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Widows Bandmg T ogether

N a scorching day in

November 1988 more

than 500 Indian wido-
w fr

om many different
villages surrounding a town
in North Gujarat, gathered in
the main square to share
commoan problems, convey a
list of the immediate dema-
nds to local officials and to
work out a plan for future
action.

This unigue meeting came
about through the eflorts of
Shramjivi Samaj. a local trade
union of the poor whose
members are mostly women.
Everyone was astonished by
the daring of the widows,
whose militancy defied all
traditions. The widows too
amazed themselves by their
actions, unprecedented in a
patriarchal society where
widows are seen as inauspi-
cious, and expected to bear
their dishonour in silence.

These widows were of all
ages, from the very yuung
some ma.rc children, h:: e
enough of thc ohnlnjcung bu-
reauc and angry
about the fuul:lty of attempt-
ing to obtain the inadequate
pensions that some among
them — the destitute the

— were on -enti-
. They wanted |

mlm tn stay in thelr

inheri-

them un-

dl:l‘ the HI Succession

Law; to rr:tlln their dead

husband's of land to

feed themselves and their

families. They also asked for

remuneration for the

hours of work they put

in, for example, in the to-

bacco fields, or as head-load-

ers, bidi-rollers, or piece-
workers. Most of all, they

wanted a future for th:ir

children, and an end to the

dire poverty. tion and
discrimination experi-
enced due to their widowed
state.

Holding informal meeti
in each others' houses, at
wells, in the fields,

the
widows had begun tu dﬂd,e

of the corn 2}.
Eﬂl’ﬂl us-

but by the time the big d-y
arrived they were mar-
articulate,

ately angry, and had -hed
T isn't at the
I lonely top.

I Kent. As assistant
manager of Ford

ant
tor
Company's t in
Chicago, Ilml;'m
::;lwt:: work ul'u:‘?ﬂu
a space size
of five football fields (450
meters). . she traverses
the huge fi innumerabie
times, meeting with
heads
and p’rodu: on-line em-
m on both the day and
t shifts, checking for
quality concerns, cost

|

. Kent

woimnan In Ford's hi'l
serve as an assistant plant
manager in an assembly
plant. She sees nothing

unusual about her position,
however. '

Deborah Stewart

-ﬁarch 1977 while stil work-

much of their natural shyness
at speaking in mixed com-

?he event was a brilliant
success. With the help of the
local radio and the press, it
created public awareness of
issues that had barely been
brought to light befnn: and
gave the women themselves a
new confidence to lobby for
change.

One [pra::t!cal conse-
quence of the rally was that
many more widows be to
apply, with Shramjivi Samaj
support, for the pensions
which the State had legis-
lated for them. The adminis-
tration. attacked by the me-
dia. and harangued by other
political elemcnta could do

nuthl;ﬁ but yield to their

Of course the pensions
were quite inadequate to
support destitute widowed
women, and in any case
ceased after six months, but
the enormously in-
creased public auppnrl for
the widows, and has spurred
other similar movements in
other states in India.

SEWA, the Self-Employed
Widows' Association, based in
Ahmedabad. Gujarat, is the
brain-child of the indefatiga-
ble Ela Bhatt. It has been a
model, for several years, of
how poor women can orga-
nize themselves for change
and economic ind
Recently SEWA has devel-
oped new aimed
to assist not only their mem-
bers who have already been
widowed, but to all
the women for a usually
inevitable widowhood, life on
their own or as female heads
of households.

Widowhood is inevitable
for a ty of women be-
cause in all countries widows
outnumber widowers, not

because women tend to
utlive men even in the
poorest countries, but be-
cause women usu
men who are older than
themselves.

