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What Is This New Era?

This publication presents portraits of twenty women who represent a new era of political leadership in Bangladesh.
These women are among the first women ever to be directly elected to serve in local government councils, called
union parishad. In the following pages, these twenty women from various regions in the country tell their stories
of how they decided to run for elected office, their vision of leadership, and the challenges and successes they
experience in fulfilling their duties. Twenty women and twenty different voices are presented, but one common
truth revealed: women directly elected by the people can and will change the dynamic and improve the quality of
political representation in Bangladesh.

Who They Are

Although women are at the helm of the two largest political parties in Bangladesh, for most women, opportunities
to be involved in government are extremely limited.

The 1997 elections were significant because they offered greater opportunities for women seeking to serve in these
locally elected government bodies, the union parishad (UP). Prior to the 1997 election, each UP reserved three
seats for women, filled through nomination by the UP Chairman. The women served at large and did not represent
any particular geographic constituency. The Local Government Ordinance of 1997 specified that the seats reserved
for women should be filled by direct election among competing women candidates, running from constituencies
three times the size of each general member's constituency. The new provision meant women had to campaign,
and learn to be accountable to voters. With support from The Asia Foundation, many local non-governmental
organizations (NGOs) developed programs to encourage and equip women to effectively participate — women
traditionally disempowered, even marginalized, from the political processes in their communities. These NGOs
helped non-clite women to develop their political and campaign skills, and to strengthen their voice on issues of
import to all women in their communities.

Thanks to these efforts, in the 1997 UP elections, 46,000 women all over Bangladesh contested for the 12,828
reserved seats. The twenty women who tell their stories in these pages reflect regional, cultural and economic
diversity, and are representative of this broader group. Only a few of them had previous experience with politics.
For most, it has been their first chance to participate in political decision-making processes and to influence
government institutions.

To convey their experiences better, each woman has shared biographical information using standard denominators
including age, education and marital status to help provide a full and accurate context for each story. They have also
shared information about their personal and family’s previous socio-political activities and networks, in order 1o
shed light on what might be described as a gradual and long-term process of political empowerment.

Information about the women's financial status and landholdings is summarized using ranked range categories.
Women's financial status is ranked accordingly:

I — up to 3000 taka

11 — between 3000 and 5000 taka

Il — between 5000 and 10,000 taka

IV — between 10,000 and 20,000 taka

V — over 20,000 taka income per month.
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Women's household landholdings are rated as follows:
I - up to one acre of land

II — between one and two acres

Il — three to five acres

IV — six to eight acres

V — over eight acres.

In Bangladesh, eighty percent of farmers own less than two acres of land. Only the most elite possess over five
acres. Many of the women featured in this publication are from families with some of the lowest landholdings and
income levels in Bangladesh. These women have therefore demonstrated that they can overcome these
disadvantages to run an effective campaign and win 3 public election. In fact, many of them discovered that voters
prefer to elect women from poorer backgrounds compared to women from elite households, because they better
represent their own socio-economic status. This realization has provided the women with overwhelming
confidence that they in their own right have an important role to play.

Why They Ran and What They Are Doing

Each of these women ran for very different reasons. Some wanted to leave their homes to gain new experiences, to
learn and be confronted with new ideas, or to do something useful for their communities. Others were particularly
interested in building a career in politics, and in increasing their social status. Many of the women were driven by
a deep-seated idealism and concern for their community and their country. They sacrificed their own time and
money for the sake of a higher cause, because they felt that staying home and abiding by the traditional roles
prescribed for Bengali woman would simply reinforce hierarchies and power structures detrimental to women all
over the country.

For many women, participating in the UP elections was a first step toward carving out a new identity beyond their
roles as mothers, wives, daughters or sisters — a professional and public identity independent of any relationship
toa man. Occasionally, politics even replaced the wish to live a regular family life. One woman expressed so strong
a commitment to her work that she had no particular urge to remarry after her divorce. And some of the unmarried
female members decided they would not marry unless they found a “politically minded groom.” They literally
rejected offers from men who would not accept their current work engagements. For a woman to chose work over
a husband was, and still is, almost unheard of in Bangladesh.

Newly elected women Jeaders hold positions that allow them to make decisions that affect other people’s lives.
Many of them see themselves as true representatives of women and the poor. The shalish (village arbitration
council) is just one area where their participation has proven valuable for their female constituencies. “In the past
women were not allowed to attend the shalishes,” says Anjuman Ara from Lalmonirhat district. “They were kicked
out. Now they [men] can't do that anymore.”

While the power women UP members currently hold might not be as strong as they would like, their presence can
no longer be ignored. Their voices are becoming louder by the day. Most of the elected women see themselves
continuing their work in a second term. Some aspire to a career in politics and have already set out their own
agendas for the future. Others, not satisfied with the limited programs offered by the UP, have made their own
plans to promote adult education and income generating activities for women through civil society.
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The Challenges They Face

Given the socio-cultural context, just deciding to run for elections was the first tremendous challenge. For some
women, the decision to run meant ignoring severe family objections and facing the daunting experience of
campaigning and running for office without the support of their nearest relatives. And for women who won, the
initial challenges of elected office grew exponentially. How could they become confident decision makers? What
would other people think of them? How could they demonstrate their capacities? The newly elected women had
to overcome many fears, calmly remember and apply what they had learned in trainings, and prepare to make good
on the promises made during campaigns.

Most women dealt with their fears by learning from their daily practices, gaining strength from NGO backing, and
trusting the support of their voters. They also managed to find convincing arguments to contend with traditional
views on women's appropriate roles. Some retained orthodox Islamic practices, particularly dress codes to enable
unhindered movement through communities. Others compared themselves to the female leaders of the ruling and
opposition parties and emphasized their own vocational calling to do something for their communities.

“T'succeeded in making them understand that what we are doing is paid work — nothing bad,” says Fatema Parvin
from Madaripur. “We tell them the prophet Mohammed's wife Ayesha herself was a ruler,” adds Rani Begum from
Barisal.

The challenges faced by female members in the hill tract areas are somewhat unique. In addition to suffering from
gender disparities, female members find themselves competing for projects that are even tough for the men to
come by, because there are so few. The region is generally underdeveloped: poverty is widespread, work scarce,
schools limited and drinking water in short supply. Communication is also a problem, and female members find it
difficult to move between their wards (constituencies), because villages are scattered on different hills. Female
members in the hill districts are as determined as those in the lowlands. Unfortunately their work opportunities
appear to be more limited, and their influence in the shalish does not seem as strong as that of female members in
other regions.

In every region, the most severe challenge to women entering local politics came from their male colleagues. Many
female members are still patronized, ignored, or cheated out of their fair share of work. They also have to navigate
their way through a jungle of corruption, and fight to head up committees — because while each UP has 12 standing
committees, women generally end up heading only those connected to social welfare activities.

Given the reality of these daily battles, the determination and commitment of women leaders is all the more
admirable. Most of them refuse to give in to the whims of the dominating Chairmen. They support each other, and
find community with other women leaders. And then they argue, protest, complain to higher officials, call the
press, apply their own tactics and mobilize their own resources and networks 1o get their jobs done. The skills and
personality traits that got them elected in the first place serve them well once in office.

