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from the Universal Human
Rights Perspectives

Salma Akhter

Professor, Department of Sociology
University of Dhaka

Human rights is the recognition of the inherent dignity and of the equal and
inalienable rights of all members of the human family. It is the foundation
of freedom, justice and peace in the world. Theoretically, notions of security
are often presumed to be gender neutral, with women and men assumed to
share the same political freedoms and human rights but in praxis,
assumptions of gender neutrality often conceal the inherent bias. Within the
human security perspective, women’s security can only be assured when all
individuals can live free of violence, exploitation, and discrimination, both at
the home and on the street. Any type of discrimination that impedes the
freedom and safety necessary to exercise social, political, and economic
choices undermines human security (UNDP, 1999).

Gender equality is a goal of UN to ensure equal rights, responsibilities and
opportunities of women and men, and girls and boys. This has been accepted by
governments and international organizations and is enshrined in
international agreements and commitments (United Nations Office of the
Special Adviser on Gender Issues and Advancement of Women, 2001). The
centrality of gender equality has also been articulated in the outcome
document of the United Nations Conference on Sustainable Development,
entitled “The future we want”, adopted in 2012, which included recognition
of the importance of gender equality and women’s empowerment across
the three pillars of sustainable development, economic, social and
environmental, and resolve to promote gender equality and women’s full
participation in sustainable development policies, programmes and
decision-making policies at all levels (General Assembly resolution 66/288,

Annex). (World Survey on the Role of Women in Development 2014; Gender
Equality and Sustainable Development; UN Women.) In 2000, the twenty-

third special session of the General Assembly entitled “Women 2000:
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Gender equality, development and peace for the twenty-first century”, reaf-
firmed the commitments made in the Beijing Declaration and Platform for
Action. The outcome document called for the full participation of women at
all levels of decision-making in the peace processes, peacckeeping and
peace-building. (General Assembly resolutions S-23/2, Annex and S-23/3,
Annex.).

The Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) proposed by the UN
Millennium Summit of September 2000 affirmed the international
community’s commitment to gender equality and women’s empowerment.
The third of the MDGs specifically addresses gender equality.

The United Nations began celebrating International Women’s Day on 8
March during International Women’s Year 1975. Two years later, in
December 1977, the General Assembly adopted a resolution proclaiming a
United Nations Day for Women’s Rights and International Peace to be
observed on any day of the year by Member States, in accordance with their
historical and national traditions. The United Nations held annual
conferences to coordinate international efforts for women's rights and
participation in social, political and economic processes. Women's
organisations and governments around the world are observing International
Women’s Day by holding various and large-scale events that honour
women's advancement with emphasis on continued caution and action
required to ensure that women's equality is gained and maintained in all
aspects of life."

In 2015, International Women’s Day, celebrated globally on 8 March, seeks
to highlight the Beijing Declaration and Platform for Action, a historic roadmap
signed by 189 governments 20 years ago, which sets the agenda for realiz-
ing women’s rights. While there have been many achievements, many
serious gaps still remain unresolved.

The United Nations has organized four world conferences on women. These
took place in Mexico City in 1975, Copenhagen in 1980, Nairobi in 1985
and Beijing in 1995. The last was followed by a series of five-year reviews.

1  Information on the background history of International Women'’s conferences is collated
from various sources including websites.
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The 1995 Fourth World Conference on Women in Beijing marked a significant
turning point for the global agenda for gender equality. The Beijing
Declaration and the Platform for Action, adopted unanimously by 189
countries, is an agenda for women’s empowerment and considered as the
key global policy document on gender equality. It sets strategic objectives
and actions for the advancement of women and the achievement of gender
equality in 12 critical areas of concern.

The World Conference of the International Women's Year was held in
Mexico City in 1975; 133 governments participated, while 6,000 NGO
representatives attended a parallel forum, the International Women’s
Year Tribune. The conference defined a World Plan of Action for the
Implementation of the Objectives of the International Women’s Year, which
offered a comprehensive set of guidelines for the advancement of women
through 1985.

The mid-decade World Conference of the United Nations Decade for
Women was held in Copenhagen in 1980: 145 Member States participated
in it. It aimed at reviewing the progress in implementing the goals of the
first world conference, focusing on employment, health and education. A
Programme of Action called for stronger national measures to ensure
women’s ownership and control of property, as well as improvements in
protecting women’s rights to inheritance, child custody and nationality.

The World Conference to Review and Appraise the Achievements of the
UN Decade for Women took place in Nairobi in 1985. The conference’s
mandate was to establish concrete measures to overcome obstacles to
achieving the Decade’s goals. Participants included 1,900 delegates from
157 Member States; a parallel NGO Forum attracted around 12,000
participants. Governments adopted the Nairobi Forward-Looking Strategics
for the Advancement of Women, which outlined measures for achieving
gender equality at the national level and for promoting women’s participation
in peace and development efforts.

