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refer to the gang rape of
a minor ‘child who was
icked up f{rom' the
apur railway station on
arch. She was found
profusely and in a
state shock. As the country
repared to celebrate the
rriumph of democracy. little
Lucky. a mere child of 10 was
robbed ‘of her childhood.
doomed to a life of confusion.
trauma and dejection. We
know of no arrests being made
so far nor the law enforcing au-
thorities taking any steps to
ensure security of children
who are often compelled to
s in public places.
the 30th a woman in
Sylhet while the nation cele-
brated the establishment of a
caretaker government. one of
the four wives of Haroon, was
beaten to death by her hus-
band. We have not heard of any
case being registered or any
arrests being made even
though the name of the hus-
band is known. There is a con-
stant debate on whether vio-
lence has increased or de-
creased or just reportedly in-
creased. No proper documen-
tation is done. We all know if
ever the truih is allowed to
come out, cases of unreported
violence will far exceed the
reported ones. One of course
wonders what happens to the
victims. the survivors or their
children?

Such incidents and many
more are reportéd regularl
but also forgotten regularly. We

. seldom see a follow-up such as
of arrests. court case
or of convictions, It is under-
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- Women on the Move

Democracy is Meaningless without
Protection of Human Rights

by Shaheen Anam

standable that newspaper re-
porters have to work under
certain constraints yet there is
an urgent need to devejop
some kind of a monitoring and
follow-up system. Society
seema to have built a shell
around itsell whereby such

horrendous acts ol barbarism
do not ellect us anymore,

Soine -shrug it off as one of
those things which cannot be
helped. Many say, violence ex-
igts everywhere in the world
while others blame it on
poverty — the one word used
as an excuse for every problem
in the world. :

However, the above is not
true for most of the wamen
community. A major portion of
the women's movement's
thrust in Bangladesh has been
in the areas ol violence against
women. Women's groups and
organizations have been cam-
paigning for years on repealing
discriminatory laws, imple- °
mentation of existing ones and

_ for changes in the judicial sys-

tem to protect women and
children from violence. The
rape and murder of Yasmeen
shocked the country and gal-
vanized the women's commu-.
nity to form a coalition of
Sammilito Nari Samaj. Since
its inception the coalition has
organized various activities to
raise awareness on the issues
surrounding violence and also
to bring pressure on the ad-
ministration to Iimplement
laws that exist yet do not pro-

tect.

Soon after Yasmeen's mur-
der, the authorities made
promises to punish the cul-

rits as per the lawsaof the
r;md. As usual a "high level” in-
vestigation commiltee was set
up but we have yet to see the

"months of her death.

outcome. Recently. a local
newspaper reported that the
court has asked for one month
extension again for submission
of the investigation report.
This we hear after seven
Erl:l"i'
meen s mother had filed 4 case

against the four guilty police-
inen, but all she hears is that it

will take time. There is a say--,

ing by a famous man that
“justice delayed is justice de-
nied”. Often, that is the fate of
most victims and their families
especially if they happen to be
from poor communities and
even more so if they happen to
be women.

Meanwhile, all forms of vio-
lence continues. Domestic vio-
lence, is as pervasive if not
more and yet npt talked about.
It still remains a familial affair
rather than a social problem.
State sponsored violence took
on a newer and more sinister
dimension with the rape and
murder of Yasmeen closely
followed by the rape of Marjina
in Chuadanga and many ethers.
We have not heard of any con-
crete steps being taken by au-
thorities to check the law en-
forcing forces such as police
from rapil:lF and assaulting
women a children. Tradi-
tional and religious norms are
continuously used to oppress
women and atfempts to come
out of the traditional dictates
of marriage and‘ marital re-
sponsibilities are vehemently
opposed and scorned upon.

However. all is not lost. As
awareness on violence in-
creases, more and more pro-
lessional groups are joining the
movement to resist it. Doctors
with their skills of forensic
testing are now joining hands

. FTER the heated debates
at the Cairo Conference
in '94. and high-soun-
ding forward planning and
promises of the Beijing Confe-
rence, the year 1995 was exp-
ected to be a year of positive
results for women all over the
world including in Bangladesh.
But what was experienced
throughout the year by the
women of Bangladesh was
ite shoeking, accerding. to
3:: Coordination Council for
Human Rights in Bangladesh
(CCHRB) Report '95. ;

The CCHRB Report that was
launched on March 4 devoted
five chapters out of its 18 giv-
ing clear picture of the dismal
situation of the state of
women's rights last year show-
ing a sharp decline than that of
-the previous year — 1994. De-
- spite rapidly-spreading women
%u awareness, cases of hu-
man rights violation were on
the rise, says the report.

