
here, her story ends in a
somewhat more positive note,
or so | keep telling myself.

Rahima was about 16,
she's not sure how old, when
her impoverished father mar-
ried her off to a man in Chat-
tagong. She claims that he did
not know that this man al-
ready had two wives and
drank and gambled heavily.
Rahima hived with this man
and his two wives for two
rtﬂrﬁ. Both his wives and her
1ushand during this time
would abuse her both physi-
cally and verbally on a daily
basis. As the days wore on,
her husband started coming
home, drunk and demanding
that she entertain his friends.

{ < She would retuse and then he
- would beat her black and

blue. .

One day she really could
take it no more and went to
the police with her marriage
certificate and told th®m whit
was being done togher. They
assured her that they would
see what thev could do, and
in the meantime she was not
to return home. Rahima
stayed at a neighbors home.
After two days she went to
collect her clothes and be-
longings. That one mistake
will cost her the rest of her

- life.

his second wife were sittin

Her husband's sister ané
omtside on the patio when she

got there. They told her to go

mside and collect her things.
Her husband and a friend

were sitting in the room when
she entered. He asked her if
she had been to see the po-
lice. Rahima denied Ev:!?r-
thing but he was furious,

friend grabbed her two hands
and held them down behind

her. Her husband took a dao.

butchers knife) and cut off

er ear and hit her a few times
with it on her head, the scars
of which have healed but left

uglly, scarlet welts on her

sca 1{3 :

ahima does not remem-
ber anything that happened
after that. Her face remained
impassive as she told me in a
monotone, "when I woke up I
could not remember any-
thing, not even my name. All
] knew was that I was in
ttemendous pain and parts of
m? body had been hacked
oft." After slicing off her ear
her arm, her entire leg and

art of her other foot, her
usband had left her next to
the railway tracks to die.

She was discovered and
taken to hospital where her
case received much publicity.
Rahima received treatment
which included an artificial
wooden leg. Her husband and
his friend have been put in jail
but that has no guarantee,
whatsoever. Small punish-
ment for a heinous crime. A
female lawyer is actively fight-
ing Rahima's case which has
been dragging on for quite
some time. In the meantime,
the W.V. A, center has given
her shelter and food.

I did not want to ask

Rahima too many questions

which would dredge up
painful memories. She reas-
sured me that it did not mat-
ter. "I'v e told this story so
may times, you see, and to so
many strangers’.

is

And what about her fu- |

ture! W.Y.A. is ing to re-
e Pkl b P o Grd
women's projects and Rahima
herself is actually quite posi-
tive about her life now. "1 do

not want to live off people's |

kindness forever." She is very
grateful. "Apa, at least atten-
tion was brought to my case
and I am being helped, I am

not be on the streets mﬁ]
I wasn't lett to die on the rail-
road tracks."

True. She could have been
one of the hundreds of casu-

alties that occur each day but
her life was saved. And yet...

I was consumed by rage
that day, and went home to
tell my grandfather about m
day. It was lunchtime and a
the household help were
standing around the table.
They listened to Rahima's
story and tut tutted and the
women got quite upset. But
they all tg
too worked up. "Apa, I can
bring You a dozen of such
cases just from the neigh-
bourhood if you'd like to
write about more of these,”

the cook told me, cases like

this happen all the time, ac-
cording to him. "why, the
next door bua's sister's hus-
band burned all her limbs
with hot iron then hung her
from the fan! That poor girl
died and although her hus-
band was caught and put into
jail, he pot out again, very
shortly and ,now has a new
wife." I was horrified with the
cook's account and quickly
got up to leave, the table but
my grandmother's old bua
caught up with me at the
front door. "Apa, there's no
justice for poor people in this
country, no justice at all. You
come from abroad, see a few
cases and you get all upset,
but you don't have to live
with this, you don't have to
bear any nly the pain. Are you
going to write about this in
your newspaper’How much
good will that do?”

Her question will haunt
me, always.

HAT has c ed for
women in the past
- ten years? Sometimes

it seems, not much.
The other day the BBC lis-
teners' correspondence pro-
amme, Write On, received
%nlnd broadcast) a letter com-

FROM NAIROBI TO BEING

‘Another Decade for Women

General of the Women's
Conference.”

* The number:- of women
who, like Mrs Mongella, reach
the top is still very small. Bri-
tain's record. is particularly
poor, with less than ten per
cent of the seats in the House

elt that I was getting.
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Hillary Has No Cow and

No Income of Her Own!

No I don't.

— Apa. do you have cows?

by Farida Akhter

#

— Do vou have your own income?

— | have started earning since | was 13 Sometimes
myv income exceeded the income of my husband. I
have stopped earning since moving ro the White
House when my husband became the President.

