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HEN Bangladeshi
expatriates come
home for a visit the

firSt thing they appreciate is

having 'servants to do their
laundry, clean their bathro-
oms or cook their meals. The
luxury of not ha to lift a
finger for any of those mu-
ndane domestic chores that
eat away most of the wee-
kend is what is most looked
forward to in home coming.
For those of us who live here,
such s are taken for

ted — until of course the

a' (maid) gets sick or the
cook threatens to leave,
Unfortunately, however, even
at these times. while people

because of the 'servant
crisis’, there are very few
who really appreciate how
much this 'class’ makes our
lives better.

Domestic ltmr:antni
Bangladesh are most ne-
glected and most exploited
members of the community.
They belong to no unions and
have no son to speak in
their interest. While both
men and women are victims
of such widespread exploita-
tion it is the women and

who suffer the most.
: usually illiterate and
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Recognize the dignity n .
labour

: Slaves of Our

with no family support th
are easy prﬁy to so-called ed-
ucated middle class employ-
ers who treat them with ut-
ter negligence and humilia-
tion.

This is the scary part.
That while we make lofty
speeches about child's rights,

women's rights and the need
to help the poor, we pay very
little attention to the gross
violations of human rights in

our own homes.
The very term 'servant —
in Bangla it is ‘chakor’ is
ha

d eno . When the
'bibi’' s Eeb calls the bua’

(maid) she will address her
as 'tumi' or even tui instead
of 'apni’' (a more formal ad-
dress] even if the bua is
much older. Verbal abuse
such as 'haramjaadi’ (bas-
tard). kuthar bachcha (dog)
and other insulting terms are
hurled at the slightest
provocation. These same 'bibi
shaheb's' can be seen dressed
in the latest fashion making
polite conversation at parties
without a hint of their crude
behaviour at home.

Physical abuse is 'also
common. Sometimes it is the
employer, his wife or his
children who think they have
the right to hit the maid or
the little girl or boy who

works for them. Sometimes
the beatings are so severe
that the victim either is
permanently disfigured or in
some cases end up in the
morgue.

any times maids, espe-
cially young girls are sexually
abused. Preeti a thirteen year
old (not her real name) was
raped by her em 'S son
one afternoon en no one
else was at home. With the

T is a chilly win night.
The stmym u'l-':zﬂngghln

the frigid cold cloudless

. the roads are empty and
silence dominates. It is after
twelve o'clock. Most Dha-
kaites are under the comfort
of their guilts, enjoying the
warm feeling. But there are
some who are not as fortun-
ate, like the girl standing by
the gate of the Ramna Park,
shivering. The bitter cold
seems to penetrate her soul.
She is engulfed by the
cold fog, her heart cries out
in agony yet she remains
there with a bright

smile on her lips, desperately
waiting for a prospective
client. She must find some-
one or the next day, she will
have to go without food. Clad
in a bright red shalwar
kameez and red bright lip-
stick to make her lips look
inviting, from a distance she
&!'Ell!ntl a captivating spec-
cle. But it is a closer look
that reveals a horrifying se-
cret. Though tall for her age,
she is barely 14. All that arti-
ficial makeup cannot conceal
her actual age. Her soul is
embittered by the cruelty of

help of another maid she
managed to escape and file a
case with the thana. Ironi-
cally. instead of chastising
the son, Preet's employer
filed a case against her for
stealing. It has been estab-
lished that Preeti's rapist is
very well educated and com-
es from a well to do family
with a high social standing.
This is what is so unfor-
givable. That
commit such heinous crimes
are ple who are educated,
wealthy and are the so-called
enlightened elite. How they
live with themselves with the
knowledge that they have
committed the grossest of
crimes on helpless people, is

a disturbing question.

