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Constitutional Standards on Equality

dre

equal before law and

Echoed in International Standards

TWO years of the Uni-
versal Declaration of Hu-
man Rights (1948) and

sixty seven years of the Decla-
ration of Vienna (1933) has been
a long tale of trauma, toll and
tears lor millions of people who
have been denied human rights
and justice. even they were de-
Erl\'ed the very right of be
uman by the national an
lobal authorities and the
arces with vested interests. Till
today, the struggle for human
rights and justice continues.
The history of struggle for
ts and is the
ol resistance within the process
ot law Ut passible and without
the process of law if needed.
¢ constitutions of South
Asian countries are written
tee basic
or fundamental rights. Equal-
itv before the law and gender
equality are basic values re-
spect and incorporated in
these constitutions, They also
provide specifically for affir-
mative and administrative ac-
tion to redress discrimination
and in s that are prod-
ucts of the country's history. ar
social and economic relations.
Alfirmative legislative and
adminisirative action is there-
fore a strategy that can be used
to introduce creative reform in
the area of family law. Never-
theless these provisions have
not been used to remove the in-
equalities in the law on nation-
ality and doaiicile which tom-
pact significantly on the status
of individuals in the and
their legal rights under munici-

pal law.

Constitutional standards on
ity are echoed in internpa-
tional treaties. which deal with
nationality and domicile. The
international standards on na-
tosality and doakicile are con-
tained in several basic United
Nations Conventions. The

. United Nations Convention on

the Nationality of Women
(1957} is an ant multi-
lateral treaty that clarifres that
a maumied worman's nationality
the
voluntary acquisition of na-
nounality by her husband. The
Convention concedes that mar-
riage should not result in acqui-
sition or loss of nationality by
operation of law, though it rec-
ognizes that a ied woman
may be able ta acquire the na-
tionality of her husband
through administrative discre-
tion by naturalization. as of
right' The same are incorpo-
rated in Article 9 of the UN
Convention on the Ebmination
of All Forrns of Discrimination
against Women (1979). This
Convention in addition de-
clares that States Partes

by Naima Haider

should grant women equal
rights with respect (o the na-
tionality of their children. The

eneral articles of the conven-
ion, including the important
article on equality before the
law and legal capacity in civil
matters. unde e traditional
legal concepts on a married
woman's dependent domicile,
even though this aspect is not
covered by a specific article.

The UN Convention on the
Rights of the Child (1989) now
strengthens these same stan-
dards through its articles on
non-discrimination, and
recognition that the child’'s best
interests should be primary
consideration in determining
any maltter that affects his/her
life. Provisions of preservation
of nationality, family reunifi-
cation and separation from
parents can be interpreted so as
to accommodate the concept of
the child's domicile under na-
tlonal laws. However a specific
article recognizes a child's right
to protection from abduction or
illicit transfer across
borders and a state s du
to bilateral and multilatera
treaties for this purpose. This
recognizes a clear mandate to
address the problem of kidnap-
ping across borders and intro-
duce regulatory measures 1o
protect & child froox such a situ-
ation.

These international stan-
dards are more specific than the
national standards in constitu-
tions, but they reflect a similar
value system on the fundamen-
tal rights of individuals in the
family, and the duty of states to
respect them. Several countries
have accepted thie international
obligations created by these
multi-lateral treaties. For in-
stance all countries have rati-
fied the convention o' All
Forms of Discrimination
against Women and ethers have

ed the treaty thons
of the UN Convention on the
Nationality of Married Women
by accession. Nevertheless the
international standards that
states have agreed to reifyect
have not stimulated law reform
in the area of natiomality and
domicile. The standards have
nat been used in general in in-
terpreting mational laws, nor as
an inspiration for legisiative
and ministrative interven-
tiomn.