Do vou wish to have more children? |
I wish I could have one or two more children, bur

we were so happy

with our daughter thar we

thoughr of taking no more children. We are proud
of Chelsea." (Bangladesh Observer and rer’

Kigaz April 3. 1995)

This was the open discus-
sion between the US First
Lady Mrs Hillary Rodham
Clinton and a ftew village
women during her wvisit to
the wvillage Maishahati of
Thenidah 1in Bangladesh. The
members of Grameen Bank
asked these questions to the
first lady. Because the indica-
tors for the atfirmative an-
swers were not met, I am not
sure whether they were satis-
tied with her answers. Hillary
does not have a cow and she
does not have her own in-
come. On the other hand, the
Grameen Bank members nar-

| rated their condition to Mrs

Clinton as tollows :

"Betore becoming . a
Grameen Bank member fwas
a pauper. Today 1 have a
house, a few heads of cattle
and poultry birds. I also send
my children to school....."
The enhancement of the
condition of the village
women is depicted by their
own income, cattle and poul-
try and by the fact that they
now send their children to
school. The First Lady of the
United Sates was found to be
short of two basic indicators
of enhancement of one's eco-
nomic condition.

I enjoyed this piece of
news which was published in
the daily newspapers after
the 5 hour visit to the villa
Maishahati in Jhenidah %
miles from Jessore. But it
does indicate a lot of things
to me. It 1s my €xperience

....
mmm

the visitor's education is
raduate level or masters
evel. But "do you have your
own income" and "do you
have a cow" are the most im-
ortant questions to them.

ere are very few visitors
who can satisfy the v:hqe
women with the answer to
the second question.

Similarlljir the visitors ask -
the poor village women, "do
you have your own income"

and "do you have any deci-
sion-making power In your
family". This has become a
theory in women's develop-
ment, that once poor
women have their own in-
come, they earn the decision
making power in family mat-
ters, especially with

the number of children to
have. There are thousands of

simple question like do you
have a cow cannot be an-
swered in the affirmative by
the most powerful women of
% titngﬂag And thén,dwhat
e women derive
from this negative answer?

_ The question of having a
cow in the family is very
much linked to the nature of
the economy one is in. Of
course, if Hillary Clinton be-
1 to a US farm house-
hold, she would have thou-
sands of cattle head. She
could then perhaps satisty

S
%

_. Star photo
the vi women. But this
was not the case. So a village
woman with an agricultural
base may need to understand

other t}Ees of economies and
their relation to people. If we

blame the village women for

. their narrow perception, then

western women are equally
Eﬂty of having one particu-

- perception about all the
women in third world coun-
tries. They often fail to rec-
ognize the differences in the
social and economic context
of women in Bangladesh and
ask generalized question with
very preconceived ideas
about the so-called back-
wardness of women in these
countries. I simply want to
raise this issue and connect it
with Hillary Clinton's visit
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run a2 home and a career.
“Their lives were more lim-
ited, but at least they knew
what was expected of them.”
And many other women 1
ﬁlkt.d to agreed that trying to
be Superwoman was exhaust-
mng, :
Because beingl liberated
woman is tiring, it is ;
to yomanticise "the
days” when there was time to
knit, bake and play with the
+ *ﬁm tfh: bringi
responsibility for ing
home the money. ver it
was never quite like that. In
many parts of the world
;:nmtn’s ;nrk;l ;; hard,
agricultur ur. To
thi?z.y women producé most
of the food consumed in
And thete are growing
numbers of women w
port families without a lm
partner: at least a third of the
world's households are fe-
male-headed. These women
Certainly in Britain one of
the big changes over the past
ten years has been the num-
ber of women taking up paid
work, whether
ROmMIC Decessity or use
they want to. Over 60 per
cent of women with children

eco- -

slsp have jobs outside the
home. s this pr

necessarily. Many of them
have paid time
%ﬂﬁmx (o] pewasde

make up for the extra

HE oppression of wo-

men in Bangladesh is

often written about,

rhaps bécause it i1s so

Thas oppression takes

many forms — it starts with

dis¢rimination against girl

up with a Sys-

tem which, at the fag end of
the twentieth cen

not sl"'l!' women

society constantly reinforce
the interior

A

"big issues”

and education for t '
child and so on are thi
most thinking peop

, does
to p:ln_::;t:l & upcr_ty.nﬁ

exist in our
position of
like

dowry, domestic violence,
lower standards of nutrition

1
are
aware of. What is less often

at differ-

t levels, and how :H of that
women in our
eventually have to

However meost womeh 1

talked to felt that the npﬁ{or- i
V- e :

tunity to eamt their own

ing was a big step forward.
Having a wider choice of jobs
was | t too. The writer
Joan Smith believes that
women have higher expecta-

-tions today about what kind

of work they can do.