The Beijing conference built on agreements reached at the three previous
global conferences on women, and consolidated five decades of legal
advances aimed at securing the equality of women with men in law and in
practice.

The General Assembly decided to hold 23rd special session to conduct a
five-year review and appraisal of the implementation of the Beijing Platform
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for Action, and to consider future actions and initiatives. “Women 2000:
Gender Equality, Development, and Peace for the Twenty-First Century”
took place in New York, and resulted in a political declaration and further
actions and initiatives to implement the Beijing commitments.

A 10-year review and appraisal of the Beijing Platform for Action was
conducted as part of the 49th session of the Commission on the Status of
Women in 2005. Delegates adopted a declaration emphasizing that the full and
effective implementation of the Beijing Declaration and Platform for Action
is essential to achieving the internationally agreed development goals,
including those contained in the Millennium Declaration.

The 15-year review of the Beijing Platform for Action took place during the
Commission’s 54th session in 2010, Member States adopted a declaration
that welcomed the progress made towards achieving gender equality, and
pledged to undertake further action to ensure the full and accelerated
implementation of the Beijing Declaration and Platform for Action.

In mid-2013, the UN Economic and Social Council requested the Commission
on the Status of Women to review and appraise implementation of the
Platform for Action in 2015, in a session known as Beijing+20. To inform
deliberations, the Council also called on UN Member States to engage in
comprehensive national reviews, and encouraged regional commissions to
undertake regional reviews.

e First International Women’s day was celebrated in 1911,

e UN has been declaring an annual equality theme for many years.

e International Women's Day 2015; Theme: Women s Empowerment
and Development of Humanity: MAKE IT HAPPEN

In the 1970s, the formula was to integrate women into development.
Women's contribution to the economic well-being of their country's population
was still unrecognized. The United Nations sought to improve the economic
status of women as well as nutrition, health, and education of women with
the view to fully integrate women into development efforts and address the
waste of human resources. The UN made recommendations and enacted
conventions for their protection and rights, In the 1980s, the United Nations'
Third Development Decade gave rise to a trend towards seeing women as
equals, as agents and beneficiaries in all the sectors and at all levels of the
development process. The year 1985 became a turning point in the
history of women's issues in the UN system (Pietila and Vickers; 1990).
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Despite the efforts, most women in developing countries are still economically
dependent and this limits their efforts to pursue anything ¢lse that is outside
the basic needs of their families. Women In Development (WID), Women
And Development (WAD) and Gender And Development (GAD), as
development approaches, have laid a platform and a foundation for gender
equality and equity, the betterment of women in the developing countries.
However, there is some criticism for the failure of many of the efforts to
fully articulate the experiences of gender and development in developing countries.

GENDER DISPARITY AND VIOLENCE AGAINST WOMEN
Gender disparity is still high in many areas including education, access to
resources, access to health services and maternal and child death rates. Two
thirds of all adult illiterates are women, secondary enrollment rate is only
34% (Duflo 2012), women lack basic legal and human rights in most
societies. Women lack access to or control over land and other resources.
Labour force participation is only 52% (Duflo 2012), though women work
longer hours, they are paid less and they are much more in numbers than
men in poverty in almost every country. Their works and services are often
not even accounted for in the GDP.

More than 100 years have passed by since women were given the right to
vote in New Zealand as late as in 1893 voting rights and got clected in the
Parliament in 1919. But the average rate of representation of women in
Ministerial positions by region varies and is not promising in all areas. Rate of
presentation of women in parliaments varies: Developed regions (28%),
Latin American and the Caribbean (23%), Sub Saharan Africa (19%), Cen-
tral and Eastern Europe (12%), South-East Asia and the Pacific (8%),
Southern Asia (8%), Middle East and North Africa (8%o).

Quota is a concern to enhance women’s participation in political leadership.
The central argument behind the quota provision for promotion of women’s
political participation is that ‘stronger political participation leads to better
representation and accountability, and gradually to a transformation and
deepening of democratic politics” (UNIFEM 2008: 18). The driving force
behind the new quotas has been the Millennium Development Goal (MDG) 3
‘to promote gender equality and empower women’, which has contributed to
an increased emphasis on the number of women in the political office over
the 2000s. An additional factor has been the 30 per cent target for representation of
the Beijing Platform for Action. The proportion of women in national
assembly increased far more rapidly over the past decade than this period,
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rising from only 11.6 per cent in 1995 to 18.4 per cent in 2008. By contrast,
there had been a mere 1 per cent increase over the entire two decade period
before that (UNIFEM 2008).

Regarding literacy and adult labour force participation, South Asia lags
behind compared to other regions, but women’s participation in labour
force and also ratio of life expectancy at birth are showing promising
pattern.