- Atrocities against women in
the form of rape, receiving
acid .burns and Fatwa an-
nouncement were higher in
‘95 than those of the previous
year. Two hundred and sixteen
women were raped — in many
cases, the ice were involved
last. year (In '94 this number
was 142); 18] women became
victims of acid burns com-
pared to 68 in 1994; and 22
women — all married — were

to Fatwa, an instru-
ment of persecution used by
the social elites in the rural
areas. _

The CCHRB Report shows
that it was the women who be-
came the worst scapegoats of
these religious decrees. Ap-/

ly. tentacles of Fatwwa
reach not only the womenfolk
of the country. but also those
institutions or organisations
which seek to upgrade the sta-

tus of women through bringing

3

Ninety-five: Endu

about a qualitative change in
their socio-economic life.

As a cat's-paw. Falwa — in
its operation — in Bangladesh
has been found to serve the
purpose of those obscurantists
who are basically “anti-
change”: determined to retain
their traditional gontrol over a
backward society. mostly in
the countryside. To put it
more clearly : Fativa is a sym-
bol for regressive action by
these elements to halt the
surge of progress.

The worst kind of Fativa-
aided violation of female dig-
nity took place according to

the Report. in the village
Pankar Hati of Mymensingh
district. Momota Begum had to
face continuous obscene over-
tures from her father-in-law
Ome night, her husband's ap-
pearance saved her from a
rape attempt by her father-in-
law. She narrowly escaped
from almost losing her honour.
but failed to save her mar-
riage. It was because Moulana
Muslem Uddin of the
Baraigram madrasa had a Fahva
ronounced to the effect that
omota couldn't remain the
wife of her husband. Mostaia
The Faiiwa-related incidents
reveal some certain character-
istic features. The Report says -
"First. the Fatiwabaj or the
perpetrators of Fatwa, belong
to the rural power elite. both
temporal and religious. Sec-
ondly. the victims were either
oung and poor women or
welpless. These were typical
cases of how the strong op-
pressed the weak within a cer
tain societal [ramework. Such
an exploitative use of Fatiwwa
was further demonstrated
when it was found out that on
most of |he occasions. the lo
cal police administration re
fused. 10 cooperate with the
victims when the latter sought

"'She was a Phantom

she lalked; her voice (llling the
room. the cheerfulness she
had, when she laughed. catch-
ing everyones' attention. | also
remiember the gracefulness
she had. when she walked:
making rsby stare. and
above all, the warmth she al-
ways had in her for all. '
This American | WAaSs Very
courageous and hard working
She wanted all the women to
stand up on their own and en-
Couraged us so much to work
hard and prosper. She listened

Although Pakistan is the main destination of the
Middle East traffickers, due to various obstacles they
are sending Bangladeshi women — who mostly are
helpless, poor, tortured and abandoned by husbands
and widowed — to fill up the Indian brothels. These
brothels were previously dominated by Nepalese
women, but due to increased trafficking, Bangladeshi
women are being sent to gradually take their place.

the services of the former in
taking late action against the
culprits. Thirdly. as in the
previous years. neither the
government. nor the local ad-
ministration (with rare excep-
tions) responded adequately to
the Fatwwa-related oppression
of women. ‘although it repre-
sented a challenge to the rule
of law and a defiance of the au-
thority of the civil administra-
tion”.

Meanwhile at the interna-
tional level, the message of the
Beijing Conference around the
world was to "keep on fight-
ing” where Bangladeshi women
groups took three grassroots
women along with the repre-
sentatives. The expenses were
borne by the rich and private
organisations. These three
women were trained by a na-
tional committee to speak on
their own behalfl. Now ques-
tions arise — ‘could they
speak, let alone understand
real sense of the summit?” and
what impact did these three
Beijing returnees have at their
level?"

The organisational and
E‘rrpamtnrr homework of

anglaclesh — both governmen-
tal and non-governmential —
had some certain awareness
bottienecks. The preparatory
and steering committees were
mostly elitist in structure and,
according to the CCHRB Re

port, didn't really represent
woinen across the country.