"“One or two pioneer
women set out and say 'why
can't a woman do this?' and
they become travellers or
teachers or lawyers; and other
WOInen see 1t's ible."

Education is the launch
pad for career opportunities
and in Britain boys and girls
now enter schools and uni-
versities in fairly equal num-
bers. However, many women
in the Third World are still
held back by a lack of
schooling.

The woman presiding over
the UN conference in Beijing.
&ru’udt Mongella, was one

the luckT ones. She grew
up in a village in Tanzania
and was fortunate to have a
father who believed that girls
deserved an education as
much as boys did. “If | had
been a girl who didn't have
the opportunity to go to
school, 1 weuld not now be
Secretary General of the

World Conference. The deci
sion of my parents to take me "
to school opened opportuni
ties in m hE That's why ['ve
been a Minister, a hu&h Com
missioner and now Sebretary

nference help the

m?’ -Star Photo
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countries like Sweden, Ger-
many and India, who have in-
troduced a quota system into
their electoral process to en-
sure that there are sufficient
women candidates.

In Britain, surveys show
that among couples who both
work full time, only a quarter
share domestic tasks. In most
families the woman does all
the housework as well as her
paid job.

In many countries the last
ten years show an increase 1n
violence against women, par-
ticularly in the home. Some
people fear this alarmin
trend 1s the result of men feel-
ing threatened in their tradi-
tional role. Others point out
that women now feel able to
report incidents of violence,
rape and abuse; this 1s a sagn
of progress.

All these subjects will be
aired in Beijing, and no doubt,
as at the last conference,
splendid resolutions will be
passed. How much this affects
the lives of ordinary women
throughout the world de-
pends on how willing national

_governments are to imple-

ment those recommendations.

From Nairobr to Bening
begins on BBC World Service
’5431]'“ on the tollowing dates
South Asia from Saturday

uly 15 at 0015,
repeated at 0540
and on Mondays
al 1430 and
Tuesdays at
(1915

all over the world women n
Bangladesh sufter because ot
the standards of a society that
judges women by the way
that they look However, in

Bangladesh, this is hugely ag

avated by the obsession

t most people in this coun
try have about skin colour

You would think that after
centuries of colonial rule, we
would learn to take pride in
our own culture and heritage
rather than yearning after
standards of beauty 1m d
by the conguerors. And any-
way, if white skin 1s s0o won
t:;lf:ll,h:vh do W?‘Ettl’ntﬁ

their lives applying sun-
tan oil and nsking skin
in order to toast themselves
to a healthier shade of
brown !

Our own poets have s
paeans of praise which te
to the beauty of the Be ]

Cancer

by Farah Ghuznavi

woman (and a look around
f‘uu at any time should con:
um the tact that beauty is
alive and well in Bangladesh).
Very seldom have those po-
ems or love songs gone 1nto
details of how white the skin
of the beloved 1s Yet in
Bangladesh today, the term

"beautitul” shundor) has EE:
X

come synonymous with "f
(tarshal We are arguable more
racist in our condemnation of
darker skin as ugly, than
many people in west
When a girl baby is born,
almost the first question is
"What is her LU?HUI like?”
Rongta kemon hoychhe?)
y is it that one nevey hears
this question bein agh:d at
the birth of a2 baby boylht

amazes ine. that with rare ex-

ceptions, no matter how
privileged, sophisticated or
educated people in our soci-
ety are, they can still come

Who is the Fairest of Them All?

out with statements like, "Oh,
1t's going to be hard wo find a
husband for so and so. She is
s0 dark.” Apart trom the fact
that | don't honestly see wh
brown skin should ge cunm'c(
ered ugly [presumably this is
the way tLEat the A m;l:F,ht}r
meant us to look, judging
from how many of us are this
colour!|, most people don't
even bother to look beyond
skin colour to consider a
woman's features when they
pass judgement on her looks!
As far as the vast majority
of people are concerned, if a
woman 1s dark-skinned, she is
ugly, ™ matter how beautiful
her eyes may be, how
exquisite her bone structure,
Similarly, if a woman 1s fair,
she 15 beautiful, no matter
how bland or boring her fea-
tures. And then we complain
about the racism we experi-
ence in the west' If we our

selves buy into and actwely-'

propagate this myth, how can
we cnm{}lam if others use our
skin colour to put us down?
We don't need the west to
make fools of us when we do
it so ablv ourselves!
Meanwhile, the cosmetics
industry exploits these ridicu-
lous standards of ours with
great ease, making huge prot-
its from selling products
which are guaranteed to make
ou fairer. You are urged to
come "fair and lovely”, to
lighten your skin colour
within weeks, to become dev-
astatingly attractive for the
small amount it costs to buy a
léw tubes of this product. Kl]
your problems will be solved
if you use these creams and
lotions, rif?trfmmf the cmﬁ
to your skin of a INng suc
harsh chemicals fgd}rligich! It
would be interesting to know
what the long-terms eftects of
such products would be on
delicate facial skin. But who
cares anyway, right? It's a

small price to pay for
"beauty”. ... .

