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So What did We Achieve in Beijing?

T is not at all easy to

recapitulate the magic

of those 10 days of the
NGO Forum. The energy.
enthusiasm and commitment
of the 25.000 or more
women who participuted was
something one can only

witness and experience
firsthand. Said Irene
Santiago, the Executive

Director of the NGO Forum,
“This is an NGO Forum like
no other, not just because of
its size and location, but be-
cause of its content and ap-
proach.” The reason te par-
ticipate in the NGO Forum
was the decision of women
that the world at the close of
the 20th century needed
transformation and that
women wanted to play an ac-
tive and leading role in that

drafted in New York "to bring

together women and men to

challenge, create and trans-
form global structures and
processes at all levels

Mthnuihthtwnrdcﬂehn-
tion has been publicized as

one big party with women
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covering 41 hectares of land.

The Programme of
Pleneries, organized at the
Huairou Convention Centre
from the 30th to B8th
September provided an op-
portunity for NGO's to go
through a strategic planning
process. It started with an
overview and
Global Forces affecting the
quality of life of the human
community and the chal-
lenges they pose for women.
This was the plenary at
which Aung San Suu Kyi was
designated as the key note
speaker. She could not come
herself but sent a video tape
of her speech. Her speech,

of the

workshops were organized
with atleast few hundreds
going on at the same time.
Most of the issues being dis-
cussed were so imporiant
and close to the reality of
women's lives that'it was
common to see women rush
from one to the other some-
times leaving before one
ended to catch the end of the
next one. In fact almost ev-
eryone | met expressed re-
gret that they could not at-
tend some important work-
shop because it overlapped
with this or the other. The
r:giunal process came out

-lmplc and ntrnlght fnrward

inspired the audience as she
spoke on ¢ ty, justice and
women's

The second part of the ¢

pleneries highlighted the

- initiatives taken by women to

mdahnut change. It
| on topics such as
governance, political partici-
pation, rise of conservatism,
media culture etc. Powerful
speakers, activists, well
known peérsonalities from the
third werld such as Kamla
Bhasin, Kiran Bedi, Riffat
Hasan etc. were invited as
speakers. Rounaq Jahan from
Bangladesh also moderated
some of the pleneray Ses-
sions. The last part of the
Plenaries focussed on com-
mitment to the future. Hillary
Clinton and women directors
of UN Agencies among others
shared their visions and

s for the future. NGOs

also mrad their Regional

Action Plans.
Besides the pleneries

there were of course the

workshops. Altogether 5000

very strong at the Forum,
Irene in an inter-
view said that the key contri-
bution of Beijing ‘95 is the
regional foundation. She said
any Global has to
have its roots in the regions:
This is the first time that
NGO Forums have been held
alongside regional prepara-
tory conferences resulting in
very strong regional partici-
pation and action plans.

| attended a numiber of re-
gional workshops especial
those organized by Sout
Asian women. was a

commonality of interest re-
mq which will enly be
strengthened

continued and ac-
tion. Besides the overridding
issue ; of feminization of
poverty, topics such as traf-
ficking of wemen in the re-
gion, rise of fundamentalism
.and communalism, regional
conflicts and structural ad-
justment policies were in-
tensely debated. What came
out very strong was a call to

through

end conflicts between coun-
tries in the _
within countries
ethnic communities. Leading
activists in the region have
appealed that these conflicts
always have a negative impact
on women f[urther victimising
them. Women are almost
never included in the deci-
sion to start the conflict yet
pay a heavy price. They have
further gone on to demand
that women should play a
leading and active role in the
peace process as architects

- of peace. They are not willing

to accept the role of passive
beneficiaries nor that of vic-
Another very important

process that took place at the
NGO Forum was the partici-
tion of Grassroot women
om the regions. These

women represented their lo-

calities and communities and -

made a very impressive con-
tribution to the Forum. The
difference between Grassroot
participation vis- a-vis urban
elite is that these women

represent and can speak on

behalf of communi-
ties of which they are a part
of while the urban elite
women can only talk on their

behalf from a distance.
Thrru;h the "Send a Sister

g Lo T
funding
number of grassroot partic
pants from India,
Pakistan, Nepal and Sri Llnka
representing various credit,
small enterprise, farmers,
home based workers etc. par-
ticipated at the NGO Forum.
Their involvement, interac-
tion inspite of language bar-
rier (which we all had prob-
lems with) and the manner

deaths

in wh‘lch ‘th::]r exprclled

: * étrength-
ened the helh':l‘ that the poor,
the deprived and the vulner-
able can speak for themselves
much better than others can
fl? their behalf. To my mind

e workshop or d b
the Indian HG'D i .'f
which just the grassroot pl.r
ticipants from ‘the region
spoke were among the
strongest that | have ai-
tended.