Help Along the Way: The Role of NGOs

Local NGOs have played important roles in supporting women, encouraging them to run for political office and
training them on how to campaign and how to govern. For many women, initial involvement with NGO
development initiatives provided increased confidence and a platform from which to run for office. Many of the
interviewed women worked with NGOs as cashiers, accountants, teachers and fieldworkers and benefited from
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training packages focused on numeracy, literacy, savings, health and sanitation, family planning, nutrition,
vocational skills, legal rights and gender awareness.

More recently, and with first-time support from The Asia Foundation, some NGOs have begun to specialize in
training aimed at strengthening local government institutions. For the most part female UP members find this kind
of training highly rewarding. While most UP specific training courses only last a few days, many NGOs remain
involved through regular monthly meetings designed to offer both technical assistance and emotional support. In
addition to newly acquired skills, changes in women's atitudes are the most evident results of NGO involvement.
Increased confidence yields visible changes in how women deal with daily work responsibilities, as well as in their
overall public demeanor, and in their expectation that change is possible.

The Future of Women in Politics

The predominant concern for most women is how to overcome obstacles created by their male colleagues and
Chairman, who control the management of resources and dominate the UP decisionmaking process. “In a union,
all power lies in the Chairman’s hands. You can't force him to do things, so if you want to achieve something you
need to be clever,” says Neharunessa from Sylhet. Some suggested that guaranteeing a specific number of projects
for women might be the solution. Others suggested requiring a female member to provide a signature whenever
the UP takes up a project, or to empower the three women serving in reserved seats, who together represent the
entire union, to at least have veto power or key decisionmaking ability to affect union projects and use of critical
resources. Another suggestion was to have a female representative from each union sit on the respective Thana
Development Committee — the next highest government level — to guarantee knowledge of all planned projects.

Evidence suggests that promoting solidarity movements among women UP members can improve the quality of
their performance in local government. In some cases, Women's groups were established thanks to NGO support
and the determination of those women to create vehicles of influence. Elected women who are currently part of
these support groups have initiated monthly gatherings in which they discuss experiences and challenges. In some
cases, these support groups mobilize fo advocate together for their common agendas or to apply pressure to
correct grievances against male members or Chairmen.

Uttimately, these women believe in equal rights. “I don't want men to be left behind either; I only want men and
women to work co-operatively. 1f I were given the opportunity to talk to the Prime Minister, [ would ask her to
work on eradicating inequality,” says Rani Begum from Barisal. The stories that follow demonstrate just how
committed and determined Bangladesh's new female leaders really are.

l
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Lalmonirhat, a poor and remote area in northern Bangladesh, presents two very diverse images of women roles.
The first is the “invisible” woman who travels in a rickshaw with the bood pulled down and the entire rickshaw
wrapped in melers of cloth. The second is the woman working with non-governmental organizations who often
rides to work on a motorcycle and is not concerned with traditional conventions. Motabara reflects more the
second type of woman. Her work as a UP member demands a lot of mobility. '

I can go anywhere alone, even if it is late at night.

Motabara bas been involved with RDRS for over ten years. She started as a member in a samiti (village group)
and later became a teacher in the organization's adult education program. Now she is vice-president of an RDRS
federation and a member of the UP. Her personality and links to RDRS helped ber win the election.

I had five competitors. I was the most competent amongst them. I am affiliated with RDRS, where I go-to offices
and talk to people. So everybody thought I was the most conscientious.

Motabara is proud of ber work, which keeps ber ratber busy.

1 get up in the morning, quickly put some water on my face, have breakfast and then a bath. Then 1 see people who
come to my home to discuss their problems and after that I go to the parishad, where [ distribute wheat among the
women. During that time I give them advice on family planning, hygiene and nutrition. After the wheat distribution
we usually have a meeting and it ends around five or six. When [ get home in the evening people are still waiting
for me in my house. o '
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Motabara is one of the three female members of the Thana Development Committee.

Each Chairman recommends one of the three female members from the parishad. The TNO (Thana Nirbahi Officer)
then selects three women from all the proposed names. The TNO knows me since I have been involved in various
activities for a long time,

She is also involved with Asrayon, a government project for the landless.

Half of the population in Bothmari Union is landless. The Astayon project started in 1999. We moved earth and
filled in the meadow and built houses there. After allotting — -
the houses, couples were given a standardized trainingand | § 134 e . . +h

a loan. The TNO and the Assistant Commissioner don't . had ﬁVCCOIIip BtltOl'S. I W&S ﬂlﬁ
know who the real landless are. We know, because we | 1008t competent amongst them.
work locally. We certify who is really landless and who ' ' :
should get a house.

Knowing who the real landless are is also important in other situations.

The Chairman sits with us and the local elites to select candidates for the VGD (Vulnerable Group Development)
cards. Those elites, however, don't move around in the area. They don't really know who the real poor are, but still
they rejected our list. They gave a new list to the Chairman. [ felt very bad about that. We didn't accept their list
and argued with the Chairman saying the people voted for us and that we are the ones who move around locally.
He should therefore listen to us. We said that the elites take bribes and put their own people's names on the list.
After a long argument, our list was accepted. We presented genuine data about the real poor and asked them to
make a fair judgement. We were not afraid to argue, because we had the people's support. The elites on the other
hand were only two to three.

When asked how she learned to debate like this and bow she thinks she bas changed over time, Motahara smiles
and replies:

I'am used to working with men and going to meetings. That increased my power. I have become more powerful
than before. Knowing that now I can speak out makes me happy. Now [ spend a lot of time serving the poor.

Through ber training with RDRS, where she learned about family planning, hygiene, bealth matters and women’s
rights, Motahara can “serve the poor” in many ways.

We go from house to house trying to convince people not to have more than two children. We also tell men not to
depend only on the women. It is harmful for women o use too much birth control, so they should start using
condoms. The family options include both, not just one.

Motabara spends a lot of time visiting ber constituency.

Those who live nearby I visit every ten days and those further away every fortnight. I make a round in all three wards
twice every month. .. Each visit takes a long time. When you start convincing somebody about something you can't
suddenly stop and leave. You need at least 20 minutes in each house. At that rate I cover 15 to 20 houses per day.

Women ask ber for advice on birth control, but they also come to her with marital problems.

We do women-related shalishes and so divorces have decreased a lot. When a man wants to divorce his wife, we
force him to pay denmohoor (dowry) and his wife's living expenses for the next three months. We can say amvthing
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in the shalish. In fact the male members ask us to talk. They say
most of the issues are women-related, so we should solve them.

Community development projects are also part of Motahara's
responsibility.

We make brick-built latrines from the funds of the ADP (Annual
Development Programme). One latrine serves five to six
households. We give them ring slabs to make temporary latrines. We all sit together and discuss where a tubewell
or latrine is necessary. :

Motabara enjoys her work so much that she is considering running for elections again.

Now I am so used to being with people, I would miss that most. Now I can't stay for long without the company of
people. 1 will compete again, because now I am learning how to work. So next time I will work more efficiently.

However, if she loses, she will be prepared to belp her successor.

