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OR most
people, the
#MeToo

movement

has become
synonymous
with campaigns
against sexual
harassment. The
movement—
which went
viral in October 2017—undoubtedly
mobilised women and spurred positive
change. But its prominence in media
coverage and political discussions

of sexual harassment has also been
problematic, overshadowing activism
for women'’s rights in other parts of the
world that predates the emergence of
#MeToo.

In many countries, social
movements had already been taking
on sexual harassment and abuse for
decades. Many of them, including
campaigns like #MeshBasita in
Lebanon, HarassMap in Egypt, and the
“Shefarers” in the Philippines, emerged
long before the rise of #MeToo, or were
overshadowed by it.

A new publication by the Institute of
Development Studies brings together
reports on women'’s rights activism in
countries including Benin, Burkina
Faso, Egypt, India, Lebanon, Pakistan,
the Philippines and Uganda. The
authors cover a wide spectrum of
experiences, from well-defined and
visible collective action to activism that
happens behind the scenes in order to
safeguard women's lives.

There is evidence that focusing on
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The fight for women's rights
beyond #MeToo

ways impeded the worldwide struggle
for women'’s rights, particularly in the
Global South. Some activists report
that #MeToo has exacerbated existing
prejudices with ultra-nationalists
and religious extremists vilifying the
movement as a malign Western import.
They claim either that local women are
not interested in such causes, or that
sexual harassment has been fabricated
by the West to destroy family values.
Consider Lebanon. In August
2017, reports Menaal Munshey, when
#MeshBasita (“It's not OK”) was
launched on Lebanese social media,
the government, private businesses and
NGOs engaged with the campaign.

Shame and
embarrassment
frequently stop

women and girls

from reporting crimes
against them, even
when they are protected
by existing laws.
Women in all countries
share these feelings,
but the situation is
particularly severe for
women marginalised
by extreme inequality.

Then #MeToo happened. Subsequently,
organisers experienced a backlash,
including reactions like, “Why are you
guys talking about it?” and, “This is an
American thing, a European thing.”
Laws against sexual harassment
do exist in many of these places.
But much of the legislation is
dysfunctional, with women still not
getting the accountability and justice
they deserve. In Pakistan, for example,
every workplace is now required to
establish sexual-harassment inquiry
procedures, including a committee to
hear complaints. But research among
female Pakistani politicians reveals that
despite the legislation and the existence
of Pakistan’s own #MeToo movement,
#MainBhi, these requirements have
yet to be implemented in their own
workplaces (including national and
provincial assemblies, local government
and political parties).
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is not confined to physical spaces.
In the past few years, online abuse
has increased rapidly. This can take
many forms, including “revenge porn”
(sharing real or photoshopped nude
or intimate images of women without
their permission, for blackmail or
shaming purposes). People worldwide
now own smartphones and can capture,
alter, and put these types of images
online in minutes.

Shame and embarrassment
frequently stop women and girls
from reporting crimes against them,
even when they are protected by
existing laws. Women in all countries
share these feelings, but the situation
is particularly severe for women
marginalised by extreme inequality and
subject to norms and values that hold
them responsible for anything that can
tarnish their reputation. Many never
speak up, terrified of being blamed by

Clearly, #MeToo doesn’t begin to
capture the story of how women and
men in diverse contexts mobilise
against sexual harassment. Yes,
collective action against sexual
harassment did coalesce around the
#MeToo campaign, and in some places
it has undoubtedly energised existing
movements. But if it hadn’t happened
in the West, earlier campaigns in other
countries—whether Egypt, India, or
South Africa—might have been the
spark that inspired solidarity.

It is important to recognise diverse
global movements and campaigns for
women'’s rights and to see them as
sources of knowledge and inspiration.
Learning from the hard-won successes
of women's rights activists worldwide
can aid us in understanding and
overcoming the obstacles women and
men everywhere face in their struggle to
address sexual harassment.

It would of course be
counterproductive to pit voices and
perspectives from the Global South
against those from the West. Instead,
the goal should be to amplify voices,
experiences, and insights from
around the world to create learning
opportunities and, ultimately, to
establish the conditions for greater
cooperation. Sexual harassment and
abuse problems are universal problems.
Only through global solidarity can we
hope to overcome them.

Mariz Tadros is Professor of Politics and Develop-
ment at the Institute of Development Studies and
co-editor of Collective Action for Accountability on
Sexual Harassment: Global Perspectives.
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And the struggle for women's rights

others and ostracised by their families.