. 'So what did we achieve?
This is the perennial ques-
tion being asked in different
forums, meetings and brief-
ings. To my mind what hap-
pened was the discovery that
inspite of difference and di-
vide women did find some
common trends that bind
them together. Onme such
trend was the issue of
Violence Against Women and
the ~ Economic

tion of Women. In
Africa and the Middle East so
far 85 million women have
been genitally mutilated. In
India, cases of dowry death

‘has increased as police re-

port thousands of such
every year. From
Bangladesh 200,000 women
have been trafficked, since
the last 10 years and accord-
ing to a survey about 58% of
Japanese women reported
physical abuse by a partner.
In the US where women have
attained so much of gender
equality one third of all
women murdered die in the
hands of a spouse or boy
friend. Another common
theme was the economic sit-
uation of women. The 388
billionaires in the world who
are all men ' possess

wealth than 2.5 bil-
lion people who are mostly
women.

Mluth:utndl I re-

Forum said = “mi

F the 35 million wo-
men in Ba
only 1.75 live in Lhr
city, and of these city women
a mere 32 per cent are liter-
ate and only 1.27 per cent
adopt modern professions.

The great majority of
Bengalee women live in the
villages. the rate of urbanisa-
tion being roughly five per
cent of the population

A woman in Bangladesh is
considered ol little impor-
tance. "She is little more th-
an a free servant and a child
bearing machine”. There is
no “Azan” or call for prayer,
when a daughier is barn.

Some people are under
the wrong conception that
there should be no prayer or
celebration at the birth of a

are thlt unlike their bre-
thers. they are liabilities for
their families.

if the family can afford
, lood and
is the boys who

ing their daughters remain
very much the exception
than the rule. Even in the ur-
ban areas the majority of the
girls drop out of school in the
fifth grade.

Marriage is the ultimate
aim of both the rural and wr-

of

still prtﬁ:r arranged mar-
riages because there is little

opportunity for them to meet
members of the opposite sex.

A small per cent of the
women do adopt careers. In a
society observing “"Purdah”
teaching and medicine are

considered the (wo most re
spectable occupations for
women. Nursing and secre-
tarial work along with such
occupations as that of air hos-
lesses are regarded as "nonr-
espectable”. A weman's car-
eer is also determined by her
family.

There are few women in
the lower and middle classes
who go oul to work In the ur-
ban areas. These working
women are sometimes the
bread winners of the family.
Al times they earn to add Lo
their family income.

At others. they work (o

use their spare time or do so
to “make use of their educa-

tien”. to be selfl independent
or even avoid boredom and

frustration at home.

According to a survey 55
per cent of the working
women in the urban areas are
the principal bread winners
of the family. Twenty per
cent work to add e their
family income

Six per cent wish to uee
their spare time by their
work and 12 per cent want
"to malke use of their educa-

by Fayza Hag

tion” while 4 per cenlL say
they wish Lo assert their in-
dividuality and freedom. in
pursuing a career in the city.

The jobs taken up are the
stereotyped ones ol college
and secondary school teach-
ers. nurses, doctors, resea-
rch assistants, receptionists.
Lelephone operators. secreta-
ries and clerks.

According te a recent
cerisus there are 916 female
doctors, 1149 registered
nurses, 30 lawyers, three
judges and 11,272 school
teachers.

The same survey shows

that women are afraid to take
up careers because of various
reasons. Twenty-seven per
cent are afraid of ignoring
the upbringing of their chil
dren

Sixty-two per cent have
fear of ruining the fammily

Some put asede career opper
tunities for Lhe sake of pe:
sonal health too

Of those who do go out 1o
work many are dissatisfied

with their jobs quite often.
Sixty-six per cent of women
who take up a career com-
plain of low pay, ten per cent
say Lhe job is not entirely to
their liking. 13 per cent
complain that there are low
chances of promotion, and 3
per centl lament that there is
unhealthy atmosphere.

The paper goes on 1o re-
port that the reasons for
women giving up work is that
48 per cent ol the women
interviewed feel that it is
harmful in the husband-wife
relationship, while four per
cent say that they cannot get
the approval of the families.

Seven per cent are under
the impression that going out
to work is against Islamic
principles,

The reason why Bang-
ladeshi women have (oday
comeout to work is due to
the changing attitude in the
late sixties and seventies as
well as naturally the eighties,
and because of the expansion
of female education as well as
due to the employment op-
portunities.

Working women often
originate from rural back-
ground and often have large
[amilies. These women have
more influence on family de-
cisjon-making than non
working women.