One reason for this is that
these countries ke many oth-
ers do not recognize a theory of
automatic reception of interna-
tional treaty obligations in the
municipal legal system. Provi-
sions in international treaties
become part of municipal or lo-
cal law only by legislative in-

Restore the Dignity of Repr

N our society. especially

when. a female related mat-

ter comes up, even responsi-
ble members of male dominated
society raise many dusts, and
weave concocted stories to give
it religious”or moral blemish
mainly to harass the victim
and they themselves to be in the
lime light. On the other hand. if
such victitn. alfter relentless
fight, establishes her rights,
wins over any evil design, ar
gets legal redress of any wrong

. done to her. the attitude of the

society takes the opposite tumn,
The horrendous story of a gang-
raped girl in Howrah Station of
Calcutta. revealed to BNWLA. is
one of such examples. Woman
to survive with ity and
honour has to fight for her
rights and to claim due justice
for any repression done to her.
Recently, the victim of
Howrah incidence entered BN-
WLA with the clippings of na-
tional dailies of ? ebruary.
She excitedly informed us that
the Supreme Court of India had
ordered a compensation of In-
dian Rupees 10 lakh for her
suit. While she was narrating
those, it seemed to us that she
regained her lost confidence.
She also commented that,
the society that once teased her,
looked down on her. and show-
ered caustic remarks had
changed overnjght surpris-
. They also became a part
of success and joy. She fur-
ther added that as the news
broke. the local people were so
jubllant that they even started
distributing sweets among the
people and brought out a pro-
cession in that rejoicing mood.
For her il was simply an un-
thinkable and unbelievable
event. When she went to the lo-
cal market to gef a copy of the
newspaper for the total news,
she Pound local of many
sirata of life along with the
Chairman waited for her there.
All said in a jubilant mood, "It
Is our victory. let us take out a
procession” and requested her
1o be in the forefront of that

The local market place was res-
onating with their slogans. She
Saicdd. [ could not even visit that
Warket afier «the incident
owrah gang rape). [ always
Userl 10 1eed embarrassed as
Ple showered remarks. While
er the Judgement, the atti-
of entire community sud-
denly had changed. Now my vic-
ory Is thelr victory as well”, We
Cngrossediy listened o what
she was narrating in a mixture
of emotionally excited. serfous
and_l{it In a jubilant mood.
Supreme Court, com-
Prising of Honorable Justice
Saghir Ahmed and Honorable
Jm R.P Sethi ordered the
1 Government to pay the

'Li_l.

tervention inducting those
standards into local law. Be-
sides these conventions do not

ve individuals direct access to

ternational bodies set up un-
cler these conventions tl:r.rmﬁh a
complaint procedure. Ratifica-
tion is usually an executive act
done through the foreign office,
and these treaties are not per-
ceived as impacting on the
state's obligation within the
country. The obligation of state

party involves the submission
of a report, and this attended to
through the foreign office. Con-

sequently conventions are not
used as a lobbving taol within
the country to motivate a gov-
ernment to introduce or enact

internationally accepted stan-
dards into the local legal sys-
tem.

There are occasional efforts
to In e standards set up
by multilateral treaties. The
amendment to legislation on
enforcement of foreign judge-
ments on maintenance in Sri
Lanka and Pakistan i{s one such
example: The Children's Act
1974 of B desh, The Chil-
dren's Charter 1992 and The
Women's Charter 1993 of Srt
Lanka also represent such ef- |
forts.

Nauonal Charters based on
multilateral treaties and UN
Conventions are useful lobby-
ing tools or machineries in the
community. However, unless
they are used in this way, ratifi-
cation of mmternational conven-
tions will continue to concern
ounly the foreign office, as a
purely diplomatic initiative.
These conventions and local
charters will not be a =I\Y
for reformn or change nﬂ&#&iﬁ
policy. On the other hand inno-
vative judicial efforts to intro-
duce international standards
can attract the attention of re-
spective governments to the
need for reform. In the Sepala
Ekanavake case (1986) (1987) |
Sri L R 107, domestic criminal
legislation introduced to caver
the offence of hijacking, the vi-
olation of a constitutional pro-
vision, was nevertheless upheld
by the Supreme Court of Sri
Lanka on the ground that the
offence had been recognized in
"the general egrinci les of the
law recognized by the commia-
nity of nations”. However in an
earlier case a Sni Lankan court
had held that the Universal
Declaration of Human Rights
had high moral authority but
that has no binding foree. as it
is not a legal instrument and
forms no of law of the
country. It remains to be seen
whether Sri Lankamn superior
courts will develop on the ap-
proach in the Ekanayake case

to recognize the Universal Dec-
laration of Human Rights or
standard such as the "best in-
terest of the child”, now Incor-
porated in the UN Convention
on the Rights of Child ratified
by 191 countries (till Juli};l 1998)
as "customary” or general prin-
ciples of mwmatlgnal law ap-
plicable in the country.