"how much education do you
have" or "what is your educa-
tional level”. It is immaterial
toe them. They take it for
granted that these visitors
must be highly educated.
They do not care whether

So, income earning has been,
in many cases, the best con-
traceptive. For the devel-
opment experts with a mo-
tive to reduce population,
these were important issues.

But for a village woman a

So, let’'s think in different
ways and broaden our per-
spectives, Instead of making
fun of the encounter between
the village women and
Hillary Clinton we can learn
a lot from it.

Rahima Begum (31) of Manikgonj narrates her story

of struggle

a i-,‘r* *.":

ES. hike all others | also

-! have some memories of

time and trials of my

owil. We, three brothers and

~isters, were living with our

parents at Dashara of Mani-

kgonj. My tather Tufan Ali was

4 share-cropper. He had a

negligible cultivable land. So,

ounr days were passing on in a
state of stringency.

When | was only 15 years
old a student of class three,
iy lather settled my marriage
with o neighbour named Tota
Mian Within a lew days. | went
to my in-law's house. My fa-
ther in-law did not choose me,
although he saw me before. He
was pressing hard my husband
cither to collect dowry or get
married for the second time.
But Tota did not agree. Con-
Micting over that issue. anly
two yvears after the marriage.
Tota (onunitled suicide,

From that day. | have been
in my father's house at
Dashara. But my father left us
soon and the whole family be-
came dependant on my elder
brother. After two years, one of
my neighbours helped me to
get a job at sewing school of an
NGO. At the beginning of the
fourth, year | got accidentally
burni and was hospitalized.
After that it became very trou-
blesomne for me to continue
the job, because it was a ten
hours duration.

Al thal jobless situation |
felt myself as an extra burden
to the [amily. It became  too
hard to manage the family.
Spending time and energy to
do something was essential.
But | had no capital to start
something. Where from could |
get that? From money len-
ders? If 1 failed to repay his

interest! One ol my neighbours

suggested me to go to her ASA -

(Association for Social Ad-
vancement] group. She told
me that il | maintained all the
regularities, they would ap-
prove a loan in my favour and
with that | could be able to
continue a 'sewing business'.

Eunsidqﬂng the fact, next
day. | went to their office. and
joined ‘Dashara Akota Landless
Women's Group'. Then regu-
larly attended the group meet-
ings and development educa-
tion classes. Right after 3
months and 15 days the group
provided me with a loan of Tk
1.000/- (one thousand). | had a
savings of Tk 500/- (five hun-
dred). My brother bought a
sewing machine and some
cloths from Manikgon| bazar
adding his own Tk 1,000/-.

A new life talloring was

ed from that day. -
_ﬁ;‘; i ..,..El!!m.- A

‘Rahima Darzl'. In such a mis-
erable condition, when | de-
manded a low rate for
dresses, maximum people

_difficult to do the

The Rhythm of Sewing Machine is My Pulsation

our locality come to me. In

that way one year passed. |
could repay my brother's loan
and weekly instalments. To
have a clear idea about my
business I always maintained a
daily note book. After income
and expenditure of the first
year, at the end | had a capital
of Tk 1,538/-.

Oradually, my world began
to change. Another hand was
needed to deliver the order

- goods in time. 1 had to iron the

clothes before delivering. For
that also a considerable
ameunt was spent. So, when,
in the next year, | received Tk
2,000/- as the second term
loan, [ bought an iron with Tk
500/- and also a second hand
machine with Tk 1,500/- |
also employed an assistant to
help me. After repaying the
second term credit it was
clear to me that the family was
moving toward a solvency.

. By that time, | already
bought a ceiling fan with Tk
500/-. | also purchased a cow
jointly with my brother. For
that I had to spend Tk 5.000/-
. Now we get four litres of milk
every day. The family also had
been facilitated with a water
sealed latrine and a tubewell.
My capital was also increasing
gradually and it became Tk
3,000/- then.

At the end of the year. Tk
4.000/- came to me as the
third term loan which | spent
for buying cloths. The instal-
ments were repaid in due
course. The present capital in
my business is nearly Tk
6.000/-.

| enjoy various fa-
cilities. but have no extra-
room. [ share the single room
with my mother and it is very
work
at night. We have attained re-
markable changes in our every
day life, but till today a large
portion of my business is on
‘'overdue’ and for that 1 have to

easy for me. | am patiently
waiting for those days. And, |
hope the days are not very far,
as the rhythms of my sewing
machines are pulsating fast.

—An ASA case study



