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“Early Marriages for W

ARRIAGE in Bangla-
desh is very much
like "putuler khela" or
a game with dolls. It is ma-
nipulated by a few adults and
the result of their desires
which are dumped onto an in-
nocent (and sometimes un-
wanting) pair. In most of these
marr!aﬁea the couples have
very litile to say and in almost
all, the bride has nothi to
say at all Arranged m es
are traditional in our society
and it actually has a large num-
ber of positive advantages. Ho-
wever, this system has been
misused, or rather, abused for
so long that its present re-
maining form is mostly a
mockery of the entire process.
This is ﬁl to ﬂy‘thatudaﬂ mli:i
es t are arranged go like
t]}ﬂag.butitmsadthatmnmny
cases the groom may get to
have quite a lot to say about his
choices and preferences but
the bride none.

The process of choosing a
bride far a prospective groom
in our country is a very lengthy
one and in 1w0st all cases, it
is difficult to find a "couple”
suited in way. The re-
quirements of a “bride" are
lengthy and detailed and as
much as her physical beauty is
vital, a very recent trend is the
age of the bride. Every man
seems to be loo for a

m bride — preferably be-
17 to 19.- :
In the old days. women

were given hardly any rights
and so an early marriage was
very much accepted by all. We
Fﬂﬁe ourselves very much as
¢ our development in recent
times and advertise it far and
wide in bold letters. But have
we really come very far in
terms of emancipation. We had
pur grandmothers who used to
be married at fourteen or fif-
teen and now after all our
‘progress’ our girls are being
married off at sixteen or sev-
enteenn. So much for all our
pride.

Early marriages are ex-
tremely common in rural ar-
eas, :Bpﬂciﬂl?’ the Emr who
cannot afford anything and
they think that an early mar-
riage is "good riddance' of
their burden — the daughter
who has to be married while
she is still in her prime.
Nowadays, however, early mar-
riages, for girls that is, is very.
popular among the "noveau
riche.” In most families where
money is more prominent than
education, its a must that
daughters have to be married
before they are twenty at the
mull.allli:;rly Iimrriag::s a:c
especi popular among the
“upper crust” families who hail
from a Urdu/Hindi back-

und, i.e. parts of India or

akistan. Daughters in these
communities are brought up
with nothing more than thé
knowledge that they have to be
married soon, their very exis-

22 years, beginning

time with her, talking.

DS : Since banking is pre-
dominantly a male profession
what made you come into
banking?

Padma : | did not join bank-
ing directly. In '74 there ‘was
an advertisement in Grindley's
for a telephone operator. 1
took this up to &:t pocket
money. Two years later, there
was a for a telex opera-
tor. | did this for six years and
learnt about transfer of money.
I did some paper work in
other department as | had
time in my hand. In '83 a cash
booth mlﬂ up at G‘I.ﬂl::ln
and 1 an working there

t now | am in charge of is-
mg traveller's cheques — and
this is part of customer ser-
vice. | ﬁ;ﬂ not Ill:m -
separa — | learnt while
Swas working.

DS : Do you enjoy your
work?

Padma : | do, as | meet

ple from various places.

the work is routine but
the people are not. | have

never thought about changing
my profession.
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ways got very well work
ing alongside men.

DS : What is optruon of
the present policy?

Padma : As | am working for
the traveller's chegues de-
partment, | the fact
that the bank made it pos-

sible for travellers to carry

A Cool Head ||
for Figures

Padma Roy Paladhy has been working in a bank for
at the bottom, learning on the
Job. She is not baffled or bored with awesome
columns’of figures to be calculated. Her colleagues
call her didi and she is seen working at her desk
every banking day. Today she feels equal to the men
around her and is a good example of how women can
succeed in a man's world. Fayza Haq spent some

with them when they
travel. have relaxed some
of the tions. The Quota u{:
83000 person per r,
think Lg;:.r is good +r:m:|~1..1':|.‘gﬂli:l for
tourist purposes. For medical
reasons, if you have the neces-
u%r rs you can take up to
810,000, For studies purpose
too the regulations are relaxed.

DS : Do you think the for-

eign banks are ying an im-
portant role in economy of
Bangladesh?

Padma : Foreign banks tend

to function in an efficient way
and this sets a good standard
for the local banhks.