On the other Supreme
Court of Bangladesh amongst
other dealt with two [famous
cases in respect of illegal deten-
tion of two minor boys namely
State vs. Deputy Commissioner,
Satkhira and others (Nazrul
Islam's case) re ed in 45 DLR
at page 643 and BLAST vs.
Bangladesh (Javed's case] re-
ported in 4 BLC at page 600. In
those two cases the Supreme
Court, High Court Division ex-
haustively discussed the child's
rights, Universal Declaration
of Human Rights, UN Conven-
tion o the Rights of Child and
having accepted those declared
the detention of the minor boy
illegal and withowt lawful au-
thorﬁﬁ. In the Nazrul Islam's
case his illegal detention for
about twelve years was declared
ilfegal and &llyfhc eriminal pro-
ceedings against him were

uashed as if he was never in
ention nor was there any
criminal gemctedmgs against
him. In the Javed's case the
Court amungst other dealt

with the abuse or misuse of
power by the law eaforcement
agency and directed the Gov-
ernment to frame 'code of con-
duct' for the law enforcement

agency on the basis of United
Nations resolutions (Resolution
No. 34/169 of 17th December.,
1979). :

Where international stan-
dards accepted by ratification
of conventions such as those in
the UN Convention on the Na-
tionality of Married Women
(1957) link with constitutional
standards on equality and gen-
der equality, it should be possi-
ble to strengthen the arguments
on fundamental rights by refer-
ence to the intermational stan-
dards.

[n fine, it can be said that the
secular state is thus a guarantee
that constitutional and inter-
national standards will not be
undermined because of conflict
with ethnic or religious stan-
dards. Once this commitment to
the secular state is accepted.
governmernts and peoples will
have a right and duty to ensure
that constitutional standards
link with international stan-
dards and thus become a cata-
lyst lor law reform.

The writer is an advocate of
the Supreme Court and an As-
sistunt Attorney General for
Bangladesh

are entitled to equal protection of law'"-Article 27 of the Constitution of the People's Republic of Bangladesh
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HE significance of a dis-
tinct International Worm-
en's Day (8 March) means a
little to the most of the women
around the globe who are
trapped in to a viclous circle of
vialence, denlal. deprivation
and discrimination. They
commence thelr each day with
struggle for survival. A
B adeshi woman in a
rall station of Calcutta find
strange slmilarl‘% with a
womarn buttered, abused in a
tube station in London or a
woman raped in a street of New
York. Unfortunately the so-
called globalised world deter-
mined Lo impose its moral val-
ues and {udgcmcnts on everyone
in the planet dismally failed to
make tEja world a sale place for
wolen. :
Down Memory Lane
International Women's Day.
it is asserted. (s the story of or-
dinary women as makers of
history; it is rooted in the cen-
turles-old struggle of women to
partlcl‘pate in sociely on an
equal footing with men. In an-
clent Greece, Lysistrata initi-
ated a sexual strike against men
in order to end war:; during the
French Revolution, Parisian
women calling for "liberty,
equality, fraternity” marched
on Versailles to demand wom-
en's sulfrage. The idea of an In-
ternational Womern's Day first
arose at the turn of the century,
which in the industrialised
world was a period of expansion
and turbulence, booming popu-
lation growth and radical ide-
ologies. Following chronology
of the most important events
can be an eye opener to many:

1909

11 accordance with a decla-
ratiort by thie Socialist Party of
America. the first National
Woman's Day was observed
across the United States on 28
February. Women continued to
celebrate it on the last Sunday
of that month through 1913.

1910

The Socialist International,
meeting in Copenhagen, estab-
lished a Women's Day, interna-
tional in character. to honour
the movement lor women's
rights and to assist in achieving
universal suffrage for women.
The proposal was greeted with
unanimous approval by the
conference of aver 100 women
from 17 countries, \/hich in-
cluded the [irst threec women
elected to the Finnish parlia-

ment. No fixed date was selected
for the observance.. !