Newcomers can learn how to work from us. We can tell them how we worked day and night for the poor and how
we supported destitute people. There are also people who don't beg for food, but beg for words. When we haven't
been to the villages for a few days they start complaining. They want to see us; they want to talk to us. Many want
more than just help.

Il
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‘Name: Rashida - - -

Location: West Chatnal Union, Dimla Thana, Nilphamari District
Age: 32 S :

Education: class eight

Marital status: mamed (her husband has a second wife who lives
with thern)

Child's Age:16 _

%Husbaud 40, class ﬁve businessman

EHousehold mcome II o

ilandhommg I (Rashida's own land)

;Rehgmn Musiim _

Family's, soao-pehhcal engagement none

g‘ﬁfomans social membefshxps and links: none

EWomans leadership and ‘work experience: Rash;da was
‘involved . in" various: Rangpur Dinajpur Rural Service (RDRS)
§pro;ects and iSTOW prfmdent of an RDRS federation -

I'have reached this position with the help of poor people. I will never leave them for rich people.

Rashida comes from a very poor background, but over the years she bas prospered. Now she is the proud owner
of three bigha land. Rashida's story of bow she grew into who she is now is fascinating; she is a modern-day
Scheberazade.

There was a time when I didn't know much. I was just at home. Then two RDRS workers came to my house and
proposed to join a group they were planning to form. I gathered some people who agreed to form a group. 1
collected money from them and deposited it in a bank account. After a year RDRS wanted to give us a loan, but I
said we didn't want a big loan, because we might not be able to pay it back. We only took a 2000 taka loan. With
that loan I started a small rice husking business in my house and my husband started a cane and bamboo business.
We leased one bigha of land. Later, when that land was for sale, we decided to buy it for 6000 taka. Then one day
RDRS asked me if I could run a school. I asked if the school was far away. They said, “No, you have to teach the
adult illiterate women that live in your surroundings.” They sent me for a five day training course and after that the
school started. Once the school project finished I got bored staying at home. At that time RDRS was doing tree
plantation work. So Iasked the federation president to involve me in that. 1 worked as a tree plantation supervisor
for three years. With the money I saved 1 leased two bigha of land. Now I always invest my money instead of
keeping it; before, when I was so poor, I would just spend it. I want to educate my son.

I have been involved with RDRS since 1990. [ became cashier of my group in 1993. I joined an RDRS federation in
1997 and was elected vice-president the same year. By this time my economic situation and that of my group was
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better. Finally I was able to provide my family with three meals a day. Then I heard that they were planning to take
ten women for an Adarsha Gram housing project. They needed a supervisor who had a Secondary School
Certificate. When they couldn't find anybody they asked me and I told thern I only studied up to class eight. The
federation president, however, said that I could do it. So I took charge of the Adarsha Gram housing project. By
this time the UP elections came up and my husband asked me if I wanted to go for it. Isaid, “No, we are poor.
Where do we get so much money? Elections are for
the rich. Maybe I would have 1o sell my land for this
and then how would we live?” My husband,
however, assured me that this wouldn't be
necessary. People would vote for me anyway. I
discussed the matter in the federation meeting. 1
said, “We are poor. We never get any help from the
rich. We don't-even get any recognition for doing
this federation work. So I want to participate in the UP.” With everybody's consent I paid the nomination money
and informed RDRS. They said, “If your group supports you, go forit.” Thave full faith in my group. My competitor
threw about her money, but I only had to spend money for the nomination fees. My group members took care of
the other money needed.

A few months ago during the last federation election Rashida became president of her federation. Her federaiion
work involves a lot of commumnity development, which contributes to fostering ber abilities as a UP member.

As a federation president [ have overall responsibility for everything and I distribute the responsibilities to the other
eight members. One might be taking care of ponds, another of a nursery, another of poultry. 1 sit with them once
aweek and check their accounts. 1also monitor the issuing and repayment of loans. Iam in charge of 45 secondary
groups, and every week I sit with a different group.

In fact, compared to many other female UP members, Rashida managed to accomplish a broad variety of UP
projects.

1did three projects through the Annual Development Programme. Sometimes we also sanction tubewells or spray
machines for killing insects. Lalso did a Food for Work project and a project for the Local Government Engineering
Department. [ also dealt with divorce and dowry cases, polygamy and marriage registeation. In the past they
wouldn't register their marriages. Now if a hushand wants to divorce his wife, he has to pay the denmohoor and
her living expenses. They can't send women back so easily anymore. During the marriage registration we are
present and sign as witnesses. In our area the divorce rate is now below five per cent. We did it. We also reduced
underage marriage and polygamy. If we carry on working like this, we will be able to erase these things completely.
Having achieved so much by starting so small makes me feel very proud. Being able to help my “sisters” makes me
happy. The two things I like most are being a UP member and a federation president. When I got the UP result 1
cried. '

It was not always easy for Rashida. She fought hard 1o become as successful as she is now.

For the first seven months we had to work the way the men wanted us to. They didn't give us the proper share of
cards. I thought if things went on like this I would never be able to help poor people. So we discussed the problem

~ amongst us and then the three of us went to the TNO and complained. He called for the Chairman and ordered
him to give us the proper share. Since then we get our share.

—_— TheAgia .
e——er @Féén%ation



il

She continues:

In the past, if I was standing next 1o an elite, he would never ask
me to take a seat. Since the federation, however, and especialty
after having become a UP member, the elites have realized the
strength of our unity. When I didn't have much knowledge about
the outside world I myself wouldn't feel comfortable sitting next
to them. I wouldn't know what to taik about. Now I go to

In our area the divorce rate is
now below five per cent. We
did it.

different places and I work in the UP. So now I feel at ease talking and eating with them at the same table. When
I first came to RDRS T was even afraid to talk to their workers. My body would shiver. After a lot of training and
work experience the fear disappeared. These changes happened with the support of RDRS. Through their training

we realized we are the same human beings as they are.

Rashida has become an influential person, but she bas not forgotten where she came from:

The villagers respect me, but still treat me as one of them. 1 have reached this position with the help of poor
people. So1will never leave them for rich people. Iam a poor person myself, so I understand their problems and
sorrows. I think, if I can't help my poor brothers and sisters as a UP member, then it's better not to be one at all.
But if I can help them, ['l even compete for the post of a Chairman.
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- ANJUMAN ARA

T'am starting to feel confident about being able to help people since I got involved in this work. I know the law and
I have courage.

Anju is a straightforward, well spoken, independent woman, who has always bad a Jascination with the law.

Theard the RDRS fieldworkers were looking for people for the legal education project. 1learned about law from
the RDRS training. They taught us labor, family, inheritance and criminal law and about the constitution. At first I
was teaching law to six and later to ten groups with around 20 members in each group. I did this job from 1995 to
2000. I basically went there to help people and teach law, so women would no longer be oppressed. People should
know about the law. For example, women don't know much about inheritance law, but men do. Many women
don't even know that they are entitled to a share in their father's  property.