The answer lies some-

. where between the internal-
ized notion that r le

are somehow 'inferior’ to us

and also the fact that even if

they are abused they are too

weak to protest. Thus the of-
fenders get away with, any-
thing _ sometimes even mur-
der. Only this week a news-
Paper reports that police
ound the body of a young

irl, possibly a maid, in a
itch in Dhaka.
Moreover, there are no

ethical standards either by
law or social dictates that can
be are imposed on em

of domestic servants. There
are no minimum wage limits
for domestic maids, for ex-
ample and often (especially
in the case of minors) they

do not even get any wage at
all: the :mplgc that
ving food a place to stay

s enough remuneration. It is
also true that women domes-
tic servants are paid much-

this inhuman world. for her

life is a curse. The instinct to
survive in this brutal world
has forced her to become a
prostitute — she is a red light
girl.

She has no respect, no
rights, no affection and no
permanent home. Our
civilised society mocks at her
face. She is dejected and re-
jected. When girls her n?:
are spending their days in
fantasising and d she
is cn%ed in earning her
ltvelih in the most bar-
are ping under the |
arms of their parents, shé’
standing in the dark waiting
to be violated. There is no
room for fun, . laughter
in her life, only pain and
humiliation. =

She is a child prostitute,
one of the thousands, roam-
ing around the streets of
Dhaka. are all around us
— we see them as they are

those who .

ltznt than th;.'llr male counter-
parts eventhou they ma
;n;k Tuch nﬁgrdt? mnér
nger. A secu uard ma
et 2000 taka ;:ug-r I%unth uu{
or sitting around the whole
day and ope and closing
the gate a few times. A ‘bua’
on the other hand, who
works the whole day doing all
sorts of heavy chores [ wash-
ing all the clothes, sweeping

and wiping rooms, grinding
the spices and many other
errands) will be paid a frac-
tion of the sum, something
between 300 taka to 500 taka
per month.

Working terms are also
often quite unjust. Saira Banu.
a l4-year-old girl works da
and night for a wealthy family
in Banani washing dishes,
cleaning the rooms, taking
care of the children etc. She
does not get a regular e
or any day off. Eventhou
she is interested in go-
ing to school, her employer
feels there is no n for a
poor girl to get educated. In
any case, says, Saira, her long
wor

for studying.

Even food is given spar-
ingly to the domestic servant.
The dinner table maybe filled
with fish, meat and other
delicacies but what does the
‘bua’ or 'pichchi’ get — the
left over or a bit of bhaji
from last night. This negli-
gence and sti ess indi-
cates a kind of contempt for
:;hune wLmhnlrc le::ldtl’ rivi-
?zed. and help _ a legacy
of our feudal mind set.

In a society that is so ob-
sessed with practi the
rituals of religion, it is
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Feudal Society

hours leave no room

i

strange that it does not
bother with its flundamental
law : to treat all men (and

- would be to
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women equally). How can we

ssibly call ourselves ‘civi-
ized' or 'democratic’ when
we continue to treat le
according’to their financial
status? Perhaps the first step
lish the term
'servant’ and all the demea-
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these investments in time and labour why are the returns so

poor?

‘Who Cares About the Red

by Towheed Feroze

but what have we done to re-
habilitate them? What have
we done to mitigate their
sufferings? Child prostitution
is a heinous crime against
civilisation and against every-

thin that is deemed
"CIVILISED".

It is a scar on the con-
science of the civilised world
and contrary to the princi-
glu of sanity, yet in
angladesh, we see an alarm-

ing rise in child prostitution.
Y s with severe
are

to become prostitutes. At a
very tender age, thousands of
innocent giris are forced to
walk into this world of dark-
ness. Isn't it our moral duty
to ensure a comfortable, se-
cure life for these chiidren?

Every year thousands of
young girls come to the capi-
tal city to earn their — living.
Due to the twist of fate, many

Eaiie hfrfrm“ the cluiche
depl"'ﬂ”“y' let her be
child that she is.

s of
the

Light Girl? &

end up as prostitutes.
Poverty, family complica-
tions, failed marriages, phys-
ical torture necessitate many
young girls to go into this vi-
cious trade. ere are about
5000 child prostitutes in
Dhaka and the number is in-
r:reasing at an alarming rate.
About 2,000 are working in
licenced brothels whereas
the rest are floating prosti-
tutes. _