SEWA's surveys I'E'?l.‘.l]ﬁd
'l.hll many widows are left to-
destitute by the time
th r husbands die; often
they have soid all of thcir as-
B medwine “with
for mﬁdil:tn:l are “wi
heavy debts their men in-
curred without their knowi-
edge, ;nd are frequently vic-
tims of unscrupulous money-
lenders who seize their land

in satisfaction. Imnurme self-styled

by Margaret Owen

The author is a lawyer specialising in women's
rights. She has been researching a book on the
lives of widows. Here she reports on efforts
by widows in many countries to band

together for social change. .

against illness and accident
and death of the main bread-
winner, for a small premium,
can protect women against
sudden family disasters.

Similar activities are tak-
ing place in Bangladesh. The-
re BRAC. the Bangladesh
Committee for Rural Ad-
vancement, has been training
para-legal
where they have pro
The mulilahs and tradi
leaders disapprove
new solidarity and indepen-
dence among women, and
show it by threats and ha-
rassment. In some villages
the BRAC organizers have
been ordered to leave, and
cease all their activities.

I met about 200 widows in
the Manikganj District. Their
para-legal is a younq‘;idnw
called Ishrat. It is to that
the women go at the first

of un-

der Muslim law a woman is
entitled to half her brother’s
portion of her father's estate,
and an eight of the estate of
her husband. in
rarely receives her due. Dis-
tes with the husband's

ects.

nal

mselves evicted from their
homes, and sometimes their
Mren are taken from

Ishrat works to reduce
confrontiation, and achieve a
just settlement:. Sometimes
she will take a small group of
women with her amd the

laintiff to confront the de-
endant with his alleged of-
fence, and try to shame him
into surrender of the stolen
land and deeds. If this tactic
doesn't work, she wﬂlsr,:fre
sent the widow at the h
(village council). If all
fails, she can ask t]H:HBRAE
legal office to bring mat-
ter to the courts. News of
such to the male-
dominated establishment
spread like wild-fire, so that
everyone becomes better in-
formed about widows' legal
rights.

In Neorthern Ghana Lhe

styled “Ministry ‘of Wid-

of this

she *

ows s a grass-roots o i-
zation that rescues those
women who have been ban-
ished from their homesteads.
and tries to provide them
with income-generatin ac-
tivities and shelter. In Kenya,
the Widows and hans

cieties offer a safety-net-for

"AIDS widows who ate re-

duced to begging and prosti-
tution.

Widows' associations in
Africa tend still to be welfare
and relief orientated. It is in
India that the movements

have shed the 'victim'’ .
become consciously political
and give real to that

overused but little under-
stood word 'em ent.’
In India, discriminated agai-
nst and { shed women
are seen as people with vast
potential for cnrit:rlbutlng
economically and

communities, and who nv:
the will and the skill to

At a recent Indian Widows

Conference held in Banga-

lore, 49 widows, some af
whom had never left their
houses since widowhood,"
met with academics, plan-
ners, and activists, and de-
scribed their histories and
their priorities. In a movin
ceremony they adorned eac
other wlth kumkum, bangles,
and coloured saris, and
vowed to take the battle for
their human rights back to
their villages through their
local groups. "From now on,
no matter how they revile us,
we will work together, help
each other, and defy anyone
who seeks to oppress us,
Goda lal&:i "Now | have so
man}r widows coming to m
house that I feel strung My
relatives and nei r
ize that even if 1 have no huu-
band, I have a large fnmﬂy of
sisters to support me

It is unfortunate that the

tion of widows has re-

ceived so little attention from
the women's movements
around the world. But new at-
titudes will only come about
when . widows themselves
take collective action. The
experiences in India show
that widows are often capable
of bei more indepe ndent

wm#mmdmmm'n m

Head of the Lme

in St. Louis, Missouri. While
still a ate student, she

tn a handful of large
firms in the St Louis area,
including General Motors
(GM).

“l didn't even know the
difference between hourly
and salaried emp “ she
says. "It was just chance
the woman in personnel at
GM pent me down the hall to

the llll.l‘lﬂd nl to
drop off resume.” So
when GM Iad for an inter-

view the next day, Kent was

]: had no mechanical

food, communialon
weren'
much luck trai

people from the technica

side in Igapit skills. It
Iln-lmdul chw and

Kent lllrttd wurlt in

EVERYTHING 15
GRAY AND DULL

NST.0Y ABIA FLATURES

by Susan Mowris

i:;uldc of »‘l",f fgﬂtﬂy before.”