When I heard that women were participating in the elections I became very excited, because I realized this was my
chance to serve the people. 1was a law teacher, so people liked me a lot. They thought a woman like me should
be in the UP. They would say, “We like the way you talk. You explain things so nicely.” 1became Very inspired by
that. Besides, my father was 2 Chalrman

Anju's legal knowledge is particularly useful in ber shalish work

The shalish interests me most. From my law education [ learned that divorcing a wife out of anger is not acceptable.
Once a man in our village divorced his wife like that. The mullahs argued the divorce was complete, They said,

I
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“Once a banana tree is hit by an axe it will fall.” 1 called all villagers and explained the law to them. 1told them that
“hilla marriage” is a disgusting system. It is outrageous to send your wife to a total stranger and then remarry her
again. Then the villagers said, “Fine, but at least they have to remarry.” I agreed to that, but insisted on leaving out
the hilla. The mullahs, however, refused to marry them withouta hilla, so I brought a mullah from another area and
arranged the marriage. As reaction to that the village mullahs wanted to excommunicate the couple, but I said, "Do
it, if you want to, but I will take legal action against all of those who do it.” Then they became afraid and made no
more problems. That made me really happy.

Anju believes the presence of female members bas improved the shalish systen immensely.

Women benefit, because we are ensuring their rights. There _ _
are 50 many things that women can't say to a man in a shalish, People ‘would say, "We like
but they can easily tell us. Ilike that. In the past women were - tall ] .
not allowed to attend the shalish. They were kicked out. the way you . You €xp
People would say, “What do women want here?” Now they thlﬂgS §O I]iCC]Y." I became
can't do it anymore. In our presence they can't shout at . e

women. Now everybody gets proper justice. Men take sides in Very znspn'ed bY that.
the shalish, but we female members are neutral. Often there

are rumors about male members taking bribes, but we never do. We just want to help our people, so that they
don't have to go to court.

Besides ber commitment to women's rights, Anju is engaged in community development.

Women's main problems are oppression and dowry. But for the whole community it is the lack of ubewells. The
government doesn't sanction the necessary amount of tubewells. There are so few tubewells here, that people
drink water from wells or the river. Sanitation is also important for our village. The villagers would do their
business wherever they could and that spread diseases. We motivate people to build latrines. We tell them, for
example, that it would help to maintain a separate latrine and save children from getting ill. We say, “When vou do
it in an open place, flies will sit on it and spread diarthea, cholera and dysentery.” We called local elites, such as
landowners to the meetings and asked them to convince their sharecroppers 10 build latrines. Sometimes we
formed groups of 20 people consisting of imams, schoolteachers, madrassa teachers and members to go from
house to house to motivate people. After realizing this still wasn't enough, we formed groups with school children.
Now we go with them from house to house to motivate people.

Anju has managed 1o get involved in various UP activities, which is a big achievement given the difficulties
female members in other unions often face with their male colleagues. She thinks it is up to the women lo change
this situation.

Nobody will give you your rights for free. You have to go and get them yourself.

Anju has bad io fight for berself since ber divorce. When asked if she sometimes feels lonely she raises her voice
and replies emotionally:

No. Iwould have married again a long time ago if I felt lonely. It has been nine years since we separated. am self-
sufficient and T am not afraid of anything. T think if men can go on alone, why not women. And if something
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happens there is always the law to protect me. Women are not alone.
Some men don't marry again after the death of their wives. Like them,
I'think my husband is dead. What can a husband do to increase your
power? If you can be self-sufficient you don't need a husband to
depend on. Women who don't have a husband can be COUrageous
too.

il
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Name: Moﬁza
Locauan Chandmpurﬁmon Kahgan]’lhana Lalmonirhat District -
Age: 5.

Educatlon dass elght :

\Iantal stamy mamed _ :

;Chl!drensAges 11, 14 athome the oﬂlersuchlldrenaremmned
:Husband 50, Secondiary School Ceruﬁcate, farmer
Household i mcome. 1 ‘
‘Landholding: |

Rehgzon. Mushm

Famxlys scao—pohncai engagement her unde was a UP
member

‘Woman's somal membersh:ps and links: member of the
school commlttee oy

Woman's ieadersiup and ‘work experience: normnated U
member before, now - president of 2 Rangpur Dinajpur Rural
Service (RDRS) federation '

Today is a day that made me very happy. You came to discuss things with us and we got a chance 1o tell vou what
we have done in the last three years. Nobody asked us about our problems before. Today [ feel happy and good to
be able to share that with you.

Mofiza is a radiant woman in whose company one immediately feels relaxed. She tells us bow it afl started.

 joined an RDRS samiti in 1982 and got a job there in 1989. I was in charge of the social awareness center and was
running seven 1o eight training courses. I got an award of 2000 taka, because I managed a big number of students.
We taught women how to sign their name, how to grow vegetables and how to use sanitary latrines. 1 myself had
learned those things before. RDRS gave me a lot of training, but not enough work. 1 was only organizing groups
and taking loans, but that was not enough for me. 1wanted to do more than that. Then my trainer told me about
the direct elections for female members... I convinced my voters they would benefit if I was elected. They saw my
capacities and knew I could go anywhere. They knew [ could bring them necessary things other people could not.
My villagers are poor; so am 1. My competitor was an elite, but the villagers didn't vote for her.

Once Mofiza became elected her status in ber family increased significantly.

In the past they wouldn't recognize me at all, but now they do, because of my work and skills. Even when my elder
brother-in-law does something wrong I point it out. Now my in-laws are very proud of me. They don't do anything
without my advice.

In ber position as a UP member Mofiza bas to demonsirate responsibility for her community.
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People come with different kinds of problems. For example, once their irrigation channel got blocked, so they all
came together to get help for cleaning it. We made a plan and sent it to the council. The Chairman got it approved
by the TNO. Then we appointed workers to clear the channel. They also come with demands for bridges
connecting roads to their children's schools. They come to s, because they say the male members don't listen to
them.

Mofiza thinks the villagers don't approach the male members for
help very often, because they belong to the rich. She, on the other
hand, comes from a poor background, and people can relate to
that.

Tam still one of them and they can share everything with me openly.
Poor people get more help from poor UP members, because they -
know the sufferings of the poor. Rich people have less understanding. The Chairman and male members don't
listen to them like I do. And poor people are afraid of talking to them. With them, they cannot express everything
openly, but they are not afraid of me, because I am poor also. I am one of them.

She is confident that she can adequately represent the poor in the UP,

Ispeak about their problems in the UP meetings. Financial support alone is not enough. Social support is necessary
too. There was a bad woman in our area. Ibrought her back on the right path. Everybody asked me why I would
mix with such a person. I replied: to make her good. This woman did bad things. T asked her not to do that and
to live a good life. I promised to support her. I told her she could come to me whenever she wanted to. It wasn't
her fault. The society is responsible for her situation, because they are elites and she is poor. Now everybody
praises me, because I managed to put her back on the right track. We don't have work opportunities for women
here. There are not that many NGOs we can send them to.

Mofiza was a nominated member before, but this was nothing like ber curvent position.