1911
As a result of the decision
laken at Copenhagen the pi+vi-
ous year, International Wum-
en's Day was marked for the
first time (19 March) in Austria.
Denmark. Germany and
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by Salma Ali

In order to bring back the lost dignity of

each and every repressed woman and to

secure compensation and acquire justice,
we need to continue our work.

said Bangladeshi girl the
amount of compensation
through Bangladesh High
Commission within 3 months
of the Judgement. Before the
verdict, as BNWLA we used to
talk to the officials of human
rights organizations of West
Bengal at least for 2/3 times
each month to know the
progress of the case. Most of the
time, we let the victim talk to
them to make her feel well We
have already established - m-
munication, with the concerned
authorities, for working out
modalities for quizk receipt of
her said compensation,

Flashback on Pending

Rape Case

The said girl was gang raped
on 26 February 1998 at Howrah
Railway Station. The following
day a case was filed in Calcutta
CMM Court (GRP case no. 49/98,
under section 366, 376/34. 134,
325. 379 and 307). The nine ac-
cused of the case were. Ashok
Singh. Siaram . Rafiq
Ahmed, Lalon Singh, Raj Sami-
ran Sarma, Sitaram Singh,
Udesh Singh. Umakundu and
Mira Bai. nine accused were
Railway workers and some were
involved in ticket black mar-
keting, After the hearing in
camera trial, this criminal case
awalted judgement.

The incident had moved the
people of Calcutta tremien-
dously. It was a shame for t :em
that a visiting Bangladeshi girl
had been raped at such a
crowded place like Howrah Sta-
tton. Immediately human
rights activists and the women
rights activists came out in the
road to protest this di ful
act. In Howrah Station area,
women rights activists took out
4 procession with brooms in
hands and they even attacked
the accused police van
with those brooms. At that time
women rights organizations-
Swayam. Maitree, West Bengal
Legal Ald Service and the like
pl aged an appreciable role.

angladesh National
Women Lawyers Association
(BNWLAJ, on receipt of the re-
port. took the initiative to help
this unfortunate victim. At first
we the BNWLA brought her back
to Bangladesh and provided her
shelter. She was very weak, il
and psychologically unsound.
Continuously our counselors
including me counseled her to

bring her back to normal men-

tal state. Side by side we con-
trived every possible way to

help her legally. Through bilat-
eral cooperation, the women
organizations of two countries
decided to wark unitedly ta help
her. The lawyers of BNWLA sev-
eral times accompanied her to
Calcutta when she was required
to go there during hearing of the
case. BNWLA is working to-
gether with her counterparts in
Calcutta.

Public Interest Litigation

At the request of human
rights activists, Advocate
Chandrima Das filed a writ pe-
tition (No. 4949 /98) under Pub-
lic Interest Litigation in the
Calcutta High Court. The Hon-
orable Court declaregha histori-
cal judgment on 26 June of
1998. The Division Bench, con-
sisted of Justice Pravasankar
Misra and Justice Barin Ghosh
delivered the judgement after a
long trial. In that judgement,
the General Manager of Cal-
cutta Eastern Railway was or-
dered to pay the victim Rupees
10 lakh as compensation. The
Judges stated that none could
compensate her loss and there
was no other way to compensate
the aggrieved personi. Hence,
they declared such harsh deci-
slon Lo resist Lthe recurrence of
such heinous crime in future,
The High Court also declared
that other than this compensa-
tion, the victim had the right to
file any case if she wished
against any of the accused.
Moreover, the court ordered the
local Government to take the
total responsibility of her
travel, accommodation, and se-
cunty whenever she had (o ap-
pear before the court.

This exemplary judgement
of the High Court helped the vic-
tm to regain her confidence.
She has now become an impor-
tant person among her relatives
and her sociely. "When will the
money come?” She wanted to
know from me and she was ea-
gerly waiting for that as the
proofl of her victory. She de-
clared that with that money she
would like to start a shelter
Rome like "Proshantt of BN-
WLA lor distressed women and
children and a shop for lax-
phone services. Beside these,

she would work for the better-

ment of the ﬁeoplc of her local-
Il_tg. Alter the declaration of

gh Court, she gave a surpris-
Ing statement that watching the

essed Women

satellite channels, she thought
the girls and women of India
were more secured than we
were.