Violence against women is a huge issue regarding women’s human rights.
The United Nations General Assembly defines violence against women as
"any act of gender-based violence that results in, or is likely to result in
physical, sexual or mental harm or suffering to women, including threats of
such acts, coercion or arbitrary deprivation of liberty, whether occurring in
public or in private life." The 1993 Declaration on the Elimination of
Violence against Women noted that this violence could be perpetrated by
gender, family members and even by the State itself. A UN resolution designated
November 25th as International Day for the Elimination of Violence against
Women.

Several researches (Broadbent, 1993; Bunch & Carrillo, 1998; Charlesworth,
1995; Elson, 1991; Rao, 1995; Sullivan, 1995; cited in Caprioli 2004)
identified various systematical violation of women’s security in both the
public and private spheres which are often ignored. These studies
confirmed patriarchy as the prime force behind sustenance of gender
inequality in the society. Kerr (1993) points out that although laws can be
changed, such change does not necessarily alter societal values that are
deleterious to women (Kerr, 1993 cited in Caprioli 2003). Feminist have
brought attention to the problems of violence against women and have
made the issue central in women’s movement in the world (Edwards 1991).
Male violence against women is everywhere —found in streets, at home, in
schools and workplaces around the globe (Koss, Heise & Russo, 1994,
Russo, Koss & Goodman 1995 cited in Harway and O’Neil, 1999).

Gender-based violence (GVB), or violence against women (VAW), are
major human rights problems throughout the world. A lack of access to
education and opportunity, and low social status in communities are linked
to violence against women. Violence by an intimate partner is one of the
most common forms of violence against women. A wide range of physical,
mental, sexual and reproductive, and maternal health problems can result
from violence against women.
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WHO (2008) identified a wide range of physical, mental, sexual and
reproductive, and maternal health problems which may result from violence
against women. Domestic violence and abuse by partner is a common
phenomenon world-wide but many women do not seek help or report their
experiences when violence occurs. WHO (2008) found,

e Between 15% and 71% of women reported physical or sexual
violence by a husband or partner.

e Between 4% and 12% of women reported being physically abused
during pregnancy.

e About 5,000 women are murdered cach year by family members in
the name of honour worldwide.

e Forced marriages and child marriages violate the human rights of
women and girls, but they are widely practiced in many countries of
Asia, the Middle East and sub-Saharan Africa.

e Worldwide, up to one in five women report experiencing sexual
abuse as children. Children who experience sexual abuse are much
more likely to encounter other forms of abuse later in their life.

WHO’s study (2008) demonstrates violence against women 1s widespread
and deeply embedded, and has serious impacts on women’s health and
well-being, its continuation is morally inexcusable; its cost to individuals,
to health systems, and to society in general is enormous.

Gender Index in South Asia

South Asia Often Ranks Low on Gender Indicators
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Despite progress in various areas, gender discrimination is still significant
in South Asia and GVB and VAW are still major obstacles in achieving
women’s empowerment. Home is no more a safe haven for women in South
Asia than it is anywhere in the world; from conception to death, the life and
life-chances of women are under threat even within the home (Faizal &
Rajagopalan 2005:23). The dowry system, inheritance rights and access to
property are often cited as causes for the low status of women and their
subsequent vulnerability (Faizal & Rajagopalan, 2005:32).

Globally, Child Marriage (CM) among girls is very common in South Asia
and Sub-Saharan Africa, and the 10 countries with the highest rates are
found in these two regions (UNICEF 2014). Child Marriage (CM), forced
marriage also persist in certain areas of Afghanistan and Pakistan.

The UN Population Fund’s annual report estimated in 2000 that at least 60
million girls are missing from the world’s population as a result of sex-
selective abortions and infanticides (UNFPA 2000). Amartya Sen coined
the term “missing women” to indicate those women who were never born
or died because they did not enjoy opportunities as men do. Sen (1999: 52)
According to UN Demographic Year book as many as 37 million in India
and 44 million in China die due to their excess mortality at the foetal, natal
or post natal stage. Srinivasan lamented for the discrimination a girl child
faces, which decides whether she is ‘empowered’ to live at all.

Women face death during child birth, over 585,000 of them die each year
from causes related to pregnancy or child-birth, and are likely to be victims
of domestic violence, physical or psychological, and of sexual harassment
and rape (EC 2012). World Bank estimation suggests that about 6 million
women go missing every year in this manner. “Of these 23 percent are never
born, 10 percent are missing in early childhood, 21 percent in the reproductive
years, and 38 percent above the age of 607 (Duflo 2012).

The UN Population Fund’s annual report estimated in 2000 that at least 60
million girls are missing from the world’s population as a result of sex-
selective abortions and infanticides (UNFPA 2000).