When I'was a nominated member I never went to the parishad. Chowkidars would come to collect my signature.
I didn't feel like a member that time. People wouldn't call me to any shalish. They didn't even know that I was a
member. But now people of three wards know I am a member, because they voted for me. They feel they have a
right to approach me. It makes me happy that I built mosques and temples with the TR (Test Relief) project. I
also set up tubewells in three places. With these kinds of activities everybody knows about me. The villagers respect
me as an educated person who has links to all levels of society. They think, “Only this woman can really help us,
so we should re-elect her.” They say, “We were destitute, but survived with her help.” You don't help people only
with goods, but also with your advice. For example, sometimes when I give people food and relief cards, I tell them
s not the only thing I do. Ialso plan to spend money for schools and mosques. I tell them, “These are your things
also. It is not good to depend on food and relief cards. You shouldn't come to me with your personal problems
only. You should also demand tubewells, schools, roads and bridges. One card only helps a single person, but these
projects help the whole community.”

When asked if the villagers have greater respect for the male or the female members, she replies:

They respect us [women] more. They think we are superior, because we are members of three wards. Villagers
call us “ward chairmen” and they call male members only “member sahib.” Our signatures are compulsory for
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getting loans from krishi bank (agro-credit bank). The rule is that 2 UP Chairman or a female ward member must

sign. So they think we do the work of 2 Chairman.

[ tell them, “You shouldn't
come to me with your personal
problems only. You should
also  demand - tubewells,
schools, roads and bridges.”

Mofiza wants to continue her political career.

I'hope I can do more work in the future. Our Chairman doesn't
care about women's issues. In our school there is only one
female teacher. More women would come if T were 1o get
involved. Women would become interested in education. Now
we have a school. One day there will be 2 college and we will
make progress in education. I hope to compete for the post of
a Chairman in the furure.
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Ml el
ChildsAge:s
‘Husband: 35, Higher School Certfcat, businessnan
Houschold income: 1~
Landholding 1
R%'i'igiénf;_fMuslim5

:Féinilﬁyfsf;:s_o;_ciofp(i_lit,icéi engagement: her, hu:sband is:a local
Awani League Leader - TN S s ot
Woman's social memberships and links: member of the
“school committee and Thana Development Comittee; finks to
Bangladesh Legal Aid and Services Trust (BLAST) o
Woman's fleadérghip ‘and work ‘experience: works as 2
teacher and is the president of the UP women's samiti* ©

NEHARUNESSA

Bisonat is both a very conservative and a very neglected thana. Many villages lack good roads, an adequate
eleciric system, or sufficient tubewells. Most female members of the thana are poor and bave a minimal
educational background. Many women feel they are marginalized from political processes.

We keep shouting at the top of our voices hoping that one day they will hear us.

Compared to these women Nebarunessa is velatively well off. Thanks to her busband's political connections and
ber own position as an established teacher, she bas quite a bit of influence in ber village. This important standing
was recognized by ber competitors in the election,

Three others, in addition to me, submitted their nomination, but later they withdrew. There is only one girl's school
inourarea. The other nominees were all mothers of my students. They said, “Since you are there, there is no need
for us.”

Other factors might bave played a role as well in the success of Nebarunessa.

My neighbors were very supportive. They asked the other nominées to withdraw. The villagers did not allow them
to send their nomination papers to the TNO. They arranged a big meeting where they demanded that the others
should withdraw, so that their apa (“sister”) could be elected.

Regardless of ber influential position in the village, Nebarunessa Jfaces limitations when it comes to getting her
share of work in the UP.

i
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I get very little support from the UP. Whenever someone comes with a problem, I take my own initiative to solve
it. With the help of the local Member of Parliament I managed to start a road construction project. But it was all
through my own initiative. The Chairman doesn't give women members any work. Still I g0 10 villages regularly
and take care of things.

None of the female UP members in Bisonat Thana head any commitiee.

We know this mandate is on paper, but the Chairman doesn't listen to us when we tell him about it. I am not in
charge of any projects, though in the past, they asked for our signatures and appointed us as project leader, but
this designation is only on paper. There was a social development committee, but the Chairman refused to include
any elected women on it. We protested when we discovered the committee meeting was held and none of the
women had been informed.

Nebarunessa is the president of a women's samiti she decided to organize as a form of support for all female UP
members.

The women's main problem is that the UP doesn't S :
give them much work. Some don't even get Iget-ve_ry little support from the UP.

invitations to attend the meetings. They just use the Whene’ver- S_.Ol.I'lC'Olle comes with a
womens' signatures on blank documents.... e e
Perhaps the female members could be informed problem I take I!lY own initiative to
earlier, maybe through a lewter from the Ministry, SOIVC lt

about the type of development work that will come
to the parishad. Then they could show that letter to the Chairman and demand their share. In my UP we are not
getting much work. Wherever we went for help, no response came. 1 thought we might be able to do something
if we were united. So, I decided to organize a group. I made this samiti myself. Now we can tell different
organizations that we are an association, and they can help by giving us training.

Neharunessa also identifies the broader problems women Union Parishad members face.

These women are desperate to talk to someone about their problems. They want to work, but they are excluded
from all facilities and means for public services as well as opportunities for employment. They address this problem
in every possible meeting, but nobody supports them, Most of them are very poor here. They don't have any kind
of job... I can guarantee they are capable of doing anything.

Nebarunessa thinks those women might bave a better chance if they were more educated,

In 2 union, all power lies in the Chairman’s hands. You can't force him to do things, so if you want to achieve
something you need to be clever. And for that you have to be educated. . .. I was just talking with a BLAST lawver
about admitting the female members to the Open University, through which they could gain a Secondary School
Certificate in two years. 1 already enrolled one of them, but I don't have enough money to pay for evervone's
admission fee. Though I think this would really help them. It doesn't matter if the Chairman gives me work or not;

people will listen to me, because of my educational qualifications. If thev were more educated, the Chairmen would
probably ignore them less.

Although female members of this union have been granted limited work opportunities, Neharunessa is prepared
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to give it another try in the coming elections. She also has ideas on how to improve the women's situation in her

area,

Now the government is giving women 50 per cent of the teaching jobs. This helps educated women, but those who
only have basic literacy should also be involved in some kind of government or NGO work. I think the government

should provide jobs for women of all sorts of educational
backgrounds. I want to arrange adult education for women and
employ female teachers for that purpose. 1also have a plan to start
a sewing project with 50 women. 1 will arrange help from different
organizations. When women can work and earn a monthly salary,
they don't have to worry about men.

to 0 somethlnglfwewe e

Nebarunessa also has suggestions for improving the effectiveness of the local government:

The government should ensure that all UP members are delegated responsibility. They could organize a

committee for each ward and design specific work responsibilities.

The government should distribute the work

directly. Monthly and yearly reports on work results should then be submitted to the UP.
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Name:Dis R

Locatmn Kuchal Umon South Surma Thana, Sylhet District
Age:31

Educatmn Hzgher Secondaqr Certificate

‘Marital status: unmamed (lives in a joint famﬂy)

Childrea's Agc_s_._ none’

Eldeét_brother:‘_ SS,_ Secondary School Certificate, busiriessman
Houschold income: V.