Subsequent Hassles

West Bengal Railway ap-
pealed in the Supreme Court
against the said judgement.
Long one year and eight months
had passed between the judge-
ment of High Court and the next
hearing in the Supreme Court.
It frustrated everyone as a
shroud of uncertainty cast over
all of us for that appeal of West
Bengal Railway lay in hanging
positionn. The victim was also
getting brustrated. Every now
and then she rushed to BNWLA.
We counseled her to be patient.
She told us that she had started
to regain her lost dignity in the
society as well as among her
relatives. But the delay of
Supreme Court had again been

ushing her towards a disgrace-
ul situation and she found it
difficult to confront that situa-
tion all over again. There was
nothing to do but to console her
in that situation. She even
caught a hijacker red-handed
and handed him over to the po-
lice. We asked her as to why she
showed such courage, for it
might be dangerous for her. She
answered “I am a living corpse,
what else can happen to me”.
Her destructive attitude made us
anxious. Repeatedly we re-
quested her to have patience
and told her that soon and
surely we would win. For last
few days, shie used to corme and
sit mum beside me in our office
and did not participate in the
conversation properly. She
even had a suicidal tendency for
sometime. I counseled her for
hours and tried to make her un-
derstand that in such scenario
to remain patient i{s the most
fruportant Factor., Frankly
speaking, we ourselves also
were anxious to know what
would happen to her. Would
justice be done to her? Often
these thoughts made us de-
pressed. At last, she again be-
came happy and confident. 1. on
my part, got back my trust and
streagth. Our combined Initia-
tive didd not go in vain. rather it
macle a glaring example among
the people irrespective of caste
and creed alter the favorable
verdict of the Supreme Court of
India.

As a human rights activist
what more could | expect? But
yes. yel to go a long way! In or-
der to bring back the lost dig-
nity of each and every repressed
woman and for her to secure
compensation and acquire jus-
Lice, we will continue our work
ia that direction.

The writer ts an advocate
and Executive Director BNWLA
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ONTRARY to accompany-

ing euphoria and expecta-

tions. generally speaking.
the dawn ol the new millen-
nium appears to have brought
no sign of any marked im-
provement in the averall sacio-
politico-economic condition of
women the world over. Rather,
as the women-folk are ventur-
ing for resurgence to have their
equal and rightful share in all
facets of life. their male coun-
terparts with a myopic vision of
age-old conservatism and
vengeance in different countries
are found to be sharpening their
tools for clipping their wings so
as to continually maintain
thetr dominiont over them and
kKeep them subjugated. This had
been so. roughly ten thousand
vears ago when agriculture was
invented and marriage as a so-
cial custom gradually came into
being for ensuring hereditary
rights over land as well as to use
women as chattel and virtual
slaves for rearing up children
and doing domestic chores. Ten
thousand years of sufferings
and struggles for securing their
inalienable rights have not
metamorphosed the oaoverall
condition of women till to date.
Whatever progress in the eman-
cipation of women has so far
been achieved, could not pro-
portionately trickle down to
those in the lower rungs of the
society and in the developing
countries as will be evidenced
in dispassionate review of the
scenario.

Fhough widow marriages
were introduced in the nine-
leenth century by the Hindu re-
lormists till now not more than
ten percent of the marriageable
Hindu widows could find their
husbands and start a new lease
ol lile. The vast number of these
widows are forced out of their
husbands' or parental homes
and take shelter at various
Hindu holy places like Kashi .
Craya. Beneres etc for life-long
penance as is said to have been
preseribed by their religion as if
such women are to be blamed
tor the death of their husbands.

These hapless widows fell pre
to powerful clerics and other el-
ements called the Pandas who
often use them as sex slaves and
force them to titution.

In the last Loksabha (the
Lower House of parliament)
election. the number of elected
women MPs dropped from 49 to
46. A bill pertaining to allocate
33 percent of the assembly seats
was recently tabled belore the
Loksabha. It was supposed (o be
brought during the tenure of the
last Loksabha, but could not be

"invokec
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International Women’s Day

Notes from History

by A H Monjurul Kabir

Switzerland, where more than
one milllon women and men at-
tended rallies. In addition to
the right to vote and to hold
public office, they demanded
the right to work. to vocatinnal
training and to an end to dis-
crimination on the job.

Less than a week later, on 25
March, the tragic Triangle Fire
in New York City took the lives
of more than 140 working girls,
most of them Italian and Jew-
ish immigrants. This event had
a significant impact on labour
legislation in the Uni’ 2d States,
and the working conditions
leading tilp lo the disaster were

uring subsequent ob-
servances ol International
Wornen's Day.

1913-1914

As part of the peace m ve-
ment brewing on the eve of
World War [, Russian women
observed their tirst Interna-

tional Women's Day on the last
Sunday In February 1913,
Elsewhere in Europe, on or
around 8 March of the follow-
ing year, women held rallies ei-
ther to protest the war or to ex-
press solidarity with their sis-
ters.

