I'm Just Like the Other Girls, and You Probably Are Too

SYEDA TASNIM ISLAM

When I was a little girl, my dreams revolved

around living in a big pink mansion,

and desperately wanting to be the fourth
Powerpuft Girl. Once I turned eight, I had
decided that was a rather unrealistic dream
so I moved on to a more plausible option -
becoming an astronaut.

However, as I stepped foot into my teen-
age years, the point of plausibility became
irrelevant and all I wanted was to not be
like the “other girls.” Who were these other
gitls, you ask?

The other girls were the ones who
liked pink, who put effort into their
looks, the ones who listened to shallow
pop songs rather than meaningful and
objectively cooler 70s rock music. You see,
even though I had convinced myself I was
entirely my own person who didn't care for
anyone’s approval, my heart was polluted
by internalised misogyny. I had somehow
convinced myself that in order to be taken
seriously I had to completely disassociate
from anything and everything “girly.”

Once I became more aware about femi-
nism, I realised that the sudden change in
me was not solely the product of teenage
angst - but a systemic process that made
me shame myself and other women. Inter-
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nalised misogyny is just one of the many
tools of the patriarchy which makes you
think that if you're a woman, your place
in this world is so finite that you have to
compete, and constantly battle yourself and
other women. It manifests as the constant
need to nitpick and put down other wom-
en for expressing themselves the way they
want, or sometimes simply for existing.
The beloved shows and movies we grew
up with relentlessly vilified the girls who
were hyper-feminine and portrayed them

as shallow, cunning or dumb. The shows
set them up to the fate of a humiliating loss
(read: not being chosen by the male lead)
while the “cool girl” who was nonchalant
about her appearance was an avid reader
and had “masculine” traits such as playing
video games, further reinforcing the stereo-
type.

Even beyond the media, there’s the
endless stream of seemingly harmless
misogynistic jokes, and generalisations
at the expense of women in our everyday
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University Employees Miss Students
As Much as Students Miss Them

Since the pandemic hit, the daily lives of many university employees and that of

students’ have drastically changed. Some are feeling restless and want to get back
to their old routines as soon as possible, others however, are dreading getting out
of their pyjamas and coming across unfamiliar faces every day.

“I am grateful to still have a job despite the pandemic ravaging job opportuni-
ties for most. However, it no longer sparks joy as I cannot bully--uh sorry, I mean
assist students in person anymore,” admits Asifur Rahman, an employee of one
university’s administration wing.

University campuses are now mostly empty, except for the security guards who
still carry on their duties diligently, but now, with much less purpose.

“Without any couples on campus, the university no longer faces the grave
threat of two people holding hands,” says the head of security of Bidirection-
al University. The security team can finally go through the day without being
ordered through their walkie-talkies to tell two students to sit further apart from
each other in the cafeteria.

No longer can you see a swarm of tired students making their way to ear-
ly morning classes. Many students now in fact miss their hectic yet enjoyable
routine of attending classes and chilling with friends on campus. Things have
been too different for too long now. Waking up early, getting ready and battling
through traffic to attend classes requires a certain character-building willpower
that sleeping next to your laptop throughout the class simply does not mandate.

The cafeteria used to be full of life back when things were normal, you could
hardly find a seat in there. Now, needless to say, it is a ghost town. It is hard to
imagine how much the students must miss the cafeteria food that they often
found surprises in, especially the surprises that have six legs.

“I frequently went to the cafeteria at 9 AM to have my morning coffee. It's qui-
eter and more peaceful during those hours,” says Farhana, a university student.
Upon being asked why she was in the cafeteria at 9 AM when her classes started
at 8 AM, she said, “I showed up for attendance, not an education. Please respect
my choices.”

Her professor must surely miss her.

Nuzhat enjoys baking but simply cannot find the required ingredients. Tell her about
your favourite baked goods at nuzhatchowdhury07 @gmail.com

lives. We are taught that other girls are our
competition, instead of being taught how
important female friendships and allies
are. What's ironic is that to the other girls,
you are also one of the other girls. After all,
you cannot hate on other women without
hating yourself a little bit.