GBV and VAW are still persistent in the world particularly in South Asian
countries show alarming situation. Ellsberg and Gottemoeller, 1999 in their
study Ending Violence against Women shows high Percentage of Adult
Women Reporting Physical Assault by an intimate Male Partner in Bangla-
desh (47%), compared to India’s six states (40%).
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A study on South Asia® shows that Bangladesh (2007), Nepal (2011), India
(2005-6) are among 15 countries with highest prevalence of intimate
sexual and physical partner violence. Adenhikari and Tamang (2010) show
that in Nepal 45% women, ICRW (2000) 60% women in India are similar
victims. Fulu (2007) shows 61% women in Maldives and Jaysuriya,
Wijewardena, Axemo (2011) show 57% women in Sri Lanka suffered from
spousal abuse, physical violence in severe forms. The study also cites the
high rate of physical and sexual abuse of children in India both at home and
outside home including schools, shelters and institutions. Studies on Nepal,
Pakistan, Maldives show violence of children in schools. Studies show girls
face violence in the streets of Bangladesh (Conticini and Hulme 2007),
India (GOI 2007), Pakistan (Malik 2010) (cited in Solotaroff and Pande
2014). Child prostitution is also a chronic form of violence in South Asia
(UNICEF 2001; Hyder and Malik 2007).

Solotaroff and Pande’s study (2014), evaluated interventions on GBV, DV,
VAW, IP, sexual harassment, trafficking, excess female child mortality, girl
child abuse, honor killing, custodial violence, engaging men and boys to
reduce various violence against women and girls and suggest multisectoral
efforts with an explicit gender focus that simultaneously address risk factors
at the individual, household, community, institutional and structural levels
of society. Studies (Ellsberg, 2006, Jawaweera et al 2007, Solotaroff and
Pande 2014) evidenced violence against women and girls had strong
deleterious effects in countries” achievement of at least 6 of 8 MDGs (1-6 goals).

Gender-based violence is a harrowing reality that marks the everyday life of
millions of girls, of all ages, ethnicities and religions (UNFPA 2007).

STATUS OF WOMEN IN BANGLADESH

The Constitution of Bangladesh grants equal rights to women and men in all
spheres of public life [Article 28(1), and 28(3)]. The Constitution also
makes it obligatory for the state to ensure women’s active and meaningful
participation in all spheres of public life (Article-10). The constitutional
provisions (Article 9-10, 27-28, 37-39, 50, 66 & 122) clearly outline the
steps to be taken to ensure participation of women in all spheres of national
life.

2 Jennifer Solotaroff and Rohini Prabha Pande (2014), Violence Against Women, Lessons
from South Asia. South Asia Development Forum, supported by World Bank Group.
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Bangladesh is one of the countries, which ratified the UN Convention on
the Elimination of all Forms of Discrimination against Women (CEDAW).
Bangladesh also publicly celebrates International Women’s day and partici-
pates in all international conferences and takes care that policies are in line
with UN and Development Partner’s concerns on Gender equity.

Policies for Women’s Economic Development in Bangladesh

The major initiatives undertaken by the Government include the establishment
of a separate Ministry of Women & Children Affairs established in 1978 as
a part of government’s commitment to women’s development through organi-
zational and institutional support. Government of Bangladesh established
Women Rehabilitation Board in 1972, Women Rehabilitation Welfare
Foundation in 1974, National Women’s Songstha in 1976. The formulation
of the National Policy for Advancement of Women in 2008, and the National
Action Plan (which was prepared in response to the Beijing Platform for
Action) is a right step. All the five year plans included women’s employ-
ment. The fourth five year plan focused on mainstreaming women’s social
and economic roles and fifth five vear plan reemphasized on it. Gender was
incorporated in the micro sections of the planning of major sectors. National
Strategy for Accelerated Poverty Reduction (NSAPR II) has been formulated
to mainstream women at the macro-economic level. Focal points have been
selected to coordinate women development activities of different ministries
and organizations. Vision 2021 as envisioned by the present government
emphasizes on establishing women’s rights, empowerment and develop-
ment. All the sectoral plans have incorporated activities in achieving this.

¢  The Government of Bangladesh has made substantial progress in
the area of gender-responsive budgeting. This includes the inclusion
of gender issues in the MTBF process; development of the Recur-
rent, Capital, Gender and Poverty (RCGP) Model of database, where
all expenditure are disaggregated to indicate the percentage of alloca-
tion of resources for women and preparation of the gender budget
reports from 2012)

¢  Enhancing women’s economic engagement is central to the Government
of Bangladesh’s wider economic goals for Bangladesh’s movement to
middle income status. There are numerous programmes on skill
development and women’s entrepreneurship in Bangladesh. Many of
these are however, focused on relatively low-skilled operators or
‘income-generating projects’ for the very poor.
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Gender Related Development Index of Bangladesh

HDI Rank Female GDI HDI HDI Life Life Mean Mean Expected
tomale rank value value expectancy expectancy yearsf years of years of
ratio of female male at birth atbirth schooling  schooling  schooling
HDI 2013 2013 female male female male female
2013 2002-2012 2002-2012 2002-2012