& S8

wWils thll big. rﬂqm
imtclé male environment. |
had duck and fork
lifts and listen to ca

that plant had migra
from the South. and job
was out of the h'ldmﬂnr:rruh
- hcﬁrlur . In
t ;
her 10 years mm
earned several promotions at

plants in St Louis;
. Kent and
igan. In 985, as

I JUST REALIZED 1 HAVEN'T)

achieve a 25 cent a year
m-treducuonw

Ford hired her in 1987 as
chassis area manager at the

plant. While there, the 1988

Car and the 1989 Lin-
coln Continental were rated
as best in their class for
chassis. her tenure as
area man at the Dear-
born. Michigan, assembly
plant. the plant woii several
awards, Includl the Q-1
and Preventive ntenance
Awards., and the Ford Mus-
tang's top customer-satisfac-
tion ratings. Since her ap-
pointment to the Chicago
plant, Taurus/Sable has be-
come the best CAr na-

cent., and rather
ust observe. | learned

PUSTEPD IN 17 YEARS

| r).
m and

sentenced a man to life ferm

Imgﬂmmt for killing his

+ Muksudpur

how to rebuild.”

That kind of attitude and
her love of a ¢ have
served her well in her lead-

ership role. Itmt attributes
these skills to the lessons of

childhood. Third éin a family
of nine children raised in- St
Louis’ inner . Kent says

teamwork, a sense of humor
and a iﬂ: of humility are
ties parents instilled
%ﬁmh child.
'l;upﬂenll are proud of
me,
proud of

S S

she II "Ell:h one of us is
E“ yed and func-
‘H‘-’“ in ID-EH:'I}" Our
parents expected us to
lchim but not compete
with mmar When we
as a group, we
still do what beneflts the en-
tire group.” She has used the
same teamwork philosophy
on the job,

"For me. the best leadef-
hip role is to get behind ev-
and push up the or-
on as a whole.,” she
"l like to empower

mtulhtuplnthclrpu-
ential, and | see myself as a

NEWS
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Sunday, the

Sessions Judge

reports UNB.
to prosecution.
the convict

ieud beat his wife Suchitra
gﬁuﬂmdulhmhpﬂl
and hung her body
Irum tree nea
their dwﬂling hﬂulc to hus
up the murder.
The Judge Abdur Razzak
has also fined the accused.

Amulya Chandra Bepari Tk
5000.

The Dally Star 5.2.96.

death ieg mb;tlrmr l tu
n-laws

at Ihm
thana recently, reports UNB.

The victim was identified
as .
Arifur
ing In a

hman who is work
Middle

two s
olice
mother-in-law Anwara

arrested

the klllln

band of village K

ng a family

in Laksam

a Khatun. 18, wife of

Eastern
country. They were married

her
on Tuesday last, the dnm

foll m:a case,

ﬂl-d R.
liry Star 3.2.96
b 2). A wife was
ltl l.uduth her hus-

adia in
thana under

nud to earn a living often
mpels them to be more

-aul-a:rl.h'u than their married

sisters. They can be real

of change.
The driving force behind
any change has, of course, to
be the widows themselves.

'The means of action must in-

volve ru per -knowledge of

al battles, public

.Iu%lt’:ryln and criticism of po-

litical parties, officials, tradi-
tional and rel:lglnuu leaders,
and local village councils.
Success comes when collec-
tive action backs up specific
demands.