It makes sense that in a world like this,
many women are battling their internalised
misogyny in some capacity. However, this is
exactly where female solidarity comes in -
it’s the acknowledgement of the oppressive
power at play that constantly pits women
against each other, keeping them complete-
ly blind from the real truth: every woman
under the patriarchy is oppressed.

The point of unlearning internalised mi-
sogyny isn't to only let yourself enjoy your
femininity. It's to just let yourself and other
women exist without imposing the same
scrutiny that the patriarchy already imposes
on us. The “other girls” are every bit as
strong, smart, funny, kind, and all the other
adjectives I consider myself to be and more.
And, most importantly, we are all fighting
our own battles in this patriarchal society.

Tasnim has realised her one true passion: mara-
thon napping. Send her words of motivation at
tasnim.upoma96 @gmail.com
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THE SINGLE-SEX SCHOOL EFFECT

FATIMA JAHAN ENA

In conservative societies such as ours, parents often want to send their kids to single-sex schools. These schools ensure that

male and female students receive their education separately by putting them in different buildings or having entire schools

designated for each one. Single-sex schools emphasise on delivering high quality education and a stable learning environ-

ment that eliminates students from opposite genders interacting/causing distractions. While that promise may have come
true for some students, we often sweep some serious issues with single-sex education under the rug.

One of the most prominent issues of single-sex education
is related to its most important selling points - the near
complete lack of exposure to peers of the opposite gen-
der. The implied promise of single-sex schools is about
curbing “bad behaviour” at the root by separating boys
and girls in order to ensure an academic life free of any
sort of interactions.

However, the long-term effects of isolating the genders
from each other may be staggering. Raiyan Shahryar, a
former student of St. Joseph Higher Secondary School
said, “A lot of my friends, including myself, developed
problems with socialising with other genders due to our
lack of familiarity with them or their behaviour. A lot of
my friends still have problems socialising with women
due to their lack of understanding; they view women as
different beings and don’t know how to properly behave
around them. So, they prefer not to interact with them
altogether.”

The parents’ perception of how male and female
students may interact plays a big role in this conversation
as well. More than not, parents may have a traditional
worldview that makes them view completely innocent
interactions between boys and girls to be “inappropri-
ate.” Even though their concerns may be valid in certain
cases, this perspective only adds to the stigmatisation of
normal, healthy interactions between peers.

In accordance with his own experience, Raiyan added,
“The parents of the students in same-sex schools also
make talking or interacting with girls a taboo for their
sons. A lot of our parents enrolled us into same-sex
coaching centres. Overall, the lack of experience and in-
teraction with other genders, along with the deep-rooted
sense of taboo from childhood that parents instil in their
boys makes socialising hard for them when they finally
enter organisations consisting of all genders.”

Sherin Chowdhury, mother of two, shared her reasons
behind sending her sons to a boys’ school, “We used to
live in a rural area so I had no choice but to send my two
sons to an all-boys’ school. In those areas, it is the norm
for schools to separate the female students from the male
ones. It is also the norm in our society. People pass judg-
ment if they see kids from opposite genders interacting.

“When we moved to Dhaka, my sons attended all-
boys’ schools here too. But I did not react negatively to
them having female friends from coaching centres. Kids
can have friends. It is normal. Dividing the kids can lead
to many problems in the future. The problems are all very
common, unfortunately.”

Apart from developing issues with socialisation, the
lack of experience with peers can oftentimes end up
being harmful. In the future, students may have a difficult
time distinguishing proper behaviour from improper
behaviour from their peers.

Tashfia Islam*, a former student from Vigarunnisa
Noon School & College said, “When I entered university,
I called someone a friend who ended up harassing me
in the second semester. The warning bells were already
ringing, but I told myself that maybe all boys are like
this, or that this behaviour is normal. This was because in
school, T was never taught right and wrong when it came
to what sort of interactions are normal between people of
opposing genders. Ultimately, being around boys is not
the issue. Being around the wrong people in general is.”