The result was concentra-
tion of most of the activities in
Dhaka which left the bulk of
the women unaware of the Bei-
jing meet. Only 10 local level —
ive for Beijing and five for
CEDAW — seminars were held,
And it was surprising to find
that ot of 600 restdents of
Dhaka University Shamsunna-
har Hall. only 80 students
turned up at one such meeting.
This poor turn-out phe-
nomenon was experjenced all
over Bangladesh.

Women trafficking in the
country increased alarmingly
last year. The traffickers, al-
legedly a known circle to bor
der guards. used — are still us-
ing — all the routes available on
the bordegs. Statistics of the
Report show that in 95 135
children and 95 women were
rescued while being smuggled
out of the country. The figures
the Report claimns, are just a
fraction of the real scenario. In
fact. the numbers are more
than that because mast of the

incidents at the grassroots
wen! unreported in the news
papers

Although Pakistan s the

main destination of the Middle
East traffickers. due 1o various
obslacles they are sending
Hangladeshi women who
mostly are helpless. poor. lor

'petrate

with-activists and lawyers to
develop methods of El |
incidences of assault, rape etc,
Women entrepreneurs: are
coming forward with ideas and
resources as never before. Well
known artists have lent their
voices and talents to inform, to
communicate and to sensitize.
The print media continuously
brmFs the issues to national at-
tention and. willingly collabo-
rate with women's groups.
There is a realization amo
women that street activitsm
has to join hands and run par-
allel with sound professional
knowledge, commitment of
the elite class and mass niobi-
lization ol women from all
walks of life in order to make a
dent on the social disease of
violence against women.
Ultitnately the issue is of
patriarchy and power relations.
Perceptions that half of the
country s population is some-
how not as equal as the other
half has to change. The power
balance has to undergo a shift
within homes, families and
communities. Those who per-
violence perceive

.t

themselves as the powerful,

the stronger. and the superior,
the victims are perceived as
powerless, weakér and infe-
rior. That is the perception .-we
will have to change because
women are not in any way mnfe-
rior, weak or powerless. Infact -
they never were, only per-
ceived to be so. The task is no
doubt daunting but with our
backs to the wall we have no
other alternative but to strug-
glﬁe and continue to ulruggfe
till. . ..

ring Another Y eaz: of Afflictions

tured and abandoned by hus-
hands and widowed — to fill up

the Indian brothels. These
brothels were previously dom-
imated by Nepalese women. but
due to increased trafficking.
Bangladeshi women are being
sent to gradually take their
place

The UNICEF Progress of

the Nations 1995 reported
that around 40.000
Bangladeshi children are en
gaged in prostitution in Pak
istan. Another 10,000 to
12.000 are forced into this

unwanted' livelihood in Bom-

by Moushumi Nasser

to eveéryones problems, and
thus shared her own with any-
one around her. never caring
about things like who was in
what position. She treated ev-
eryone equally whether it was
a secretary, or an officer. a
driver, or a messenger girl |
still wonder. why this woman
had to remain single and so
lonely? | didn't get much

chance to get very close to
her, sull | don't know why |

became so sad and cried that

day. when | heard of her terri-

ble tragedy. Once ak she trav
elled by plane with her hus
band, a terrible pain in her
stomach led her to the hospi-
tal straight from the airport
she was operated and 1o their
shock, the doctors found her
pregnant. The fetus didn't live

"of course and left her in deep

shock .

Aller her marrtage broke

the
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up, she lived a lonely life.
though surrounded by good
iriends. Her warm and
heart led her to adopt children
in* an orphanage giving as
much of hersell as she could to
them. Her only loving niece
would sometimes call her at
work, and she would leave all
her work aside. to give this
little child a few minutes to
talk. Shed often spent time
talking about her niece with
her colleagues

This hard working woman
devoted all her time and en
ergy for the children and
women of this country. By the
lime. she took leave for vaca
Hon. she was too exhausted
Then came the horrifying
news of her accident in Hawalii
I realized the truth quite late,

but still could not take it easily.

Her death remains a mystery
and it haunts me. She was not
an experienced diver, then
why at the age of 48 did she
wanl to take such chances?
What happened underneath

the wvast ocean. thalt she
wanted to come up so quick,
only to meet her death? Did

she see somethi that terri-
fied her? Did
strolke?

she have a

Today. I write about her
because her death has left a
strong impact on me,. mentally
and spiritually. | have a recur-
rent dream: | find myself, try-

irg to come up from the deep

sea, something is chasing me.
there's pressure of water

around me as | struggle to
move upwards, my heart is
nding too much with my

reathing becoming faster ev-
ery second. I'm all alone under
waler., too scared and |
wish to meet my friends above
wailing for me. Suddenly,
theres a terrible pain with aw-
ful pressure inside me. | can't
breathe anymore. something is
wrong. then ever thlnlng!‘-
comes dark, become

Uretchen meeting death In the '

;"Hnrt CGretchen Goodale

ind .

bay and West Bengal. according ]

-lo human rights sources. of

which 4.500 are in West Ben-
gal alone.

