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.or over one hundred years, the women's movement has
been taking place in different ways and rhythms with the
result that the word "'woman’ has become a central issue of

discussion. A woman's life, her fivelihood, her thoughts, her work
- and ‘many. other aspects have been given importance in research,
policies and action plans. ‘The woman' has become a subject
matter at national and international levels. But it is also true that
questions are still being raised as to how much progress or
development has been made in improving women’s lives.
Questions have been raised as to the degree to which women's
interests has been served as a result of improving the position of
women, or how much of this has been done for the sake of the
economy, the society and the political environment.

If | speak from a woman’s point of view - women are much more
conscientious than before, they are
much more concerned about
protecting their rights and certainly
much more active. Violating a
woman's rights does not pass off
anymore without any questions.
Women's participation in  the
economy, society and politics takes
place in a different context. | mention a different context because
women have always participated in these fields but their
participation was not recognized. Previously, it was believed that
‘a woman does not work’, At least now women’s participation
and fundamental right to work .has been acknowledged.
However, progress still needs to be made. | want to begin my
discourse on this very issue because today the main topic of our
discussion tevolves around a woman'’s warking life,

Do women work? What kind of
work do women do and what are
their worries? Questions come
forth about how much security
and independence women have at
their workplace.

We can start by saying that
although there is a long history of
struggle and campaign regarding
women’s rights, respect and
status; it is only in this century,
specifically .in .the. 19705, when
“rwomen'siimage as'a- working
woman was discovered. In 1975,
Esther Boserup's book "Women's
Role in Economic Development” gave the world's conscience a
knock. It painted a picture of women's role in economic
development and the production process thal previously had
been completely missed by policy-makers in the past. Boserup
presented her data and facts in such a way that she proved that
all women work for their living and no one is really dependent on
others. But because the wark that women do is not recognised as
'work', these women are not accredited as being working
women,

So what do we really understand by the term ‘working woman'?
The simple answer to this guestion is - those who work for
wages. So in straightforward terms, only those women who sell
their labour in the market to make a living are known as working
women. From the very beginning | would like to reject such a
classification and count all women as working women, However, |
do not hesitate to admit that the problems and possibilities of
home-centred women are markedly different from those of
women who sell their labour in the market. Additionally, there
exists a separation between the formal and in-formal sectors of
work in the pubic sphere. Organized labourers can only be found
in the formal sector. Women workers in the informal sectors are
not recognized as an employee or as working women.

The main reason why | have brought on this discussion is because
generally our understanding of the definition of working women
is limited to those gainfully employed outside of the home.
Actually, all women are working women. Seme women work
within the four walls of the home trying to protect their survival.
Some women are also forced to take over the responsibilities of
work outside of the home along with their domestic work.

Are Women Workers
or Dependents?

Sultana Kamal

Women in response to emerging needs of r.-me

. Social protection of women
workers in the garment industry

The Social Safety Net Project (SSNP) is a jointly funded project
‘of the Asian Development Bank (ADB) and the Government of
Bangladesh which supports women garment industry workers
who have lost their empluyment Project assistance includes
providing support in searching for employment through
contacting employers; employment creation through the
‘provision of training and setting up appointments with
tial employers; promoting self-employment through
inking up women with providers of micro-credit; and
accommodation support through arrangements with Tow-
cost shelters. SSNP has started piloting the project at
Rampura and Mirpur areas of Dhaka where a large number of
~.garments industry workers reside.

. The components of SSNP include tracing unemployed women
workers, providing livelihopd counselling, skills enhancement,
and aectstance in finding employment. The Department of

Women's Affars of The Ministry of Women and Childten’s
Affairs is designated ta implement this project,
SSNP's accomplishment at a glance:
Regional centres: R RO
Incorporated in the database: 10, ‘159 persnns
 Re-employment: _.....300persons
~ Livelihood Counselling: 2,526 persons
Focus Group Discussions: 34
Micco-credit Link-up: __ 4NGOs
Training: 203 persons

I'dentiﬁ'f.-d low-cost housing: 08

; SSNP Project Office, The Ministry of Wemen and

= ‘ dren‘s Affalrs:

In addition to the obligations at home, these women take on the
responsibility of working outside. So if we want to know anything
about working women it is essential for us to have a
comprehensive idea about their lives.