Can tertiary colleges in Bangladesh
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reported
by a

national daily
and some
electronic
media of late,
the current
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contemplating
ceasing

operations of around 300 private
colleges for higher studies across the
country. The decision comes at a time
when in-person education across the
country has come to a halt for many
months now due to the Covid-19
pandemic. It is clear that some private
colleges are in crisis, while others
are not. The main accusation about
these specific colleges that are facing
closure is insufficient endowment
to run Honours and Masters degree
programmes. However, the crisis has
not occurred abruptly, it has been
the result of long-felt problems of
tertiary colleges across the country
that has never been acknowledged.
This “problem blindness” has resulted
in a crisis that is a warning bell for
education policymakers as well as
higher education administrators.
Could this crisis have been avoided?
The expansion of higher
education opportunities has been a
key policy initiative of the current
administration. In line with this
policy objective, the government has
been setting up public universities
in districts where there are no
universities, and nationalising private
colleges for higher studies. On the
other hand, philanthropists, political
leaders and businessmen have been
founding new private tertiary colleges
and private universities across the

be rescued

country. As a result, the expansion

of universities and colleges has been
faster than the needs of the country.
The demographic composition and
economic conditions of those opting
for higher studies are rarely taken into
account.

Before the Covid-19 crisis, data
showed that tertiary colleges of higher
education ended up with a lot of
empty seats, meaning that demand
for Honours and Masters degrees in
colleges was not as intense as demand
for higher education in universities.

Academically average and less than
average student performance in

HSC examinations, which led to
failure to secure positions in public
universities, created the demand for
higher education in colleges. A general
observation is that studying in public
universities is a matter of prestige,
leading to good job prospects as well
as relatively less expenditure on the

education; hence, demand for higher
education in public universities is
high. High demand for university
degrees, coupled with the limited
number of seats, create very intense
competition for a place in a public
university. In contrast, studying in
colleges is not deemed as prestigious,
and the prospects of jobs for college
graduates in the labour market are
relatively low. As a result, enrolment
in colleges can be very low. In some
colleges, it is so low that they cannot
generate sufficient operating revenue
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to pay salaries and benefits to its
faculty and staff, even though before
commissioning the private college, its
promoter commits to the affiliating
university that it shall pay its teaching
and non-teaching staff fully from its
Oown resources.

The given failure of some private
colleges of higher study is, in a large
part, a failure in leadership of its

¢

The given failure of
some private colleges
of higher study is, in

a large part, a failure
in leadership of its
governing body, which
is led by a president
and member-secretary.

governing body, which is led by a
president and member-secretary. An
ineffective governing body structure
and membership selection process

is largely to blame for the resultant
“problem blindness”. The members of
the governing body are often selected
based on their political loyalty, wealth,
and perceived influence in the local
community where a private college is
located. They are not selected for their
expertise in relation to the operations
of the college. Moreover, a governing
body is relatively large in size, often
consisting of 15 members. Because a
large portion of the work is voluntary,
many members are not aware of what
is going on at the college and updates
are provided only at governing

body meetings. Unfortunately, such
scheduled meetings rarely take

place. In the majority of cases, the
president and the member-secretary
take the decisions and the outcomes
are simply communicated later to

the other members of the governing
body. This asymmetry of information
between the college administration
and the governing body is extremely
harmful and often intentional.
Information may be withheld or

kept at a superficial level so that

decisions are made quickly, avoiding
time-consuming due diligence and
the related accountability that would
come with such a process.

How can this situation be turned
around? In a 2010 journal article
titled “Prescription for Small College
Turnaround”, researcher Ruth Cowan
suggests that a willing president with
some leadership capacities may lead
the changes, but may not make the
changes happen if collaboration
amongst the faculty members and
other members of the governing body
does not exist. Restoring financial
stability is the first stage to begin with.
Solvency must be restored before
an institution can begin to address
deeper, strategic issues. However, since
the majority of higher study private
colleges are very small in size in terms
of student enrolment, it is not easy to
achieve financial solvency.

Alternatively, small colleges that are
located in close vicinity to each other
may adopt the strategy of resource
sharing amongst themselves, meaning
that one college can share things like
library facilities, laboratories and even
academics with each other. This could
be a simple solution to the resource
constraints that they face. However,
overcoming the resource problem may
not result in turnaround unless the
new leadership can ensure operational
effectiveness in terms of efficient use
of resources. Most importantly, a high
level of commitment is required at the
college level, so that everyone feels
that their college can do something
worthwhile for the community where
the institution is located.

Shamsul Arifeen Khan Mamun PhD is a Consultant
at the College Education Development Project
(CEDP).

Email: spu.hegep@gmail.com; nsps@cedp.gov.bd

(Exclusive to The Daily Star)

QUOTABLE

HELEN KELLER
(1880-1968)

American author and educator
who was blind and deaf.

The world is moved
along, not only by the
mighty shoves of its
heroes, but also by the
aggregate of tiny pushes
of each honest worker.
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