In this savage world their
m mt:-un;fent of survival tli

body. If one goes to

Ramna Park at around
at night, he is likely to have

rturbing encounters with
ittle girls dressed in vulgar
clothes and make up. e
scene in the authorised bro-
thels is even more horrifying.
In the brothel at Englis
Road. for example, 60 per
cent of the girls are uncf:i'-
aged

These girls deserve a
normal life and a little effort

-i’romoting Greater Reproductive Rights

by Muneera Parbeen

ORKING with wo-
men has given me

" ‘x 4
a new approach to-

wards life. We hardly realise
how lucky some of us are. We
all tend to take all that we have
— support from home, from
our husbands, children etc. —
for granted. We don’'t realise
how many women in this
cnunt[ﬁ are deprived of these
basic things and the right to be
theinselves".

These are the words of Ru-
bina Sultana, the Communit
Counsellor of Banglades
Women's Health Coalition Pro-
ect at Mirpur. The main ob-

ctives of this NGO is to pro-
vide health services to the
women in B adesh and also
fo create "health awareness’
among them by educating
them about it. At the project at
Mirpur, there are basically two
sectors, one on family planning
and the other is clinic based —
which provides for general
health care. Sultana is the
community counsellor of the

former. Her main job is to pro-
vide cnunltllini for the
women who come here, mostly
for advice and facilities pro-
vided.

“Our basic objective Is 1o
provide Family Planning ser
vices to all women. Many are
uncertain about what methods
to follow or even about
whether to follow them or not.
The main problem that are
seen among these women
(who come from all classes and
walks of life, from the lower to
the upper middle class). is the
lack of support they get from
home, especially their hus-
bands. The majority of women
who come here for birth con-
trol advice, say that though
their husbands encourage
them to take preventive meth-
ods, they (the husbands) are
extremely reluctant to partici-
pate or help". she adds.

Rubina cites the example of
a middle aged woman who
came a few months back. She
had had a heart attack only a
month before and as she al-

ways had problems with both
cuntraceplfvc injections and
pills. Rubina advised her to
stay off these for sometime
more as they could be fatal to
her health. "She literally cried
~ind pleaded to be given an in-
jection for she sald that her
husband would absolutely not
help in anyway. 'l would rather
risk death than have another
baby at this stage again,” was
her plea,” says Rubina.

“There are so many other
cases like this," Rubina says.
‘each time the problem is the
same., an unsupportive hus-
hand.”

Rubina, the mother of one
child — a boy — has been in-
volved with this organisation
lor a long time. is is her
10th year with the organisa-
lion. She started out as a
community supervisor but has
moved up since.

“Working in an organisation
as this. doesn't give one much
scope for career enhance-
ment.” she confesses. "but the

{uh satisfaction is tremendous.
t is really satisfying to find
thiat women who at first visits
were very reluctant (and
doubtful) about the facilities
available, are now so confident
and satisfled about the results
that they encourage others to
come forward. The majority of
our clients now have come
through women who are al-
ready taking advantages of our
services.”

When asked about the kind

of problems she herself has
had to face worki in an or-
ganisation as this, her prompt

response was the inconvenient

training hours. The staff here
(as with most other similar
NGO's)] have to be trained

regularly on the various
methods implemented. Most
of these training programmes
are “in-residence’ ones, which
poses a great problem to
women with young children,
She herself has to face this
roblem over the years when
€r own son was extremely
young. Rubina was, however,
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Rubina Sultana — helping
women take better care of
themselves.

lucky enough to have had a
young. unmarried sister, who
took care of her child while
she was away. Other women
are not so lucky she points out.
She thinks that no training
sessions should require the
women to stay back for the
night. "Family au%purt. espe-
cially from a husband is ex-
tremely important,” she says,
"for any women, whether she
is working or not’.
Rubina also says that th

her job may not seem to be t
most important job around. it
gives her immense satisfaction
when she thinks that she has
contributed even a little to-

.| wards creating "better health®

for the women in our country.
She beams with enthusiasm as
she explains the latest project
oll their agenda.