Tashfia further added, “Now that we are out of
school, we have matured. We can now see how wrong
things were there. Honestly, parents should learn that
it doesn’t matter if we are studying in co-ed schools or
not. What they teach us themselves matters. If we were
taught to stay away from wrongdoings instead of staying
away from an entire gender, things would have worked
out a lot better.”

Another problem arises when boundaries are
breached. Students may feel a bit too comfortable when
they are constantly surrounded by peers who are the

same gender as them. As a result, this may give some
more leeway for behaving in a manner that may not be
appropriate. Even if they do not realise it, the students
may end up crossing the boundaries of their classmates,
which can often border on being counted as harassment.

“A few students would behave improperly and just
casually say, ‘It’s just us girls! That's not a valid excuse
or reason for their behaviour with others,” said Shahira
Sarwat, a former student of Maple Leaf International
School. She also added, “Everyone has their own sense
of comfort and set of boundaries. Even if they made their
boundaries clear, some people just did not respect that.
Maybe this ‘just us girls” excuse would not have become
so normalised if they truly realised just how uncomfort-
able they made the others feel in our own schools.”

As for students who are currently enrolled in sin-
gle-gender schools, the negative effects of their educa-
tional environment have already started to set in. Young
students that are deprived of normal interactions with
their peers can often be deprived of outlets for their typi-
cal feelings, such as childhood/teen crushes.

Nusrat Sarwar*, an eighth grader in Maple Leaf
International School commented, “This probably isn't
something that happens in only girls’ schools, but in
my experience, I have seen girls develop very unhealthy
crushes on male teachers. They become kind of ob-
sessed. My friends from other schools tell me about their
crushes and they are all our age. Often, I feel scared that
something bad or negative might happen as a result of
our school environment. Of course, nothing bad has
happened yet. But seeing the news makes me much more
scared about what might happen. Someone might take
advantage of the situation and do something grim or
regrettable.”

A student who shifted from a co-education environ-
ment to a single-sex school might gain unique insight
into the two environments, which is what happened with
Ibrarur Rahman Choudhury.

Ibrarur, who graduated from Bir Shreshtha Noor
Mohammad Public College said, “Though my shift had
changed from co-ed, I still had female friends and my so-
cialising skills were pretty good. Here, I will give the cred-
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it to my family. They are very open-minded so the shift
to all-boys didn't affect my social skills. But boys in my
university, who come from boys’ schools/colleges, not
all but some of them, often make sexist, body-shaming
jokes about women. They are often quite misogynistic.”

When asked about whether or not he thought
co-education or single-sex education is healthier in his
opinion, Ibrarur responded, “When people study in
single-sex schools, they share similar mentalities. They
don’t understand how to be okay with other’s opin-
ions. So, I will say that co-ed is very much the healthier
option.”

The perception of single-sex schools are different
between generations, as are priorities. Kamal Hossain, a
father of three, commented on sending his kids to sin-
gle-sex schools, “All my kids were enrolled in single-sex
schools. My wife and I chose this system because of the
schools’ good reputations. Boys and girls being taught
separately was an addition. Since we are a religious fam-
ily, the system matched with our views. The issues with
single-sex schools are definitely valid. But I did not see
those issues with my kids. So, personally, I do not regret
my decision.”

It goes without saying that these problems have not
been experienced by everyone who studied in single-sex
schools, as some people have fond and healthy mem-
ories of their school-life. Furthermore, not everyone
develops the issues mentioned either. While most of the
highlighted issues in this article may not be completely
exclusive to single-gender schools, they do represent a
fraction of actual students’ academic lives.

We need to make room for appropriate discourse on
the matters that are generally ignored. The necessary
discourse may help to ensure that the students receive
their education in a healthy and safe environment, re-
gardless of whether or not they are in coeducational or
single-gender schools.

*Names have been changed to protect privacy.

Fatima Jahan Ena likes complaining about capitalism and
her forehead. Find her at mail2ena@gmail.com