Sex-discrimination is ex-
pressed only among some of
the occupational group.

Roughly ten per cemt of
women are in the labour
lorce. and of them, only one
per cent adopt a modern oc-
cupation. Out of 2,553,212
females in the civiian force
214715 belong to non-agri-
cultural labour force

Too often, urban women
are employed in low paid jobs
as lactory labour or street
cleaning and construction
work. Middle class women
usually take up "women's” oc-
cupation such as nursing or
sales work

The proportion of womern
labour force in the ru
ral area is described as
“unpaid family labour”. These
women remain at home, ob-
serve Purdah®™ and assist

EES

Economic Future for Women?

members of the [amily with
farm work and handicrafl.
The women lead busy lives.

The nature of the village
life with its lack of urban
amenities such as running
water. electricity/kerosene
stoves means that the women
utilise every daylight hour in
hard work. Food preparation.
washing. cleaning. looking
after the children. husking the
rice, fetching water. seeing
to the cattle and poultry, in a
village setting are hard and
time consuming.

The tending to jute work,
cane work. the preservation
and preparation of food are
essential to the lives of the

Bangladeshi women.

The exceptional economic |
circumstances recently faced

by Bangladesh, where large
portions of the population on

the brink of succumbing to |

hunger and malnutrition. ra-
ise some im t questions
regarding the economic fu-
ture of women. The most

important agency involved in |

programmies to | WO-
men's conditions is the Bang-
ladeshi Women's Rehabilita-
tion and Welfare Foundation.

It has launched a number
of pllot projects for both ru-
ral and urban women that
deal with matters such as po-
pulation control and women's
vocational training.

There are "Mothers
Clubs” in the villages where
women do handieraft in co-
operdtive basis. The "Food for
Work™ has been employing
large number of women in
rural relief projects. The Uni-
versity Women's Federation
and Career Womer's Club also
contribute to facilities and
amenities for working wo
mer.

The "Mahila Samity” whi
ch replaced APWA, the mi-
ddle class club for women in
Pakistan, add to charitable
work for widows and desti-
tute women.

In addition there are for-
eign Christian relief organi
satlons which see to women's
wellare as the International
Adoption Homes lor eighi
different countries with their

[

Eve Fights Back

S we all know, women
walking down the str-
eet (or being seen in
any public place) frequently
attract all kinds of comment.

| This kind of behaviour is

known as “"eveteasing’. Such
occurrerices may take place
more frequently in countries
like adesh {(and even
this is debatable). but it is far
[rom unheard of in western,
supposedly "progressive"
countries as well. This kind
of behaviour intimidates
many women so much that
they avoid going out except
when they have to, because of
it. Most of us have, at one
time or another, heard
stories of the kinds of
harassment that women face
in such situations, but I was
happy to note recently that
some women are actually
fighting back rather than
being intimidated by those
men who are ill-mannered
(or obnoxious!) enough to

HE'S TOO UNPERNOURISHEP
TO BEG FOR His Foop

by Farah Ghuznavi

behave in this fashion.

Take, for example, my
friend’'s sister, who lives in
New York. When she was out
grocery shopping recently,
she noticed a man ogling her
quite unashamedly. Judging
from his appearance, she
thought it was likely that he
was a Bangali. To test out her
theory, she said to him, "Apni
ki Bangali (Are you Bangali)?"
Seeing her query as encour-
agement, he happily replied
in the affirmativel "Taholey
orokom korey takiye achhen
keno? Meyey dekhen nai
konodin? (Then why are you
staring at me like that?
Haven't you ever seen a
woman before?)", she
snarled. Addressing him in
Bangla worked; he was so
embarrassed that he turned
and walked hurriedly away!

Meanwhile, a Bangali

NO - HE'S A NUT CASE /NB'S

PRETENDING Te BEA BIRP)

woman in an office
in London found herself in a
rather more embarrassing
position. She was naturally a
shy ., and had been at-
tending an assertiveness
course run by my cousin, who
lives and works in London. A
man came into the office
where she worked as a re-
ceptionist, and asked her if
Mr Palmer was in the office
that day. What made the sit-
uation embarrassing was that
he stared at her chest the
entire time that he spoke.
Infuriated by his behaviour,
she decided to make her
opinion of his behaviour
clear. Undoing the top button
of her blouse, she looked
downwards into her blouse
and said, "No, he's not in to-
day”] The man was so taken
back her , that
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offices in Dhaka, the capital

ity

ANESA is the secona
wife of Eman. She has
two young children.
Her husband. Eman, is a

fisherman, whg used to live at

-the house of -a man named
Sanu in Uttara, Dhaka. He
brought Eanesa to this house,
where she began working as
a maid. One day, Eman left
Banesa and went off to live
with his first wife. Banesa did
not know Sanu well at all but
continued to work at his
house in order to support
herseli and her children.
‘Soon after Eman had left
Banesa, Sanu tried to
persuade Banesa to sleep
with him and despite
Banesa's refusal, Sanu contin-
ued his efforts. Banesa re-
ported this to Sanu's father
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(Bangladesh Hatlnn.nj Women
Lawyers

Banesa’s casé on her

Banesa iurﬂmm
training under the
organization's guidance and
her elder child is attending

school.
arrested yet.