"We !mge to open in-work
clinics within the garment in-
dustry premises to provide
~services to the women. The
garments sector comprises of
a majority of working women
and though they are inter-
ested, their work hours and
lack of cooperation from their
employers, prevents them
from attaining any health ser
vices.” says Rubina. "It will take
some time to implement this
programme but as with all
other development issues, a
onesided effort is not enough
to reach our target. The wor
ers themselves as well as own
ers (le employers)] must come
forward with a helping hand.”

One hopes that in our pre-
sent society, a lot of other
womern, as dedicatéd as Rubina
Sultana herself, keeps on
working, all in their own ways
to provide for such a strong
support for women. The more
we have of this kind of dedi-
cated women, the easler it will
be 1o reach a target ol
"‘complete health" for all
especially for our so-long-ne-
glected female population.

us can ensure a better life
for them. Lets not just show

our s y, our sympathy
will only add oil to the
flames. Combined efforts

should be undertaken to re-
habilitate the un ed pro-
stitutes. These girls should
be given the opportunity to
acquire education, they
should be given the chance to
live a free and beautiful life,
they should be given the
chance to appreciate the
sweet and graceful aspects of
life. The government wants
popularity, well, if not for the

e of humanity, then why
not build rehabilitation cen-
tres for the sake of political
popularity?

Dhaka has become the city
of ‘wealthy people. The
cars testify to the immense
we accumulated by the
ple. Why do neot the privi-

OCIETIES world-wicle
continue to place girls
in peril that is so
routine it is virtually invisible.
In countries of every
economic¢ and social prolile,
gender inequity is deeply
ingrained in girls' lives from
birth — or even earlier. A
wide range of violent or
discriminatory practices
compromise girls' health and
shrink their chances for
productive development.
This is not random violence:
Lhe risk factor is being
female.
* In some parts of the-
world, including China, India

“and the Republic of Korea,

access Lo amniocentesis and
ultrasound techniques to de-
termine the sex of the foetus
are sufficiently widespread to
allow selective abortion and
the consequent skewing of
male-female sex ratios. This
practice is rooted in the so-
cial and cultural stigma at-
tached to having girl children
and the considerable costs of
marrying off a daughter.
Some countries, including
China, are beginning to enact
legislation to limit this prac-
lice,

* Infanticide is believed to
account, in part, for distorted
male-female sex: ratios in
many developing countries.
One study in a remote region
ol Southern India found that
H8 per cent of deaths among
female infants were due (o
infanticide. usually within
seven days of birth.

¢ Female genital mutilation
— the ritual cutting and re-
moval of all or part of the
clitoris and other external
genitalla — affects an esti-
mated two million girls and
women each year, mainly in
Alrica. Most commonly, girls
undergo this ritual between
the ages of four and eight.

e Nurture discrimination is
Lhe greatest cause of sickness
and death among females
beiween birth and age 5.
According to the World
Health Organization, girls in
many developing countries
receive less nourishment
than boys. They are breast-
fed for shorter periods of
time, receive fewer calories,
and suffer from malnutrition
(leading to death or to men-

tal or physical disability) at

higher rates than boys. In ru-
ral Bangladesh. malnutrition
has been lound to be almost

| Girls' Rights

it diarrhoeal treatment cen-
ters. although both sexes
suller from diarrhoea with
equal frequency. For all of
these reasons, the morlalily
rate among girls is one to
four times higher than among
boys in 43 of the 45 coun-
tries for which data are avail-
able,

* Early marriage (typically
arranged) compromises the
health and autonomy of mil-
lions of young girls. In many
parts of the developing
world. significant numbers of
brides are younger than 15.
(Many countries have for-
mally adopted a legal mini-
mum age for marriage abovc
15. but only in cases where
parents withhold consent.)
The minimum marriageable
age for women in many coun-
tries including Chile,
Ecuador, Panama, Paraguay,
Sri Lanka, and Venezuela — is
12. In many other countries,
legislation has set the mini-
mum age at 16 or above, but
traditional practices often
persist.