,xandﬁoming'm“ -

Religion: Mushm

Family's. soao-poixt:cal engagement: her young&st brother is.
amember of the Jauya Party '

Woman's - seczal membershxps and links: schiool commitiee.
member, finks to Volumary Association for Rural Development (VARD)

Woman's ieadexsinp and work experience: family planmng'
worker with 2 governmental youth action group in the past, now
teeasurer of Sylhet Samaj Kallyan Sangstha (SSKS) and secretary of
the Sylhet Sadar and- Companyganj UP women's samiti o

Dilara lives with ber five brothers and their families in a large extended housebold. Her brothers run a business
and have their own shop; one works in a bank, another rents out houses; in short the family is well off Dilara
herself receives income every month from shares in a business she has invested in. Since 1998 she has been
involved with YARD, which offers female members support for their UP work. Initially Dilara was nof interested
in getting involved with the UP.

I didn't want to compete in the UP election, because ! knew about the corruption. I heard about Chairmen and
members misappropriating relief goods. I wanted to help the villagers in the way I was doing before, but both
Hindus and Mustims insisted that I compete. For that reason I even avoided going to the village for 2 week.
However, when I went to the village again after that week, I found out that the villagers had already gone to my
eldest brother to ask his permission. As my father is dead, my eldest brother is the guardian. When he agreed, I
had o doiit.

Once she got used to the idea of campaigning though, she was set on winning. Her educational background and
sirong links to the community also provided ber with strong public support she needed.

While I'was campaigning in the area I felt strong public support. SoIknew I'would win. Since mv childhood I have
helped villagers whenever they needed me. [ always had good connections with doctors and clinics through my
job as a family planning worker, where people could send patients to the clinic even at two in the morning if
needed. 1also can write things for them, like inheritance certificates.

Dilara is a determined young woman, and this is reflected in her personal crusade to manage and direct ber
own life.
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1 decided to remain unmarsied since [ have not found somebody equal minded. I had a few proposals, but my
brother told the families of my special requirements and that I would not leave this job.

Dilara also applies similar determination to do a good job as an elected official and bas worked hard to
overcome the obstacles she faces as @ woman member:

The main problem is that at present members are unable to do UP work in the proper UP office because of repair
work, but in a shop the Chairman has rented to us. He charges us rent for his own economic interest. [ went to
the TNO to complain about this, but he didn't listen to me. The former TNO was a good and honest man, but the
17 Union Chairmen had him teansferred. 1also went to the
DC (District Commissioner), but had no success.
Sometimes I feel we members are nothing but pawns to
money for the benefit of the Chairmen, TNOs, DCs and MPs
(Members of Parliament) . We didn't have to pay rent in the
former UP building. Four male members paid the
Chairman rent money, but I'said, “ I will not pay a single taka.” The Chairman said to me, “Then sign the resolution,
so we can get the money from the UP fund,” but I didn't. “Then you have to sit under a tree next month,” said the
Chairman in response. I replied, “If you can sit under a tree, I can as well.” We always have arguments like this
about the UP office. The original UP building needed to be repaired and I proposed to do it with the annual budget
fund. Everybody agreed and a sanction of 20,000 taka was granted. I'started the work. The Chairman realized that
the building would soon be fixed and we could return to work there. So he asked me to stop the work, but [ didn't.
| finished the work. Then he complained to my brother. I got very angry with my brother and told him, “fama
member, not you. In the future never interfere in my UP matters.”

Dilara bas to draw on ber own sources of support to get things done.

With the help of the local MP, I built a road, 275 meters long. It happened because during the 1996 elections the
MP stayed in our house for a few days. He calls me “sister.” That's when I told him, “I can help you on one
condition. If you win, you have to build us a road.” He made a commitment and I had the contract arranged even
before I became 2 UP member. During the rainy season the road to the primary school used to get flooded and
was dangerous for children who could hurt themselves on their way to school. In 18 years of office, the Chairman
did nothing to repair this road. But I had the road repaired in one and a half years.

Dilara bas also worked bard to find allies among the Union Parishad to advance ber causes.

The Chairman has two members who follow him, but we are ten. The ten of us support each other because we
have the same commitment. We do our monthly meetings separately in our homes. Our rule is as long as you are
not dead, you cannot be absent from the meetings. This is exactly why the Chairman is jealous. He thinks, “Why
do ten members do whatever this woman says?” But I never say anything that doesn't make sense. That's why
everybody is behind me.

Most female members in this area were facing similar problems carrying out tbezr duties: They formed a
women's samiti and Dilara became the secretary.

We didn't get any of our rights. We didn't get our proper share of Vulnerable Group Development cards (food and
relief cards). Female members were not even provided with a chair in the UP office, but had to sit and wait on the
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veranda. So 1 thought if we were united, we could help each other claim our rights. At the beginning we had no
training on what to do in the UP. Although I am educated, I didn't know these things. Later VARD offered us
training. Through them we learned that we can be members or chairmen of project committees. Then we

I told my brother, "I am a
member not you. ‘In the
future, never mterfere with
my UP matters."

collected the manual and made a little progress. Last November we
held a reception for the Parliament Speaker who donated 10.000
taka to our samiti. He also promised to give every female member
three tubewells and a small project worth 5000 taka. He and other
respected people from Sylhet are on our advisory board. Now ] can
go to the Parliament and meet the Speaker or Ministers through my
samiti. I couldn't have done this on my own.

Dilara bas clear ideas for ber political future:

I am an optimist. 1 will compete if people have confidence in me. I have a plan to rehabilitate destitute women
through a sewing project. It might take two to four years, because we need capital. We hope to train 50 to 60
women who could train others. I already took two destitute women to a shelter for women and arranged six
months training for them. Women are disadvantaged. Our society is still ruled by men, and women don't have any
rights. They should earn some money. When both husband and wife earn money, they can offer their children a

better education and a better life.
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Blaming their male colleagues for sidelining them in decision making, female members of 15 union
parishads in Madaripur Sadar Upazila have threatened to resign en masse.
(The Daily Star, 4.2.2001)

Zaeda was one of the 15 women. In fact she is primarily responsible Jor encouraging female members to resist
their male colleagues' abuse of power. Recently turning 30 years of age, Zaeda is a fearless and very determined
YOUng woman.

After the election, the Chairmen and male members did not given us proper recognition. So I decided to bring 14
journalists to MLAA at my own expense. I discussed the issue with the other female members. As I was the most
qualified among them I became their leader. We formed a committee and notified the TNO, the DC, the Members
of Parliament and the Ministers. We also informed the press. When all the Chairmen saw how active these new
women were, they formed an association too of all the elected Chairmen. If any work arrives at the thana
headquarters, the 15 elected Chairmen sit together and in this way they still exclusively rule the 15 unions of the
thana.

Zaeda describe the kind of struggles women members face to carry out their duties on the Union Parishad and
some of the strategies they have developed to address the negative attitudes and obstacles put up by the male
members and Chairmen:

I go to the meetings. I discuss things, but they don't listen to me. 1 keep talking anyway, but at the end of the
meeting I feel disappointed and go back home. The Chairmen and the male members treat us female members

i
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(done in the UP. For example, I managed to get 100 tons

like showcase dolls. They think, “When we fee] like calling them they come and when we tell them to go they go.
What kind of members are they anyway? They are pseudo- members.” The government, however, issued a letter
stating that fernale members should be heads, secretaries or members of one third of all the projects coming from
the Annual Development Programme. We should also be entitled to draw up half the st of the candidates for the
Vulnerable Group Development cards. Imade my list according to that directive, but 1won't submit it if they don't
agree to give me my share. [ will send a written complaint to the DC and TNO and if necessary 1 will go to the press.