Let us start by talking about the home front. In this case, the lack
of women's security is centred on her role in the home. Inside the
four walls of her dwelling, women look after the other members
of the family on a regular basis - which is what is expected of
women. How valuable women are to the family will depend on
how skilfully and efficiently they are able to carry out these
duties. But this does not mean that women's position will be very
strong nor that women will not be subject to humiliation even if
they are able to maintain a good standard of service - no one can
ever guarantee this. No faw can guarantee the security of
women's position despite all of
women's responsibilities and hours
of work. Family life is of course a very
private matter - so the State is not
inclined te intervene, This policy of
not wishing to intervene would have
been admirable if the equal rights of
men and women in a family were
recognised, and if both of them were equally powerful. But this
has not happened in reality. The State has given the responsibility
of the economic security of women to men and has also given
men the power to 'discipline’ women. If a woman ‘neglects’ her
duties, even to a small degree, or is 'disobedient’, the man can
actually take lawful steps against her. It takes no time for the
responsibility of "disciplining’ women to be given to the society,
the husband or the family, Through fatwa, arbitration and trial
society never wastes time 1o punish
women who have failed to properly
serve or show subservience. The
State, as | have already said, shows
indifference under the context of
following a policy of non-
intervention. Women have no
security.

Women provide arduous labour to
secure their position in the family;
women are forced to block out all
of their prospects in order to attain
sechrity in their life. Even in the
case of collective family labour,
there is no recognition of women's
contribution- there is no question of women having a share of
the money earned. For example, the credit of farming goes only
to the male farmer, not to the female.

When women enter the formal workforce, the enormous family
responsibilities on their shoulders keeps pulling them back. It
becomes very difficult for women to give their full attention and
time to their work. The intense surveillance of women's co-
workers’ is another hindrance that they have to deal with.
Whether women are coming to work on time and whether
women are able to do their work skilfully is indeed closely
maonitored by co-workers or employers. But beyond that, women
have to respond to many questions and solicitations as well - or
they are forced to leave their workplace if faced with barriers. In
office-based work, women for the most part tend to be situated
in the lower ranks in the hierarchy. Because they are few in
number, it is not always possible to secure women's rights and
promote their self esteem through collective efforts. *Equal pay
for equal work' remains a slogan for the women's movement to
protect the rights of women who earn their livelihood directly
from their labour. Other important issues to be addressed are that
women often find themselves relegated to the least remunerated
positions and are subject to reproach, physical abuse and sexual
harassment.

Securing representative positions for women in the decision
making process is still dependent on the likes and dislikes of
certain sections of society. Even though there has been a change
in this process at the level of local government, inequality is too
blatantly present in the distribution of tasks. In spite of euerything,
women are not lagging behind in terms of their presence in the
workforce, their contribution and their struggle for their rightful
share. Women have to work twice or three times as hard for this
and have to sacrifice their leisure and comfort in a desperate
attempt to survive in the role that society has given them.

It's not true though that this struggle has gone completely
without recognition. Women's full participation is ensured in the
Constitution of Bangladesh. Women have charted their paths in
different offices, courts, business organisations and educational
institutions. The government has formulated the National Palicy
for Women following directions from Human Rights Charter, the
Convention on the Elimination of Discrimination Against Women
(CEDAW), and the Beijing Platform for Action; taken measures to
make Poverty Reduction Strategy Papers (PRSP) gender-sensitive,
and made an effort to achieve the Millennium Development Goals
(MDG). These efforts are being implemented through
programmes by Government and non-government organisations
(NGOs) are also carrying out programmes to support women's
development and secure women's rights.

Despite the numerous initiatives taken by Government and NGOs,
there has not been any mentionable success in women's
empowerment in the area of preventing violence against them or
liberating women from humiliation and discrimination. In my
experience, the main reason for this is that we have never tried to
question the gender-based roles of men and women. We have
piled up additional responsibilities over and beyond the
traditional role of women for societal needs and, at times, to
show respect for women'’s demands for rights - but the solution
to the main problem has never been found. Women have
gradually been confined to even more gruelling work. On the
other hand, even when women work for their livelihood, they are
not respected. [n fact, women are perpetually pushed towards
the disrespectful status of being a dependent. Today our clear
demand is - a complete recognition of women's status as
working women. 2

Why do we need a
gender equality page?
Aliur Rahman

t the very beginning of the discussion let us try to analyse
the thearetical concept of gender. This concept is used

very frequently these days in socio-cultural movements and
development
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It cannot be contested that the representation of men and-

women in the media is not equal or gender sensitive. To.make:
news, features and other reports gender sensitive in the news
media was a subject of discussion in a recent workshop
entitled “Training of Trainers on Gender and the Media”. This.
workshop was organised by the 'Policy Leadership and.
Advocacy for Gender Equality Project’ (PLAGE I} of the
Government of Bangladesh and the Government of Canada,
The aim of the workshop was to enhance gender awareness of

those who train journalists and one of the outcomes of the

workshop was this initiative to publish a gender equality page.

The possibilities and
limitations of women's

programmes. The
term 'gender’ is used
mainly to depict
those characteristics
of a man and
woman that are
socially construceted.
Gender _refers to
attitudes, roles,
behaviours and
values assigned by
culture and society
to women and men.