142 .908 107 528 .582 71.5 59.9 4.6 5.6 103

Bangladesh is ranked 107 out of 149 countries in the gender inequality
index (UNDP Human Development Report 2014). In Bangladesh, women’s
participation in the labur force (36%) is low compared to men (82.5) (BBS
2010). Despite disparity in many areas, where attempts to achieve gender
parity and improvement of women’s status show significant progress.

e  Achievements of Bangladesh have also been remarkable, it has been
at the forefront of the drive towards gender equality.

e  Primary school enrollment has been raised to 100%

e  Maternal mortality has been reduced to manageable numbers, from
380 per 100,000 live births in 1995 to 210 in 2013, maternal
mortality has been reduced by 40% in nine years.

e  Representation in political decision-making process has made
significant gains, from 12% in 1997 to 22% in 2013. “One of the
major milestones in Bangladesh’s history in women’s empowerment
was the enactment of the Local Government (Union Parishad)
Second Amendment Act in 1997 that provided for direct elections to
reserved seats for women at local level elections™(Walker 2012).

¢ The labur force participation in non-agricultural sector stands at
25%, largely in the garment industry (Walker 2012).

e There exists gender parity in  collective decision-making
(parliament 20% and civil service 21%). Bangladesh has made
significant achievements in raising women’s voices in the decision-
making process at the national and sub-national levels.

e  Bangladesh envisions to achieve middle income status by 2021.
Sustainable development can only be achieved through long-term
investments in economic, human and environmental capital with
gender equality and equity.
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Women’s Economic Empowerment and Microcredit in Bangladesh

In Bangladesh, the literature on the empowerment potential of microfinance
has revealed very contradictory findings and considerable controversy.
Major microcredit/microfinance providers include Grameen Bank, BRAC,
PKSF and ASA. Some consider that the impact of micro credit on poverty
alleviation is limited, despite its wide recognition. Some argue that although
micro credit in Bangladesh channeled through Grameen Bank, BRAC,
PROSHIKA, ASA, PKSF and other Governmental and Nongovernmental
agencies has succeeded in reaching a quarter of all poor rural households,
poverty still persists in these arcas. One major reason for this may be the
limits to micro credit in effectively targeting all of the poor, specifically the
hardcore poor, the distressed (Khandker, 1998; Hashemi, 1998; Kabeer,
1998, Johnson & Rogaly, 1997). Khondoker finds that (1998) microcredit
programmes were found to be particularly important for Bangladeshi
women, many of whom are restricted by social custom from secking wage
employment. For all three of the microcredit programmes studied (Grameen
Bank, the BRAC, and RD12) on the impact on household consumption
which was twice as great when the borrowers were women. Some studies
regard that group based lending and peer monitoring reduce transactions
costs and allows for successful implementation of targeted credit
programmes (Stiglitz 1990; Besley et al 1991; Matin 1995). Schuler,
Hashemi & Badal (1998) suggest that microcredit programmes have a
varied effect on men's violence against women. They can reduce women's
vulnerability to men's violence by strengthening their economic roles and
making their lives more public. The study also finds that when women chal-
lenge gender norms, sometimes they are more likely to provoke violence in
their husbands. Rahman’s (1999) study is on the power dynamics of the
everyday life of informants as they affect women borrowers' relationships
with the household and the loan centres, and bank workers' relationships
within the loan centre and the bank.

Some organisations only provide microcredit for women’s economic
empowerment while some recognise the need of credit with social services
for sustainability of the positive impacts. From 1990, PKSF started operating
with goal of creating self-employment opportunities in the rural off-farm
sector and adopted the strategy of promoting a credit programme for attaining
this goal which has been diversified over time in accordance with the
changing needs of heterogeneous poverty-stricken segments of society
and has gradually evolved into an “inclusive financing programme.
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PKSF has integrated capacity building, technology transfer, value chain
development and other technical services in its development programmes.
In order to increase productive assets and human capacities, each family is
being provided with education, health, technical and financial services in a
coordinated manner under its flagship programme known as Ewnhancing
Resources and Increasing Capacities of Poor Households (ENRICH).

While there is debate whether microcredit is a panacea for poverty alleviation
or microcredit alone cannot reduce poverty and empower women, there is
an opinion that more socially-oriented microfinance organisations generally
lead to more positive findings (Kabeer).

Women’s Entrepreneurship in Bangladesh

It is an inspiring fact that a new women entrepreneurs’ class is increasingly
emerging in Bangladesh in the face of the challenge of working in a
male-dominated, competitive and complex economic and business
environment (Brush and Hisrich, 1999). Development and enrichment of
women entreprencurship are the means of promoting national competitiveness
and sustainability.

Key existing policies supporting women’s economic development and
entrepreneurship are

a) National skills development policy;
b) SME policy;

c) social protection strategy;

d) NWDP.