There will be a widows'
panel at this year's NGO Fo-

" rum in Beijing. Hopefully, it

will encourage more b
together of bereaved women
who should never been seen
only as vulnerable, but as
ple who have much to
contribute and who brin
about much needed socia

change.
Courtesy — People & the
Planet
Margaret Owen’'s forth-

. to be

her life, noting the scholar-
lhipl and train-
q mel that have
er ut the

In Dctnber 992, she

was n-t.]:c‘h:d as Ford's only
representative to attend a

"It was a chance to net-
work (interrelate) with 19

other minority executives |

and listen to minorities in
leadership roles share the
spots of their careers,”

.As a single par-

ent nr:::nl:l::'.h;::r; six
years ago, cre-
ative ways to spend time with
daughters, Jessica, 12,
J , 10. If she works

: with h
LTy

iy “"uﬂ.“r.mﬂ"‘#“‘ :
ome,
they take turns reading it

to test their rea
. Her daughters show
sings of high achievement
just like Kent, but are
to have fun, too

loltlynn
m not frantic or
S Phic | . set Dk
joy what 4
me, my da mdutlnn
around me get to lae

Susan Mowris s “a g
Louis. Missouri-based writer.
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oy
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tently. misinterpreted. The
frnup ‘Breaking the Silence’
s run by about t child

-- are members of

vited n isa-
tions in their on
Jan 20, 1906 to help dis-

their brochures
within the NGO sector. The
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The Ayesha Abed Foundation

‘A Model for Women's
Development

by Nawshad Ahmed

HEN thousands of
wommen representa-
tives from around
the world were busy dis-
cussing women's rights in
Beijing in the Women's NGO
Forum meeting and the
World Women's Conference,

thn;:andu t:;i‘ r women
wWor ie Manikganj,

60- hn'n%unh grf Dhaka, a thc
Ayesha Abed Foundation, an
enterprise of BRAC. The
Foundation was named in
memory of late Ms Ayesha
Abed, wife of Mr Fazle Hasan
Abed, Executive Director of
BRAC.

The two stated objectives
of the A a Abed Founda-
tion are, to alleviate
pmrert of rural women and

commercial viabil-

]I" of the activities under-
it. Ms Abed initiated
the ent rise in 1976 in
Manikganj, with these twin
“The AAF has since grown
into a large u with
four centres functioning in
i, J , Jessore

and Sherpur. Each of these
centres have central produc-
tion units as well as associa-
tion-based sub-centres built
around these centers. A total
of over ten thousand poor
wWomen are in eco-
nomic activities in these cen-
tres, in handloom, dying,

, and hmid:ry of

sari, bed spread,
, :Elnth cushion cover,
ﬂﬂ t, ladies dress and

shirt. bulk of the
Brﬂ&um are sold through
RAC’s sales outlet "Aarong"

‘also available for sale throu
the centres. -
To meet its
benefitting the poor, AAF se-
lects landless and extremely
poor women, helps them
memhenhlp in associa-
tions, provides them with
skills training, gets them into
contributory . savings
schemes, provides functional
education en numeracy and

literacy, provides employ-
ment in the centres, su n-
tres or in their homes, and
allows access to nan-collat-

objectlvc of

eral loans, up to a maximum
of Tk 5.000 per person.
Surplus erated [rom the
Foundation's production ac-
tivities are used to expand its

mrl.mme and provide new
s to association members.

The pnlentinl women
workers are initially trained
b{ AAF In its workshops for

six months in one of the

pecific areas: weaving, em-
hrnlder{ block-prin g or
sericulture. Th: training

concentrates on ro-
ut dmlupment ‘cloth

hlnck and

to be in a number of
NGOs. A ta-
tive from Voluntary Health

mml Snclhety
networkin =
e

n
lnll tlﬂnr
thl Itr:hlng

er t‘h: trainin the
wmm are paid both on a
buin lnd also on a

ng on

uf work as wel] as

wh one is empl at

the centre, sub-centre or at
home.

The Foundation centres
hl'l'!' several units. These are

o mﬂw print-

housed in arate rnumn

| fessionaily

The units are

trained lm:l ﬂtpt
rienced women supervisors
called operation section
chiefs. The section chiefs en-

| sure both and quantity
of products work in the
same rooms with their
fellow workers to enable

them to supervise closely.
There are several male cut-

ting masters and designers in

the centres also. The tailor-
ing section looks like a mod-
ern rment facto

about one h women

work in a large room. The

Foundation uses table

on a limited scale as it Is
times as expensive as

chemical dye.