These roles,
attitudes, behaviours
and values, which

are culturally and
socially determined,
define the behaviour
of women and men
and the relationship between them. Gender differences
between women and men vary over time and between places.

The newspaper is a very significant mass medium which not
only provides information but also shapes public opinion.
Similar to other social institutions, newspapers play a
significant role in constructing and reinforcing criteria used to
judae men and women in qur society. So the question is
whether {he portrayal of men and women represented in
newspapers promotes gender equality? We have observed that
since newspapers work within the patriarchal mindset of

Equal participation of men and women in alf spheres of life

society, the subservient image of women is still reflected in the
newspapers. If we analyse the news we see that compared to
men, women are portrayed in helpless, backward, inferior and
passive roles. In most cases, men are portrayed as ‘doers’ and
women are illustrated as ‘victims of circumstances’. Men are
depicted as active agents of making news, women are
depicted as passive victims of news events. Let us look at an
example of a news headline: ‘20 people, including five women
injured’. In this headline, women do not fall in the definition
of human; they are defined as something other. In the news
headlines women are treated as weaker and more helpless
than men.

If we read the news related to agriculture or the economy it
appears asif these subjects only relate to men, and women do
not participate in these areas. Women's voices are not taken
seriously in newspapers, either as experts or as witnesses to
events. In fact, even in politics, where women have a
significant role, it was revealed in a study that only one-third
of political news is related to women.

Feature reports that appear in newspapers, the presence of
women in markedly lower than men but there are more
photographs of women. At the same time, it is important to
note that women's photos are in most cases used as an
ingredient. 1o help increase sales. Women's presence is

~ marginal in most news items; in news related to crime, sex and

entertainment their appearance is relatively high. This signifies
that when women become a part of the news, they tend to be
used as merely as an ‘information- commodity’. Besides that,
in disasteri and accident related news, women are seen in
tearful, weak images. In different feature pages, even in most
women's pages, women are predominantly portrayed in a
conventional or stereotyped manner. Women are less

frequently presented in the sports pages but when they are,
there is a tendency to give the news and photos a sensual
presentation. And in the literature pages, women are often
portrayed in the classic mysterious and abstract images.

pages that are presently
published  in  the
different  newspapers
also came up as a topic
of discussion during that
training. It was evident
from the discussions
that took place in the
workshop that women's

pages are a very
debatable -topic. Some
people felt that by

having a women's page,
women's issues  are
being relegated to the
periphery and generally,
stereotyped
characteristics of women
are highlighted. Others
expressed the opinion that since the concept of equality has
still not been established in news presentations, women's
pages. bring to attention issues that would never have been
published otherwise. Following the discussion, the participants
came to the decision that a ‘gender equality page' would in
this case serve as an alternative. A page of this kind would be

relevant for both men and women alike because gender... .

discrimination 1s an issue relevant to both. As women remain
in a subordinate position, the different dimensions of ensuring
women's rights will be highlighted in a ‘gender equality page'.
At the same time, issues
related to men in terms of
equality will also come up in
this page. For example,
men's right to paternity
leave to increase their
involvement in raising their
children. Likewise, does the
image portrayed in the mass
media represent all men?
These issues certainly need
o be addressed as well,

We feel that in the future a
gender equality page will
not be limited to a single
page. Slowly, the entire
newspaper will have a
balanced representation of
men and women but this
effort can start from a
gender-sensitive page. o

Role of the Ministry of Women and =~ :
Children's Affairs in achieving gender equality -

In very few countries around the world is theré a
separate ministry for women’s development. The -
Ministry of Women and Children’s Affairs of the
Government of the People’s Republic of Bangladesh is
an outstanding examp!e of the policy makers'
 commitment to ensuring gend&r equalrly The, mjn[sln‘c
was set up in 1978 with the aim of policy setting,
planning, strategy formulation and implementation at
the state level for women's advancement. Different
ministries of the Bangladesh Government, several nan-
'gouernmem orgamsauons and women’s groups are
involved in various programmes for womeh" ;
development. The responsibility of coordinating the
programmes of these institutions is entrusted on the
Ministry of Women ‘and Children’s Affairs as the lead
ministry for women's advancement, The Departmentof
Women's Affairs and the Jatiyo Mohila Sangstha are‘the
lm;:alemeﬂtlng agencies of MoWCA.

Human resource development and training for seIf rehal'lce
Poverty alleviation and employment creatlon _*‘-ﬁ-
Socig-economic development e e
Prevention of violence and trafficking of wamen a.nd
children and securing safe custody I N

Providing institutional services, such as, woﬂﬂng‘r»
women's hostels, day-care centres, etc,

Awareness raising and empowerment: pmgramme& -
Awareness raising among women 4
Providing job-based and self-employment tralninq

Assistance in protecting women's legal rights =
Assistance to self-reliance through micro creﬂii '
prngrammes . !
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