Bangladesh Bank has created a Small Enterprise Fund of which 10% has
been reserved for women. Bangladesh Bank’s Green Banking can also play
a strong role in encouraging women to invest in environment-friendly
sustainable products (Ahmed, BWCCI 2008). Government of Bangladesh
has identified 32 thrust sectors and has formulated policies for development
(Raihan and Haque, 2009). The Government has also formed a National
Women Small and Medium Enterprise (SME) forum under the SME
Foundation of the Ministry of Industry to promote women’s participation in
formal economic sectors. The industrial and SME policies of 2005 have
emphasized women entrepreneurship development, particularly in the SME
sector (BWCCI, 2008). The Ministry of Industries is providing regular
entrepreneurship training to women through the BSCIC Training Institute.
Jatiya Mohila Shangstha has initiated a project in 64 districts toward
developing women’s entrepreneurship. Ministry of Commerce has
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undertaken new policies of “One District One Product™ to utilise the local
human capital particularly and enhance women’s entrepreneurship at the
local level. Bangladesh Chamber of Commerce has undertaken a
programme to train women entrepreneur in different trades in several
districts of Bangladesh. Bangladesh Women Chamber conduct resource
centres for marketing products of grassroots women entrepreneurs.

Majority of the problems faced by the women entrepreneurs relate to
resources, marketing, raw materials, utility services, infrastructure, official
formalities and so forth (Chowdhury, 2008). Nawazesh (2007) has revealed
that female entrepreneurs are isolated and disadvantaged; they believe in
fate and luck and for the lack of education opportunities, remain out of
employment circles with no savings and stay out of supporting niches of the
NGOs. Rahman (2008) perceives that the technological advancement in
terms of ICT is the solution of the female entrepreneurs. Karim (2001) points
out that due to illiteracy, women entrepreneurs have fewer possibilities to
access information to identify and assess different entrepreneurial
opportunities. Also, due to illiteracy, they have higher probability of being
financially exploited and risk a higher probability of having to operate in
the informal sector. Afsar (2008) collected information from various
disbursement reports of the Bangladesh Bank, observed that up to December
2007, the contribution of six financial institutions women entrepreneurs
were simply insignificant (only .06 percent) compared to the amount of the
total SME funds. Nawaz (2009) depicts an analytical framework based on
institutional theory, which focuses on three factors: regulative, normative,
and cognitive. Regulative factors refer to different rules and regulations of
the Government that facilitate women entrepreneurship development in
rural Bangladesh. Normative and cognitive factors include norms, rules,
regulation, and values of society. Women’s participation in entrepreneurship is
increasing. In 1977 only 1% women were entrepreneurs and in 2007 it rose
to 15% (BWCCI 2008). Ahmed (2008) analysed the governmental policies
to reflect the overall scenario of the women entrepreneurs in Bangladesh.
Mazumder and Choudhury (2001) suggest that there is a need for an
Entrepreneurship Development Institute. However there are virtually no
women entrepreneurs’ activities operating in Export Processing Zones
(EPZ) which are dominated by the garments industry. The National Action
Plan for the implementation of the Beijing Platform for Action identified
and agreed to increase the number of women on the boards of autonomous
and semi-autonomous corporations.
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Women in Politics

The nature of electoral systems and political party competition tend to play
crucial roles in determining how many women enter electoral politics. For
example, proportional representation (PR) electoral systems are generally
more gender- equitable than simple majority or first past the post (FPTP)
systems (such as the Bangladesh parliamentary system). So while women
claimed only 18 per cent (Hossain and Akhter 2011) of national legislatures
in simple majority systems, the figure was 27.5 percent in countries with PR
systems in 2004 (UNDP 2010). However, it has been mainly through legally
recognised quotas that rapid progress has been made towards bringing
women into ¢lectoral politics (Dahlerup and Freidenvall 2003; Tadros 2010;
Waylen 2008; UNIFEM 2008). This appears to be true both for national and
sub-national politics. That Bangladesh is in the top three Asian countries in
terms of women’s representation in rural and urban councils reflects the
presence of quotas in the Union Parishad and municipal council systems
(UNDP 2010).

The 1972 Constitution of Bangladesh provided for 15 reserved seats for
women and this provision was in force for 10 years. In 1979, the number of
reserved seats increased from 15 to 30, in 2004, provisions were made for
45 women members in reserved seats, in 2011, the number of seats reserved
for women was increased to 50 from 45. However, there is a debates that
whether women MP’s can play effective roles through the reserved seats.