AAF arranges supply of

| fabric and other raw materi-
als for use by the workers to

ensn a mmllten

stan

high
oducts ll“ld

marketing all the products.
Thuho:)llhlud producers

dered t Kan
uﬂﬂuﬁwﬁmmmng
done in groups of ten or so

N

hﬂdﬂ'ﬂg ngtchlnp‘,
lndtﬂ!uil units are

where

takes the Hlfonllhﬂﬂ‘f of

women in, the sub-centres. A
saree takes about a week to
be completed by a group of
ten women.

AAF uses cotton, pure silk
and endi (second- gradc silk)
clothes in making punjabi,
shirt, women's dress, and sa-
ree. Fabric is supplied by
BRAC's own handloom facto-
ries. A limited quantity of sa-
ree is made at the centres’
own handloom units. A part
of high guaht}r fabric is also
importe

AAF has its own pool of
designers who continue to
develop new designs for
punjabi, fatwa, shirt, and sa-
ree. The same design is used
usually on not more than 250
punjabis, 150 shirts and 50
sarees. quevcr. an attractive
design is used on a maximum
of 500 Punjabis and 300
shirts.

Strict quality control is
practiced at all levels of pro-
duction process. Fabric is se-
lected with care, and best
quality dying and stitchin
materials are used. Althou
most of the products are tar-
geted for local markets, an
increasing quantity of prod-
ucts are now being aimed for
sale through two Aarong sales
centres, .at London and Mon-
treal. Improved product de-
sign has ensured steady
growth of demand for the
products.

AAF is run by active sup-
port of both BRAC-employed
staff and elected representa-
tives of women workers. The
centres "are headed by Ad-
ministrators who report to
the AAF Advisor. The Admin-
istrators control the Founda-
tion operation through the
Centre Managers. Under
Centre Managers, there are
Programme Organizers, Op-
eration Section Chiefs, Ac-
countants, Store in Charge,
and other techmical staff.
Each sub-centre is super-
vised by a representative of
Sromojibi Mohila Sakti
(Laboring Women's Strength)
— a Working women's associ-
ation. Each centre has a Man-
agement Comrmittee. Deci-
sions on production, budget-

ing. procurement and pro-
cessing are taken jointly by
the Management Committee
and Foundation staff.

The Management Commit-
tee is comprised of elected
representatives from the
centre as well as from sub-
centres. The Management
Committee keeps in mind
two broad %nalu uf the Foun-
dation while making deci-
sions. which are, employ-
ment creation for rural poor
women and financial viability
of the activities. While these
two goals appear to be some-
whal in conflict, these are
balanced at the Foundation in
a very efficient way. A sub-
stantial proportion of surplus

nerated at the Foundation
s channeled to the Emr
women association rs
as credit for income genera-
tion activities. The members
repay the loan to the Founda-
tion in equal weekly.install-

ments, over a five-to-ten year
time period.

The uction capacity
of AAF has been increasing at
a remarkable rate. The annual
sales has grown at a rate of
about 20 per cent. Total sales
have gone up from Tk 2.2
million in 1985 to 7.0 million
in 1994. The Fuun;llltlnn is

ted to n three new
m at H?::Ingdi. Pabha
and Faridpur in the next two
years. Total employment op-
portunity is expected Lo
reach 20,000 by the year
2000.

Those who are employed
with the Foundation Iur SeV-
eral years are believed to
have achieved higher living
standards. However, most of
these women are still strug-

gling to get their families’
lbuu the level. Hut
of the women have large
families, some abandoned
their husbands, and lac
knowledge of modern con-
traceptive methods and are
not health conscious. AAF has
plans to cover these women
under family planning and
health programmes, arrange
literacy mes for fam-
ily mem and day
care nentru for their e¢hil-
dren, in future. The Ayesha
Abed Foundation could be-
come a model for compre-
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