*» Early marriage leads Lo
early maternity. further un-
dermining girls' health. The
World Health Organization
recently reported that in part
of Asia. maternal mortality is
five times higher among girls
aged 10 to 14 than among
women aged 20 to 24.
Because a voung woman's
pelvis may be too narrow for
childbirth, obstructed labour
is among the serious risks of
early pregnancy: this is fur-
ther complicated for women
who have undergone female
genital mutilation., which

_ doubles the risk of maternal

death. Early maternity also
deprives girls of education,
foreclosing their hopes for
future employment,

* Girls are frequent targets
of sexual abuse. in part be-
cause they lack the status and
the education to advocate for
themselves, especially in ne-
gotiating abstinence and pro-
tected sex. There have been
few population-based studies
on the sexual abuse of chil-
dren and adolescents: how-
ever. those thal exist suggest
that it is widespread. There
is also substantial indirect
evidence of the sexual abuse
of children. imcluding .ilarm- |
ing . numbers. ol nNerv ypeng
vdirls being treated loi sexu- |
allv transmitted diseases!
[5TDs). For example, a 1988

eged ones make contribu- three times more common ~tudy conducted in Zaria.
tions and use that to establish | ainong dirls than boys. Nigeria. found tha! 16 per
rehabilitation centres for o (iirls also have less ac- cent of female patients
these yirls? Surely, the idea cess 1o health care. Studies Irealed for STDs were under
is quite logical. show boys vuitnumbering girls poer 5B — I'NIFEM
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NE of the [ew wonmen
Immakers in Pakistan,
hireen Pasha's works
have won numerous national
and international awards. Her
film. Life in the Walled City of
Lahore, which was shown at
Sakhi's film festival last year,
was nominated for the "Prix
Futura" at the 1991 Berlin
Film Festival. From 1975 to
1991, Pasha was the pro-
gramme producer at Pakistan
Television Corporation. She
currently heads the Film-
makers, a Lahore-based gro-
up founded in 1991, which is
dedicated to developing co-
mmunications, aro-
und social and environmental
issues. The organization’'s
highly-acclaimed decu-drama
about environmental awaren-
ess, Before It's Too Late was
Pakistan's official entry to the
Rio Environmental Summit
in 1992,

About the film:

The Omnly Way (Aik Hi
Rasta) is a docu-drama focus-
ing on safe motherhood, fam-
ily well-being and population
control in Pakistan, Its dra-
matic approach. real loca-
tions and use of age-old

tCapturir;g Reality
hrough the Lense

proverbs are designed to
speak directly to rural peo-
ple, but also appeals to the
widest possible audience in
Pakistan. Its goal is to make
couples think about, discuss
antd decide upon the best
course of action for the wel-
fare of their children, their
families, and each other. The
Only Way received support
from the Pakistan Ministry of
Population Welfare, the Johns
Hopkins University Popula-
tion Communications Ser-
vices and United States
Agency for International De-
t.

Dedicated to the mothers
of Pakistan, the narrative be-
gins with Noor Muhammed's
journey back to his village to
attend his daughter's wed-
ding. Twenty-five years ago
he migrated to a city in
search of work. Now in his
sixties, Noor reflects on the
paths he has taken and the
choices he has made. To the
sound and rhythm of the
train in which he travels,
Noor remembers his lost
lands., his young bride, his
move to the city, and his at-

tempt to make the best life

- Shireen Pasha.

for his family. He and his wife
Sakina, after having too many
children too soon, confront
the consequences of their

choices. (1992: 53 min:
Urdu).
Mhmmq

Shireen Pasha is a re-
nowned documentary film-
maker and artist f{rom
Lahore, Pakistan. Educated in
Pakistan, the United States
and Germany, Pasha has had
a prolific career not only in
film, but also as an artist,
scholar and educator. She has
exhibited in the US as well as
in Pakistan, where her work
is displayed in the perma-
nent collection of the Na-
tional Gallery in Islamabad.
She has also designed and
taught courses in Pakistan on
Art History and video produc-
tion.
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A scene Jrom The Only Wny'-_ courtesy Sakhi for South Asian Women
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