DS : What is your impres-
sion of the Beifing Corference?
Padma : It was a good idea
to project and promote women
from the third world coun-
tries. In this way more people
will get to know about them. It
t inspire the whmen' who

watched on- ngs on TV
to come out and work for
themselves.
DS : What is opinion of
the Miss h pageant?
Padma : In opt

DS : You have been working
in the bank 22 years — how
does yowur Jeel about it?

Padma : Anyone would be
proud to have a wor family
member. | have to put more
than the nine-to-five schedule
mﬁ! people don't mind this 1
in .

DS~ What do you do in your
spare time?

by Muneera Parbeen

lence seems to be for this
urpose. Such girls consider
as they have been taught to
think) that a High Sch de-
gree as SSC or O'Levels is
high ambition” for they end
up in the matrimonial knot by
the time they reach class nine

......
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.Lﬂ lter not be robbed of her childhood

or ten, at the miost. Its sad to
see that this kind of a
"medieval’ approach is itself
caught up in full swing in
almost of our upper elass
communities.
What dags a girl gain by an
early marriage? They are cer-

:
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tainly taken over by the glam-
our, glitz and romance sur-
rounding a m and easil
ve their consent, little do
ey ungerstand what they are
getting into. Families prefer a
because it
is easy t¢ make her adapt to
their own families. In such’
cases, the new bride can mll¥

. be "moulded” into the kind o

personality that their husband
or in-laws wish. A young girl
has very few ideas of her own
and even if she does, certainly
has no.voice to state them
with. She is easily trapped into
a family Iffe by bearing a child
soon ofter her marriage and
then, her life has np real
meaning other than to sit back
and bring up the young ones,
again guided by others. :

It is very unfortunate, that
young girls dan't have a com-
plete childhood or youth, nor a
college/university life with
friends. Instead they are cru-
elly launched into a very adult
world where their chief duty is
to look nice (and pleased) and
entertain, and nothing more.

A girl at her young age finds
it difficult to cope, gets no im-
portance from anyone and
with a life which
though may be materialistically
not so bad, quite emotionally
unfullfilling. Being less edu-
cated and much much younger
than her husband, the young
wife, finds it difficult to grow
up a real emotional attachment
to her "groom” and Is very
often left down in a terrible
world of which she under-
stands very little. The initial
glamour and charm of es,
new clothes and jewellery lose
their glitter all too soon and
very swiftly she is hailed into a
life restricted by a thousand
‘do's and don'ts” and require-
ments. She has ve few
friends to share her gellnga
with. She finds herself left in a
world where she out of
touch with so much of this
fast-moving world) realises
that everyone, including-her
own family are like strangers

Trend

to her. Dissatisfattion. a fee
of unworthiness and an over

coating of negligence pushes
her into a dar corner. .
As she s es to regain

" some of her lost life, she in-

Notes from a Field Diary

variably ends up as a decorative | i

head of "womens rights” boa-
rdior other similar charities)
or ends up with the booze if all
fails. It is therefore, not a
surprising resuit that in suc

.marriages divorces at a late

age, extra marital affairs and
endless bounds of unfaith-
fulness is very common. It is
sad to see that again a parallel
can be drawn between these
unfortunate lives of the very
poor and those of the affluent.
One should not jump into
the conclusion that the hus-
band gets away with it all. Mar-
e to a very young bride may
fullfill some of his wishes but it
is inevitable that he too may
end up in a similar situa-
tion. With a wife who is not
compatible, he too loses inter-
est and moves away. The only
advan for men in such ma-
naiges is that they make their
own choices and remain "mas-
ter of the game” all throughout.
Very early marriage of
women i8 a very unfortunate
social disease. It should have
been eliminated a long long
time ago. But alas! time doesn't
seem to have done a lot for us
women. Marriage is not a
child's play and therefore
shouldn’'t be treated as such.
Every young woman should be
given a chance to understand
what life is all about before de-
cisions concerning it are im-
posed on her, Early marri
robs many girls of r health.
How many get the love and af-
fection they need for the
harder stages of life they go
through such as the difficult
p‘tageu of motherhood? Forcing
er into something she un-
derstands nothing ol, certainly

does not show re t for her
as a human . Yet this ter-
rible violation of human rights