1917

With 2 million Russian sol-
diers dead In the war, Russian
women again chose the last
Sunday in February to strike
for “bread and peace”. Political
leaders l’JpFﬂ&-Ed the timing of
the strike. but the women went
on anyway. The rest is history:
Four cdays later the Czar was
torced Lo abdicate and the pro-
visional Government granted
worden the right to vote. That
historie Sunday fell on 23
February on the Julian calen-
dar then in use in Russia, bait on
8 March on the Gregorian :al-
endar in use clsewhere.
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Since those early years, In-
ternational Women's Day has
a9sumed a new global dimen-
sion for women in deve d
and developing couritries ; :
The growing Iinternationa
wometl's movement, which has
been strengthened by four
global United Nations women's
conferences, has hel make
the commemoration a un
point for co-ordinated efforts to
demand women's rights and
participation in the golitical
and economic process. This
date Is also designated in many
countries as a national holiday.
When women on all continents,
often divided by pational
boundaries and by ethnic, lin-
guistic, cultural, economic and
political differences, come to-
gether to celebrate their Day,
they can look back to a tradi-
lion that represents at least
iine decades of st for
cquality, justice, peace and de-
velopment.

Challenges of
Globalisation

The campaign to promote
and protect the equal rights of
women promoted by the United
Nations have generated more
intense and widespread support
compared to other UN ventures.
The Charter of the United Na-
tions, signed in San Francisco
in 1945, was the first interna-
tional agreement to proclaim
gender equality as a fundamen-

tal human right. Since then, the
Organisation has hel create
a historic legacy interma-

tionally agreed strategies, stan-
dards, pro%rammes and goals to
advance the status of women
world-wide.

In many countries, the equal
enjoyment of human rights has
been written into law. The
world has identified violence
against women in its various
forms as a clear viclation of
women's rights. Laws have been
enacted, at the international,
regional and national levels. to
confront what should always
have been considered uncon-
scionable.

Yet, much remains to be
done. There are daunting chal-
lenges, both new and old. At the
forefront of the new is the way
women are afiected by the nega-
tive side of globalisation.
Women are usually the first to
lose their jobs as governments
restructure and companies re-
trench. Poverty among women
-- especially heads of house-
holds and older women -- ap-
pears to be deepening. Women
are more likely to be unem-
ployed or underemployed. If
employed, they are more likely
than men to be found in poorly
paid and insecure jobs.

Rededicate ourselves to elim-
inating the discrimination and
disadvantage to which women
ire still subjected, can make a
real dillference

Women Under Attack

Global Scenario

by Mansoor Mamoon

done as the male dominated po-
litical parties were nol earnest
about i1t . Though finally tabled.
there is every doubt that it will
at all be able passed. Already a
number of political parties
have openly voiced their oppo-
sition against the move. Their
plea that women in India are
not adequately politically con-
scious and hence appropriaiely
qualified to seat in parliament
in such a vast number smacks
of gross gender discriminatory
attitude. They are pleading that
to begin with at best ten- per-
cent seats should be earmarked
for the women though they con-
stitute about half of one billion
inhabitants of the country. Un-
der such circumstances, the fate
of the bill could easily be under-
stood.

In India cases of dowry-re-
lated death, acid burn, rape,
molestation and other crimes
committed against women have
not shown any downward
swing.

[n Kuwait. representatives of
conservative tribal factions
have voted for preventing and
blocking women's fram seating
in the country's parliament and
the move has rudely jolted the
women's position in the society
and retarded the progress, al-
beit not much, they achieved
during centuries of struggle and
clamor .In most of the Middle
Eastern countries., women vir-
tually enjoy no' flundamental
rights, bigamy is widely prac-
ticecl by men, women possess no
right to divorce while their

husbands can divorce their
wives whenever they like.
Women even can not have

driving licenses and travel to
loreign countries without the
permission of their hushands

Pakistan's deposed Prime
Minister Newaz Sharif started
enacting Sharia Law and would
have completed the process had
he remained In power. Many Is-
lamic groups in Pakistan are
lncreasinglly and vehemently
clamoring for enforcing Sharia
Law [ully segregating women
ia?d excluding them from public
ie.