When asked where she gained so much confidence, she smiles and says:

I'am not afraid of anybody, not even my husband. You
know, through my tactics | managed to get a few things

I dlscuss thmgs, but they don't

of wheat from the Food for Work project. But I had to

promise the Chairman his percentage to get the work
contract for my constituency. The Chairmen always
take a percentage from these kinds of projects at the

listen to me. Ikeep talking anyway,
but at the end of the meeting I feel
dlsappomted and go back home. -

time of distributing the work to members. But he still
created a lot of obstacles for me. I tell you, I had to
apply a lot of tricks to get this work done.

When asked whether she could envision a more co-operative relationship with ber male colleagues in the future
Zaeda angrily shakes ber bead, “no.”

I don't need any help from the male members. ¥am an elected member.  can do my own work. They try to avoid
us. They think, “What can female members do?” So why should I want to work with these men? They will never
help us under any circumstances.

Given these problems, Zaeda believes establishing a women's committee for all female UP members in the area
is of wimost importance to serve as a support group and means of information sharing.

I'am a member of the Thana Development Committee. I therefore receive new incoming information and I inform
all female members about it. Whenever necessary, I take the initiative and call a meeting. When we sit together we
discuss our problems, like lack of recognition and not getting the appropriate amount of wheat, and we discuss
what we cant do about this.

She pauses for a moment and sighs about how difficult it is to persevere.
Ah, if only these women had more fighting spirit, I would turn this entire district upside down.

In order 1o motivate women's involvement in such a committee, Zaeda identiffes the need for financial and
logistical support. She thinks an organization like MIAA would provide the ideal setting for official women
committee meetings. Also, female UP members would probably take invitation letiers more seriously if they were
backed by a non-governmental organization.

I think we female members should have a joint bank account, so we could bear the expenses for our meetings
together. Ialso asked MLAA to arrange a place where we can meet together. Even if we were to meet only every
three to six months, it would still be of great help. ... MLAA gives us transport allowance and food whenever we
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attend their meetings and training sessions, but I don't want that. I want them to give me 4 place where I can speak
and listen to other women members' concerns. -

Will Zaeda run in an election again?

1 will go for reserved seats again if I get positive feedback
on my work. 1 think reserved seats are better, because
only we women compete, so [ won't feel ashamed if I don't
win. There is no bigger shame than being defeated by a
man. However, if they don't give proper recognition to
the reserved seats, then general seats are better. Going
from a teserved seat to a general seat, though, would decrease my work area, which would decrease my
recognition. In that sense, it is probably better to compete for the post of a Chairman, but you need from seven to
eight lakh taka (US§ 12,500 to 14,500) for that. There are many competitors, but I will go for it on the day God
makes me able to.

I
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Name:Ftematavin
‘Location: Pearpur Urion, Madaripur Thana, Madaripur District '
‘duetion:Scondary oo et

Children's Ages:6,16,18,20 -
“Husband: 45, Higher Secondary Certificate, businessman
‘Household jncome: It R
Jandholding: 1

fRelig'ion:i'_Mus_i_i'm'_" o o _
Family's socio-political engagement: hushand is a member of
the Awami League - o o
‘Woman's social memberships and links: - member of
‘madrassa and mosque committee, links to Proshika and
 Madaripur Legal Aid Association (MLAA) _ :
‘Woman's leadership and ‘work experience: before her
- marriage Fatema was the secretary of the Bangladesh Nationalist
Party (BNP) Young Women's Group, she-was'both 2 nomin: ted

and 2 general seat UP member in the past

Fatema is a dynamic woman. She Is the motber of four children, two of them already grown up. She bas a long
bistory of political involvement. Before ber marriage she was the secretary of the BNP's young women’s group in
Khulna. She started ber UP career as a nominated member in the mid-1980s. Then she was elected into the
general seats and now she is @ member of the reserved seats.

I was a nominated, not directly elected, member once, but even then I was working as much as the male members.
One day the male member of that ward said, “Why is a nominated member showing off so much?” On that day [
decided to run for direct election and started to make preparations. I would never have come this far if I cared
about what people say!

Fatema succeeded and became a member bolding a general seat.

I was the only woman elected. When we went to take our oath I was standing in the same row with the other
members. Iwas introducing myself to people when the Thana Nirbahi Officer came towards me and asked me 0
take a2 seat. He said the oath was only for elected members, not nominated ones. Then our Chairman told him
that T was an elected member also. At that point I was the only elected woman member in the entire Madaripur
district. It was a very nice feeling and I thought my success would encourage many other women.

When asked why she went for a reserved seat this time rather than a general seat, she veplied:

I figured I already was a nominated and a general seat member before, so I should try the reserved seat now, work
in a bigger area, and gain broader popularity. It was part of my plan to move forward step by step. [ was even
preparing for the upazila elections, but later these elections were dropped.
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Fatema describes bow being directly elected instead of nominated makes a big difference.

When I was a nominated member people would say, “You are only here because the Chairman wanted you.” Now,
however, I can say that I was elected by the people. Participatingin -

the elections is quite an experience. You get so tense. You always
wonder, Will I be elected or not? 1'was so happy when I heard I had
won, you wouldn't believe it. Iwould not have felt so much joy if
the competition had not been so tough. There is no fun in an
election without competitors — and the competitors need to be
strong. You need tough competition, where the difference is only around ten votes,

Fatema chairs the road construction committee,

The workers have a team leader and he is responsible to me. Once in a while, when the work quality isn't good, 1
need to scold him. Itry to make him understand that this work is for his country and that he must not neglect it. ..
I feel very good about being the chaitman of 2 committee. Being a woman 1am head of a project. Oh, if only more
women could work in leading positions Jike me.

Fatema's mother had significant influence in shaping ber life.

My mother was not a member, but she regularly participated in the village shalish. Whenever there was a shalish,
people would come to my mother for justice. She contributed 2 great deal to what I have become. She always

inspired me.

Fatema too feels the respect of the community despite the many obstacles she has faced along the way.

I think local people respect me more than a man. People can always reach me. Iam always available, but male
members are always busy. Even when I go to take my bath in the pond, women wait there to discuss things with
me. But it wasn't always this way. [ was educated in a town. People would use that against me and say, “Those
kind of women never stay with their husbands.” Once I went to a huzur's (Islamic priest’s) house to ask him for a
vote. When he saw me he said “Nauzoobillah” (Save me from the devil) and fled. In the early days people would
criticize and make fun of women like me interested in politics. At the beginning I was a little afraid of them. 1
wouldn't say anything in front of them. I was also very young, but eventually 1 succeeded in making them
understand that what we are doing is paid work — nothing bad. 1would tell people that if women stayed home,
there wouldn't be any progress. That is how things started changing. Fatwas (religious edicts) have decreased and
women are now advancing. They receive training from NGOs. Now the women don't care about the huzurs as
much as they did before. In the past village women did not know how to talk. Now when you go to the villages
you can see that they talk quite well. They not only have the courage to talk, but they also talk in a sensible way.