Is going on in our society ev-

HE three-hour d4rip fr-

I om Quito to Sigchos in
Ecuador 8 Andéan high-

lands winds along  steep
narrow gorges. down green
slopes and through hillside
pastiires and crops. Dr Patricia
Costales has travelled this
bumpy road often over the past
two years. Her colleagues at
the Health -researc and
Consullancy Centre (CEAS) —
Drs Jaime Breilh and Arturo
Campanas — accompany her on
many of these trips to meet

the women of this mestizo
farming community of some
2.000 families

The CEAS team has also

been travelling closer to its
ase in Quito to meet two
other groups of women : ad

ministrative workers in gov
ernment offices and textile
lactory workers _Despite the
different work environmenis
all ol these women find their
health affected by conditions
pecullar o their gender. They
all lace heavy domestic duties
on top ol daytine occupalions
and experience signilicant so
cial inequilies compared with
M,

In a f?ﬂ‘l supported by
IDRC. C set oul to analyze
the mos! Importani factors as
sociated with gender. llestyle
and working conditians Iﬁ"‘ll
determine Lthe health status of
working womern

The CEAS team surveyed
270 women office workers. In
rural areas CEAS surveyed an
other 270 women, comparing
those In Sigchos with those In
a community of the tropical

forest region of eastern
Feuador
The team surveyed 315

women in the textile and gar-
ment industry. which relies on
a predominantly female work
lorce. But project leader Jaime
Breilh said they had to ap
proach dozens of medium
sized lactories before finding
nine owners willing to partici
pate. "Their lactories are like
leudal castles — entrance in-
side is very difficult " '
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Fcuadoran women s health is determined not only by their
working conditions but also by a lack of gender equity
within the household and society

The CEAS researchicrs (ol
lowed a model of participatory
research in which the woimen
assisted In administering ques

tionnaires about their hiving
and working (ouditions  Liealth
probieims and access (o health
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Decaying Workplace

A visit to offices at the min-
istry of health revealed a build

orking Women

. by N

ing [rom the 1960s with inad-

equate lighting and over-
crowded offices, and poorly
maintained furniture. The

floors and carpets are deterio-
rating 'and cleaning is infre-
fquent.

Adriana Insuasti, president
of the secretaries' association,
said that only a few months ago
there were 115 women em-
ployees. "But because of gov-
ernment downsizing, we are
now only 40. with triple the
workload.” she said.

"We have found massive
levels of stress in the office
environment.” said Arturo
Campanas.

On top of a poor workin
environment, the women of-
lice employees perform virtu-
ally all household tasks without
any help from husbands. The
health impact is seen not only
in stress but in related mental
health problems, anemia and
increased menstruation.

. In the garment factories a
high correlation was found be-
tween stress level and length
ol service. At a moming meet-
ing with women workers in
the factory cafeteria. a woman
complained that constant
pressure from female supervi-
sors to increase production
was one source of stress.
“There s no communication
between workers and supervi-
sors. They make us nervous,
th et on your nerves,” she

Other health impacts for
the garment workers are felt
in back, leg. neck and arm
pain from hours of sitting at
machinery, and respiratory
problems from high concen-
tratdoms of dust and fuffl from
textiles and thread.

‘Is noise a blem?" Jaime
Breilh asked women in the
cafeteria. "Yes®™ came Lhe re-

sounding response

NEALE MacMillan. Assoct-
ate Editor of IDRC Reports,

'ﬂ_

NEWS BRIEF

Violence Against Women
Complied by SMS Joya

The Daijly Star — 25.2.96
(Jhenidah) An tl[hl-{{ur-uld
ﬂt was chopped to death at

ipur village in Sallkupa
thana yesterday The girl was
killed a rival group over a
land dispute Her mother and
sister were also injured.

A case has been flled at the
local thana. However, none was
arrested so [ar

The Dally Ittefaq 25.2 96
CHUAMUHANI: A young
ri. her mother and another
emale relative were raped

ﬁﬁd]ybythca]ﬂm’luﬂcr
Is gang

On February 22, a man from
Sudharam district of Vinodpur
village was returning home
with his wife, daughter and a
female relative from Chit-
tagong. The incident took

ace when they were looki
or a baby-taxi at Karimpur a

mid-night. At that time, Md
Abul shem (BNP senior as-
sistant chairman of Chau-

muhani and assistant chairman
of Nationalist Labour Party of
Noakhali) along with 5/8 men
attacked them. They ﬂoﬂleed
and tied the man up to

the women to a hotel near
Hawkers Marke#t and then
raped consecu .