Even in a newly industri-
alised multi-ethnic country
llke Malaysia Sharia law 1Is
very much in practice with the
strict provision ol covering

heads and wearing anckle-
length dresses by Muslim
women.

In Turkey and Algeria, fun-
damentalists often target
women who dare to move freely
and in a carefree manner.

In Nigeria, which has a
Muslim majority, one of its

thirty six states has very re-
centlvy enforced Sharia in a bid
to what its Governor said “cre-
ating a society which will be a
crime and sin Iree ideal soci-
ety’. As if, women are the gates
to hell. The girls will now be re-
quired to attend segregated
schools and observe strict Fli-
jab. Other Nigerian stales are
reported to be preparing to lol-
low suit.

In Ghana, Chad and other
neighbouring countries where
the JO JO tribe dwells, an evil
custom of handing over the girl-
child to the clerics for the
cnmes committed by their fa-
thers by way of penance. The

crimes may be flimsy like
telling a lie. For the crime ol
her parents, a girl child is per-

manently given over to the cler
ics. Thirty thousand such girl-
children are reported to be used
as sex partners of the clerics
and are forced to work through-
out the day often without food.
Only in death, they find their
liberation. The custom is rem-
iniscent of the Sevadasis or
temple girls which was in vogue
in ancient and medieval India.
In South Alrica wile Killing,
child-rape. abuse and domestic
violence perpetrated by male
members are common practice
According to a recent statisucs,
a wife dies at the hand of her
husband in every six days and
at least one child or woman Is
abused in every twenty-four
minutes. Very lew of these
crimes are reported to the po-
lice. Even there are cases of po-
lice personnel committing rape.
In 1999, at least one hundred
members ol the country's palice
were charged with rape. The
government has recently en-
acted a law to provide legal sup-
port to the battered women. But
the police say they remain oth-

erwise busy and can nol give
full attention 1o the women vic-
tims. Besides. there is also

dearth of funds for providing
adequate legal cover as such
cases are found to be galore.
Even in developed western
countries women are also
rrossly discriminated. In Eng-
and. the Tory Partv has re-
cently been criticized for gender
discrimination despite the fact
that wamen secured their fran-
chise in the early nineteenth
century at the behest of the Tory
government. The party also
gave Britain its first lady Prime
Minister- Margaret Thatcher.
In the last general elections, the
Tories gave nomination te only
16 women out of whom 10 could
vel elected, Compared to the To-
ries. the Labour Party ear-

marked ten percent of its nom
iInation for women .The Tory
Party is alleged to put up
woman candidates in such seats
where the party does not have
any prospect of winning. For
example. a woman was put up
against Prime Minister Tony
Blair. From the very start. hert
fate was sealed. The United
States is yet to elect a woman as
the President ol the country.

In the Soviet Parliament a
leading member lamented that
after the dismemberment of the
Soviet empire the country has
only one commodity to export

and that is their wamen The
same is the condition in many
ol the Easl European countries.

WTO Conference the
found to their utter
dismay that the so-called pro-
cess ol globalization and liber-
alization has grossly under-
mined their interests reducing
them into mere commodities.
Finally. about the condi-

tion of women in Bangladesh
the less said the better. From
1991. Bangladesh is continu-
ously ruled by two women
Prime Ministers. Bangladesh is
probably the only country in
the world where both the Pnme
Minister and the leader of the
opposition in Parliament are
women. Yet. the condition of
women particularly in rural ar-
eas beggars description. All
sorts of crimes are being com-
mitted against women. Albeit
women's representation at the
grass rools level. the Union
Panshad chainuen are resort-
ing to even punishment by
Fatwa which previously was the
domain of the Mullahs. Women
and children in large number
[over seven thousand per year
according to one statistics) are
being smuggled to different
countries. According to a for-
eign researcher (Lima by name)
about two hundred thousand
Rohingva women have found
their way to Pakistan via India
and are lorced to prostitution to
pay the exorbitant charges
(about 2000 US Dollars per
woman) of the traflickers. The
Bangladesh government, how-
ever., has refuted the claim of
the researcher

Women. therefore, will have
to go stll a long way in achiey-
mg their nights. In the new mil-
lennium. they will be required
to play a more pro-active role
and wage a relentless crusade i
they hope to have their equal
share. For them awaits a rugged
terrain and not a path strewn
wilh roses.

The writer s SAARC Gold
Medallist. is a former Research
Scholar of ISEAS. Singapore
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