The total woman’s participation in the parliament is promising compared to
South Asia, it is 16.7% in Asia, while it is 18.6% in Bangladesh. However,
some consider that the political participation of women in Parliament
remains visibly weak, and the effectiveness of their participation is even
weaker (Rahman and Siddika 2010). The very small presence of women in
the political party structures and in Parliament is indicative of the very low
level of their involvement in the country's political arena as well as in the
legislative process. Though political parties in Bangladesh made commitments
to the cause of women's advancement in their respective election manifestos,
in reality they nominated very few female candidates in the past elections.
Women MPs sit on every standing committee but their effectiveness is not
at all visible to the public. Norris and Lovenduski (1995) identified two
interacting causal factors, supply and demand, which result in women's
under-representation. The most common explanation for the supply-side factor 1s
that women do not come forward and/or they are not interested in politics. The
demand side factor is related mainly to the selectors, or high command of
political parties. Such parties discriminate against women's nomination.
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A study by Khan Foundation (2013) revealed that the reserve seats for
women in the parliament is not empowering women; on the contrary,
women are becoming dependent through this system. Up to ninth parlia-
ment two hundred and fourteen women were made parliamentarian but only
nineteen of them contested in direct election later and only five of them
were elected. But fifty three women parliamentarians were elected up to
ninth parliament. That means the reserve seat policy for women is not
necessarily making capable women parliamentarians. Khan Foundation
recommended that if at least thirty percent seat are allotted to women
candidates in general. This may change the scenario. Some other experts
think this reserved seat policy should be continued but women parliamen-
tarians should have definitive constituency like the local election and they
should be elected through direct election. There are also some who are
against any type of reserved seats. They think women should be prepared
through proper education not by quota (Ahmed 2013). Women’s political
participation and leadership in different tiers of local government is on
increase and visible. One of the major milestones in Bangladesh’s history in
women’s empowerment was the enactment of the Tocal Government
(Union Parishad) Second Amendment Act in 1997 that provided for direct
elections to reserved seats for women at local level elections (Walker 2012).
While even poor women citizens feel empowered to make claims and voice
demands of their representatives, and this is in itself an important matter,
the main mode of citizen-representative interaction among women seeking
patronage (Hossain and Akhter, UNDP, 2011).

Violence Against Women

Despite significant gains in gender parity with regard to health and
education, Bangladesh is still ranked in the lower quintile of the UN Gender
Inequality Index (146th out of 186th).” Key reasons for this position are:
limited access to justice, low levels of participation in public and political
life and violence against women (UNDP 2013 and Report of the special
Rapporteur on violence against women, its causes and consequences,
2014). Key challenges of women’s empowerment include high rates of
early marriage, the pressure of dowry, and gender-based violence. (Sixth
Five Year Plan, Part 1. P. 112.2010 MDG assessment.)

3. The Gender Inequality Index (GIT) reflects gender based inequalities in three dimensions,
namely reproductive health, empowerment, and economic activity. Reproductive health is measured
by maternal mortality and adolescent fertility rates; empowerment is measured by the share of
parliamentary seats held by each gender and attainment at secondary and higher education by each
gender; and economic activity is measured by the labour market participation rate for each gender.
The GII replaced the previous Gender related Development Index and Gender Empowerment
Index. The GII shows the loss in human development due to inequality between female and male
achievements in the three GII dimensions.
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There are several laws that are set in place for prevention of violence
against women and protecting women from harassment. Anti-Dowry Prohi-
bition Act of 1980, Cruelty against Women Law of 1983 and the Women
and Children Repression Act of 2000 are the major ones to prevent violence
against women. Domestic violence prevention and protection Law 2010 is
formulated in line with CEDAW. Citizenship law (amended) 2009 has
provisioned children’s citizenship through mother. Mobile Court 2009 Law
added rule 309 of punishment for preventing eve-teasing and sexual
harassment.

+ Incidences of violence of all forms - physical, sexual, and psychological
harm - are on the increase in Bangladesh. Over 60% of Bangladeshi women
have experience gender - based violence. Whilst women across of all ages
and social status are at risk of GBV?, prevalence is slightly higher amongst
young, poor rural women. Indicative figures suggest that 89% of urban
women and 86% of rural women report experiencing physical violence
more than once. 37% of urban women and 50% of rural women reported
experiencing repeated sexual abuse, (BDHS 2011). Even Women’s political
empowerment is particularly affected by violence against women.

* A national survey conducted by the National Human Rights Commission
in Bangladesh reported violence against women (VAW) as one of the ten
most commonly identified problems (from 32 listed issues). The most
common included: problems of dowry (46%); violence by husbands
(35.6%) and sexual harassment (20.3%). Of those surveyed, 17.6% victims
of VAW reported accessing formal justice; 30% did not take such steps
because VAW is viewed strictly as a family matter. Women lack a voice at
their own homes only; 1 in 3 married women independently decide on daily
household purchases, and only 9 - 19% make independent decisions on
other household matters (Bangladesh Demographic and Health Survey 2007).

*  High prevalence of partner violence (DHS violence module) relate to
engagement in arguments, mobility outside home without prior permission,
untimely cooking of food, taking care of children etc (Soltaroff and Pande,
Violence against Women and Girls, Lessons from South Asia, 2014.