By sheer luck, t rl man-
aged to esca and asked
people for help. Once the
news spread. Abul Kashem

toek the women to his own
house at Panipur, Ilgter,

Bagumganj district police ar-
rested ul Kashem and res-
cued the women

On the same day. Kashem
was denied of bail and sent to

The Daily Janakantha —
27 .2.96. A housewife. Shahida
(17). of Chilmari thana in
Kurigram lost her right eye
over a feud on ;

Shahida, daughter of Abdul
Latif a day-labourer. as forcibly
married off to Chand Mia (a
mute). Latif only agreed be-
cause Chand's family didn't ask
for any dowry at that time.

soon after the
place, Chand's

However,
marriage -took

family started claiming Tk
10, from her. Failing to
collect the mon from her

poor parents, Shahida had to
Eu thr brutalities from

hand's family. They even
asked her to act as a prosti
tute. After sometime. she took
shelter with her brother-in-
law (Anis) and wife, in the
same village. who weren't any

One :

got into a brawl with Anis and

at one point he stroke her:

eye with a ¢ . The
took her to a lo-
cal hespital from where she

was transferred t

Medical Hospital. Boc.
tors declared eye to be to-
tally invalid.

by Farah Ghuznavi
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Away from tife city's madness. people enjoy the simple

pleasures of life.
S I relax on the drive
from Jhenidah to

A Faridpur. | am struck

once again by the beauty of the
surrounding countryside. The
riverwater sparkles in the
sunlight, and the boats sail
serenely on,the blue, blue
water. It is a sunny winter day,
and there are only a tew peo-
ple to be seen walking along
the highway. The sky is such a
bright blue that it almost hurts
your eyes. and puffy white
clouds drift by every now and
then. On both sides of the
road, the emerald green
paddy fields stretch as far as
the can see, and beyond
that densely packed trees line
the horizon. X__few small huts
can be seen nestling amidst
the lush vegetation. Lookin
out on this view. you woul
never think that Bangladesh
was a country with a popula-
tion problem. Where are all the
people?!

There are many small inci-
dents to enjoy on the drive
Eve here we go, we see
children of all sizes in the
fields. taking advantage of the
lower water levels in winter to
catch fish with their hands.
Some are successful, others
less so. We even see one
woman. who is fishing so suc-
cessfully in a ditch that she
can barely keep up with the
fish that seem to he throwing
themselves onto her hands.
and keeps flinging them be-
hind her. Unnoticed by her,
some chickens wander up to
the pile of fish and start dec-
imating her catch. As she
suddenly catches .sight of
them. her fishing is abandoned
as she indignantly chases the
chickens away. 4

Although it is winter, the
sunlight is bright, and it
is surprisingly hot. We pause

briefly as part of the queue of
traffic waiting to cross a nar-
row bridge. and 1 spy a dog
sitting in the shade of a bul-
lock cart. As the cart-owner
pushes his cart a few yards fur-
ther forward. = inching closer
to the bridge the dog finds
that the patch of shade has
shifted. Undaunted. he gets up
and lies down again once he
has caught up with the bullock
cart. This routine continues a
couple more times until the
bullock cart finally reaches the
bridge. at which point the dog
wanders off to lie under a tree.

In several of the fields, we
see rows of white plastic bags
tied onto sticks standing
amidst the vegetables. We are
briefly puzzled until we re.
alise that the aim is for them
to play the role of scarecrows:
they shift in the wind and
frighten off hungr birds,
There is no end to the ingenu-
ity of the Bangladeshi [armer.
Given  the challenges that

ople in this.country have to
ace on a day to day basis in

- order {o survive'in an often

hostile environment. that is
perhaps not altogether
surprising. Recycling is the
name of the game here. and
it's been going on for far
longer than environmentalism
has been in vogue.

As | settle back and appre-
ciate the serene beauty that
surrounds me, | spare a,
thought for the visitors whose

entire experience of
Bangladesh is limited to
Dhaka, as well as the

Dhakaites who dwell, in that
bustling. overcrowded. pol-
luted city. *

The writer is the Deputy
Executive Director of Sapla-
gram Swanirvar Parishad.
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Kangalind Syfla enchanting the crowd with her Lalon Geetl on

International Women's Day.

e o

— Ster photo
H_J