Polygamy should be
banned. It is true that the
Qur'an permits it but only on
specific conditions, and un-
der certain circumstances.
Since contemporary
Bangladeshi society and the
attitude of the average
Bangladeshi male towards
women do not meet these

conditions. polygamy should

Courtesy Narigrontho Probortana

and brother but they did not
take any action.

One day when Banesa
went outside the house to
relieve herself by a pond-side
quite far from the house,
Sanu stuffed Banesa's mouth
with a piece of cloth and
raped her. As soon as Sanu
freed Banesa following the
act, Banesa started to scream
and a crowd gathered. One of
the witnesses, named
Haroon, filed a case on
Banesa's behalf, but
afterwards, refused to serve
as a witness in the case. In
the meantime, Sanu
continued to threaten to kill
Banesa if she did not with-
draw the case. Intimidated,
Banesa nearly complied.

When the magistrate
started questioning Banesa
following her expressed
desire to withdraw the case,
the truth was revealed. The
court then placed Banesa
under Judicial custody as a
safe custody prisoner
BNWLA releascd Nanesa
through court and brought
her to the organization's
shelter home, along with her
two children. While BNWLA

be rendered illegal. While the
@ur'an permitted polygamy
following the battle of Uhud,
in which most of the able
me:1 were killed off, to pre-
serve women's prestige and
rights and provide them with
maintenance and support,
polygamy is now mostly used
to exploit and abuse women.
The circumstances that
emerged in the Hejaz follow-

ing the disastrous battle of

Uhud, simply do not exist in
current Bangladeshi society,
where the number of women
Is equal to the number of
men, or possibly lower. Also,
many men now-a-days tend
to regard marriage as a
means to satiate lust, instead
of a sacred and practical
bond involving serious re-
sponsibilities and mutual re-
spect (alongside meeting
physical needs). They also
conveniently fail to obtain the
permission of the first wife
prior to marrying a second
time, which is a prerequisite
under The Muslim Family
Laws Ordinance 1961  Some
who do Inform their first
wives, often coerce them into
agreeing through physical

‘contests

Sanu has not been

Women Under Coercion
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Banning polygamy would

make it difficult for

men to abandon

thelr Wivesl! /05 DIUON= |
Of a law

have only when

that divorce is two of the
permitted acts that are to be
religiously shunned until
there is absolutely no other
alternative. Yet,

men particularly those
belong to the lower middle

thdrﬂmandmnjmﬂy
go ahead with it for trivial

and selfish reasons, in
clear contradiction of
Qur'anic in . Thus,
till means can be found to ef-
fectively combat the ex-
ploitation of this Qur'anic

privilege, this privilege itself

must be removed, as it
otherwise becomes a male
weapon for victimizing inno-
cent women. Hence, instead
of 8 ; as a boon for cou-
ples who are fully aware of
the Qur'an's immense dis-
taste for divorce and yet find
it utterly impossible to live
together anymore, divorce
has become a curse for the
greater part of the female
population of Bangladesh.

Yet another factor must be
considered with regard to
banning polygamy and easy
male access to divorce. Laws
prohibiting dowry must be
strictly enforced. A special
task force should be created
within the law enforcement
zone, which will seek out
those who engage in dowry
transactions throughout
Bangladesh and cul-
prits to the attention of the
law; women suffer-
ing from dowry-related abuse
to speak up; and file cases on
these women's behalf.
Harsher punishment must be
set up for violators of the

law.

The three factors above
accompanied by social cam-
paigns to raise public con-
sciousness regarding
polygamy, divorce and dowry
will contribute significantly

towards the realization of
women s rights in
On July 1995 The

Parliament of Bangladesh
passed a bill Cell (The
Women and Child Repression
special provision Bill, 1998)
providing for life term or
death sentence for killing,
raping, murdering for dowry
and women and child traf-
ficking. If this law is enforced
properly it will help in elimi-
nation of all form of exploita-

tion of women in Bangladesh.