* Sexual harassment and offensive language in workplace exist
(Siddique, 2003, Naved 2003, Chaudhuri 2007)

4. Thereis at present no substantive national data base detailing the extent of GBV - dowry-based
violence, rape and sexual abuse, children marnage, acid attacks, sexual harassment (public, private
and workplace). There is a consensus that GBV is under-reported in the justice system, suggesting
that actual figures could be higher. (BDS, 2011 and the 2014 report of the special rapporteur on
violence against womer, its causes and consequences. Addendum Mission to Bangladesh (20-29
May 2013)
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VIOLENCE AGAINST WOMEN
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Domestic violence is one major form of violence women experience all
over the world including Asia. Studies suggest that violence against women
perpetrated by their husbands is a serious problem in Bangladesh. Schuler
et al estimated the current prevalence of abuse of poor rural women. (Schul-
er SR. Hashemi SM, Riley AP. Akhter S.. 2006) Koenig and colleagues
studied factors associated with the abuse of women by husband or in-laws
from all socioeconomic strata. (Koenig MA. Ahmed S. Hossain MB. Khor-
shed Alam Mozumder AB. 2003).

ICDDR.B conducted qualitative rescarch and a population based survey on
3.130 women of reproductive age (15-49 vears) in urban and rural areas of
Bangladesh to study the prevalence and consequences of domestic violence
against women and their coping strategics. Sixty percent of women reported
of being physically or sexually abused during their life. Their husbands
were the most common perpetrator. Two-thirds of the abused women have
never talked about their experience of violence and almost none tried to
access formal services for support. Among women who contemplated
suicide. abused women were twice as likely to attempt suicide. compared to
the never-abused group. Reasons for staying silent included not considering
violence as serious enough (o report. stigma or fear of not being believed or
being blamed. disgracing her family with disclosure and a belief that seeking
help would not bring them any respite. Among women who sought help. the
most common reason was that they could not endure the violence any more
(79% urban, 84% rural).

Gardener (1995) opined that the shame and guilt felt by battered women
mean that it is rare for cases of battering to be reported to the police. Kabeer
(1989) suggests that many men vent their own frustration at their puberty
and inability to fulfill their role as the male provider, according to gender
based norms. by battering women.
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Dowry and dowry-related sufferings and death are particularly prevalent in
South Asia, but married women also face domestic violence, and other
forms of violence. Despite the Dowry Prohibition Act (1980), The Cruelty
to Women (Deterrent Punishment) Ordinance (1983) dowry 1s still widely
practiced in Bangladesh. White’s (1992), study notes that the escalation of
dowry demands hag created another manifestation of violence against
women. At the informal social level in the rural areas, severe brutality may
be referred to shalish/bichar (a community arbitration), which are often
biased by patriarchal attitude, go these should be gender sensitive and
women friendly.

Bangladesh has the highest incidence of early marriage in the region (74%)
(Bhattacharyya, UPPR Project, UNDP Bangladesh, 2015). Earlier studies
found 64 percent of girls marry before they are 18 (UNICEF, 2009; Bangla-
desh Demographic Profile, 2013), 64 percent of all women aged between
20-24 in Bangladesh were the victims of child marriage (ICDDR,B 2013).
It 1s found that the practice of early marriage was more common in rural
areas compared to urban areas, with the poor and marginalised sections of
society being the worst affected (ICDDR,B 2013).

From the human rights perspectives, women in Bangladesh show mixed
results. Women’s empowerment in the economic arenas is heading towards
aright direction, Women are progressing in matters of political empowerment,
gender parity at primary level of education and in other levels, women’s
progress 18 noticeable too. Nonetheless, socio-cultural and political factors
need more attention. GBV, VAW rates at both home and beyond are still
alarming and there remains huge impediment to achieve expected gender
parity and ensuring women’s human rights.
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Themes of International Women'’s Day

2000
2001

2002
2003
2004
2005
2006
2007
2008
2009
2010
2011

2012
2013

2014
2015
2016

Women Uniting for Peace

Women and Peace: Women Managing Conflicts

Afghan Women Today: Realities and Opportunities

Gender Equality and the Millennium Development Goals
Women and HIV/AIDS

Gender Equality Beyond 2005; Building a More Secure Future
Women in Decision-making

Ending Impunity for Violence against Women and Girls
Investing in Women and Girls

Women and Men United to End Violence against Women and Girls
Equal Rights, Equal Opportunities: Progress for All

Equal Access to Education, Training, and Science and Technology:
Pathway to Decent Work for Women

Empower Rural Women, End Poverty and Hunger

A Promise is a Promise: Time for Action to End Violence against
Women

Equality for Women is Progress for All

Empowering Women, Empowering Humanity: Picture it!
Planet 50-50 by 2030: Step It Up for Gender Equality
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