Apparently despite some
optimism 'last year regarding
women's well-being., their hu-
man rights situation was one
that reveals lnrrtauinF cases of
mental and physical cruelty.

This was. one can emphatically

‘say. because the implementors

ol licies that ensure hunman

rights — the politiclans — were
too engros in violating the
civil and political rights of the

entire nation.

joined Unicef Dhaka in 1994,
she wanted to be called GG.
Her bereaved father took her
body home and she was cre-
mated as her wish, In her will,
she distributed her propert
and wealth to her loving chil-
dren and to her beloved niece.

Her organs have been donated

Loo

| often hear her voice,
"Hello. how are you?" as she
was always the first one (o
reet me. Her smile never
aded. at work or outside work.
Her laughter still rings in my
ecars. To me, as possibly to

many others she is like
Wordsworth's Phantom of De-
Hght'

She was a Phantom of De-
light

When first she gleamed
upon my si "

ght;
A lovely Apparition. sent
. To be a moment's orna-

ment;
Her eyes as stars of Twilight
lair;

Like Twilights. too. her
dusky hair;

But all things else about her
drawn

From May-time and the

cheerful Dawn:

A dancing shape. an Image
gay,

To haunt. to startle. and
way-lay

And now | see with eye
serene

The very pulse of the ma-
chine;

A Being breathing thought-
ful breath,

A Traveller between lfe and
death;

The reason firm, the tem- -

perate will,
lndur;:’:r.
strength. skill;
A perfect Women. nobly
planned.
To wam. to comforts. and
command;

And yet a spirft still, and
bright

m‘mmmuﬂm

foresight,

Harassed, Heckled, or

Complimented?
by Gemini Wahhaj

Even in the West, where men are moére accustomed
to female colleagues and female accomplishment,
short skirts and low necklines have gotten women
into trouble. But ingrained in this approachis a
basic fallacy: that sexual harassment is somehow a
woman's fault, that we don't get respect because we

don't deserve it.

ARASSED on the str-
eets, at New Market, or
at a meena bazar?
Nobody turns an eyebrow.
Women in Dhaka have grown
accustomed to a range of
untoward belraviour at most,
crowded public places, r
from offending remarks ("mera
dil dewana") to fondling. What
is particularly alarming, how-
ever, is the growing realisa-
tion, as more and more women
go to work, that harassment

| awaits at the office also.

Last year, the German Cul-
tural Institute held one of the
first discussions in the country.
on the topic of sexual harass-

ment, a term which is not

easily defined or understood in .

the context of Bangladesh.
Least by women themselves. In
fact, older generations of
women have faced the same
Kind of behaviour in their
times, but have failed to iden-
tify it as offensive. Nowadays. a
growing number of women,
accustomed to male company
and confident of r own in-
dependence, schooled in the
female consciousness, so to
speak, have finally begun to re-
alise that some behavior from
their co-workers js simply not
acceptable.

Sexual harassment is any
conduct that makes a person
feel threatened or uncomfort-
able or interferes with his/her
work. The most blatant in-
stances of sexual harassment
are sexual advances. But even a
E:asing remark, if perceived to

threatening. may qualify as
harassment. Cunulger this:
Your boss says, "you are an ex-
tremely attractive woman."
This is not welcome attention,
and attractiveness is definitely
not an attribute you want to be
appreciated for at work, but
you perceive that you may lose
your job if you offense at
the remark. So you smile and
let it pass. The fact that you
feel uncomfortable, but are
alraid to voice your opinion, is
what harassment means.

The most common form of
harassment in Bangladeshi of-
fices is offensive remarks:
jokes about women's intellj-

ence. theit ition in society
all the trouble was created by
women coming out of their
homes”). and their physical
weakness. Also common are
verbal advances, such as 'you
have beautiful *or "l am
mad for you!” aany remarks
are hurled at a group of
women. such as "let us have a
competition to see who is the

guilt
obli
have been acting
years and nobody has told
them fit's wrong. But at the

most beautiful woman in this
department.”
:ﬂman also felt compromi
y
and

One youn
unwelcome offers of gifts
favors. !
en, the men who are
of such behayvior are
ous of any offense.
this way for

heart of such lo

ained
habits, is a basic oo

ck of re-

spect for women and abom-
inably wrong notions of what it

means to be female. Ideas of
women as “mothers", “"the
wcaklir sex’, and "beautiful
brainiess objects” detracts
from an equal and mutually re-
spectful environment at work.

Also, there are far greater
consequences than a few
passing remarks. Women are
routinely excluded from -
participating in management

decisions, relegated to
unimportant tasks by both
their superiors and co-

workers, and often used for
such decorative tasks as
ent visitors or
refreshments at a meeting.

How are women coping
with harassment? For the most
part, women have reacted by
correcting” their own bahav-
tor. One office held
to introduce a dress code in an
attempt to prevent "pro-
vocative” and unprofessional
appearances that would
encour male disrespect. On
the whole, this is a good idea.
Professionalism on women's
part will command more re-. -
spect. Even in the West, where
men are more accustomed to
female colleagues and female
accomplishment, short skirts
and low necklines have gotten
women into trouble. But in-

ained in this approach is a

asic fallacy: that sexual ha-
rgssment is somehow a
woman's fault, that we don't
ﬁet respect because we don't
eserve it.

If anything. women should
be taught to respect them-
selves and their sexuality. and
to Iidentify harassment as
unacceptable behavior. A crash
course in sexual harassment
for male executives is also a
good idea. <Corporate
Bangladesh is just starting to
learn about good management
styles, employee motivation,
and positive work environ-
ments. Add another seminar to
the list: "Create an Enabling
Work Environment: Eliminate

Sexual Harassment.*

Najma, a Blind Gir!
in Bangladesh

by Mariette Jansen

O you know Najma, that

cute little girl? The one

who is always humm-

ing? I'm sure you know her,

but what do you knaw about

her? Only that 'she likes

humming and that she is

blind? Let me tell you more
about her.

Najma was born on a beauti-

ful day in April 1988 in a small

village in the North of
Bungladesh. She was a healthy
little baby and her parents
were very proud of her. But
then, one year later, she be-
came (ll. e suddenly got a
high fever which last for
three days and nights. Her
parents didn't know what to
do. On the fourth day her tem-
ature came back to normal
and initially everybody was re-
lieved. However, it turned out
that little Najma had become
blind. Her parents were des-
perate. What would they do
with a blind child? How would
they behave towards her? How
would they talk to her? Per-
haps she couldn't understand
them anymore. Perhaps she
couldn't talk anymeore. haps
she would even die,
Unfortunatély Najma's par-
ents didn't know anyone else
in their village who was blind.
didn't know of other par-
ents with blind children. So
they had to solve all the prob-
lems themselves. That was
very difficult for them since

they knew so little about
blindness. And there were so
many questions.

Fortunately N was an
easy child. t of the time
she was ha : had no
special hea s, she

liked playing outside and en-

joyed music. In faet her -

ents faced very few

with her. The only thing that

worried them was B :

ture: would she ever be able to
to school? Would she ever

One day in May 1985,

after Najma's seventh
birt ., the he aster of
the vil school came to see

her. He told them about the
ssibility of education for
mnd children in his school as

years.
A lew days later Najma went

Lo school for the very first time
in her life. She was very ex-
cited about it as she was a stu-
dious child. Her classmates
were excited too as they had
never dealt with a blind per-
son. That first day Najma heard
a lot of things which were ab-
solutely new to her. Mathemat-
ics for the blind. special mate-
rials, adapted equipment and

Braille, a em of reading and
wriunq for the blind. She
couldnt believe her ears: a

em. consisting of six dots,
mmdchnudeupomhletnrud

and write? She thought the
teacher was telling lies. But it
turned out to be true.

Next day Najma had her
first Braille lesson. It wasn't as
difficult as she thought it
would be. Her teacher was
very patient and didn't mind
repeating things. When Najma
came home already knew
t‘l:u letters which she showed

r s as as a -
cock. Within a l:"::‘dnek. p:h‘t
knew all the letters and she
showed everybody how te
write her name in :

What turned out to be most

difficult was to to the
totally new situation. Najma
wasnt used to with so

many other children as she
had been alone for several
years. The neighbour's chil-
dren had seldom come to see
her because they didn't feel

comfortable with a blind child.
anti