There is still room for progress, as Fatema still must face regular resistence from the male members of the UP.
Unlike ber mother, for example, Fatema is not receiving [proper summons to the shalish though this is one of ber
Junctions on the UP. -

They don't call us to the shalishes. They don't accept us because we are from the reserved seats. We might get one
third of the work from the Annual Development Programme, but we don't get one third of the money involved in
it. We always get the less important projects, while the men keep the major projects for themselves. They say we
are from the reserved seats. They don't seem to understand the real meaning of reserved. They think women from
the reserved seats are supposed to do poultry raising and family planning type work.

|
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Despite these many obstacles faced along the way, Fatema feels a sense that she personnally has contributed to
making changes important in people’s lives, particularly women's lives

Of coutse I have contributed to the changesin myarea. I [ypo vy ¢ . . .
was a member even before I became involved with NGOs, If 'GOd keep § me ahve llIlEll the

I convinced the villagers to educate their children rather llCXt CICC{IOII and if the people

than send them to work. Iarranged cheap books for them. Wﬂﬂt me I will compete fOI‘ a
I couldn't help them all alone, so I connected them with _

NGOs. | Chamnan § post.

When asked about the future, Fatema replies confidently and with clear ideas about ber plans:

If God keeps me alive until the next election and if the people want me, I will compete for a Chairman's post. If1
win Iwill promote women, reserved seats, and local devel lopment. I will set up cottage industries for women with
the help of the government or NGOs. When villagers cannot marty off or educate their daughters they send them
to Dhaka to work in garment factories or to do domestic work. There, these women get abused.  will ty 1o
provide income-generating work for them by establishing small industries like sewing projects or chanachur and
candle factories. Iwill take loans from BSCIC (Bangladesh Smail Cottage Industries Cooperation) or from NGOs.
In this way, no women will be neglected, not even those who cannot be married off. 1 feel sorry for poor women.
I'want to do something for them.
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gogement: her hushand i @
adr committee, her father was.

- RAZIA AKHTER

Razia is a sharp politician who undersiands the importance of women's political participation, the scope of
influence available through political participation, and the possibilities for her own daughter who may be able.
to excel in politics beyond her mother and grandfather.

Tt would be good to have more fernale members in general scats, although personally [ am not so interested. They
only represent two villages, and T am so used to walking that I wouldn't like to work in two villages only. My father
held a general seat, [ hold a reserved seat, and I want my daughter to become 2 UP Chairman.

Razia bas had links to various now-governmental OFganizations over many years. ASA in particular bas been
important to Razia. As she bas always been popular in ber village, people came up 1o ber to approach ASA 1o
otganize loans for them. Eventually a samiti of 25 women was formed with Razia acting as the group leader
under ASA. She was with ASA for eight years. For a few years she was also connected with PMUK. More recenily,
and in relation to ber UP work, Razia received training from BNPS. Razia described the value of this training.

Licarned how to talk and act in public. They taught us about accounting and budgeting. We also learned that if we
three women are united in the meetings, the Chairman cannot overrule us or keep things hidden from us.

Razia is deeply committed to the people in ber constituency and works hard 1o understand and represent their
interests.

1 make rounds in my wards twice every week. Two or three women usually come with me, and I visit all households
every Saturday and Wednesday. On those two days I walk around in the wards and see what people are doing. 1

I
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check in on pregnant women and children and advise them to go to the health clinic. They don't know much about
these things, but I know more thanks to my training from Padakhep (PMUK). Sometimes, women complain that
hospitals don't give them medicines they need. In these cases I advise them to go to the hospital on a day when
can be there too. Saturday is haat (market) day, so I spend the morning in the village and go to the bazaar in the
afternoon to see people I missed in the village. 1 advise people about bank loans. I don't work for the UP every
day. However, if there is special work, a2 meeting or problem that

needs attention, I'm ready. Today, for example, many people willbe  |§ince I was elected, women

waiting for me in Modunpur, because they know about a meeting .
there. They will be waiting for me, because they can catch me there are gettmg more r CSpﬁCt

after the meeting is over. Next Wednesday the bank will start giving  |here.
toans. Most probably they want to discuss that with me, because
they are afraid to talk to the manager directly and they want me 10 talk to him. Like vesterday I had to go to the
bank with a widow pensioner because she felt too shy to talk to the bank manager. Idon't mind spending my own
money for the rickshaw fare, because I know they won't manage without me.

Razia feels people appreciate ber commitment to UP work.

The villagers feel the freedom to discuss anything with me. I spend two to three minutes in every house on my
way. When they see me they feel good, and 1 enjoy chatting with all of them. 1like my work a lot. I think when I
die, everyone will come see me.

Razia is particularly proud of having increased women's status and condition in ber area.

Since I was elected, women are getting more respect here. Now women have value. Previously, men would make
bad comments to girls in the streets, but now they show them respect. Generally, Bengali girls are reluctant to talk
about such harassment, but they came to me to complain. So I approached these men and scolded them by
reminding them about their own mothers and sisters.

Razia was not always so confident and assertive. She reflects on the changes she has experienced in ber life since
the election. '

Changes came from all directions. My way of talking changed, and I have more courage than before. [ would not
have become close t0 so many people if I had not run for the elections. Before I did not talk much because 1 felt
shy, but T am not like that anymore. [ have helped many people make a living. With my female colleagues I have
had more co-operation. In the early days, male members would try to patronize me, but [ was always clever enough
to understand their tricks. At the beginning I didn't attend all the big shalishes, but for the last two vears they have
been calling me to every court, because 1 have an excellent knowledge of the laws and the rules. Before I was a
housewife. Now I can employ someone to take care of the housework and can concentrate on my children's
education and on public relations. Before I was a housewife with many needs. Now 1.am a UP member. 1don't
need to ask my husband for money, not even for my daughter. Before we quarreled a lot. He was unemploved
and I was in the house and when two people stay at home all day they end up quarrelling. Now I am away from
home most of the time, so there is no guarrel.

Razia believes that ber determination to attend all UP and other important meetings, even af night. regardless of
the long journey, bas served as an imporiant encouragement for other women and enabled them to become
more united to address their common concerns.
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Women should be united. We have a women's development committee in our village that holds monthly meetings
in the UP. BNPS has a women's development committee too. '
These committees deal with problems like women's
oppression, under-aged marriage and dowry issues. The village
men seem to both fear and respect these united women.
Though I am not a member of these committees, they call me
whenever there is a meeting. On commitice meeting days,
hardly any women stay at home. They go there. They even
speak. They do this because they think if a female UP member

can stay out until late at night, then they should at least be able to go to meetings held dusing daytime.
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‘Name: Mira Rani Vokto

Location: Amgram Union, Razoir Thana, Madaripur District
Age: 45 .

Education: Bachelor of Arts (BA)

Marital s’!‘atus;’-m:ﬁﬁed ' _

Children's Ages: 13, 14, 18, 23 (four daughters)
Husband: 55, BA, teacher

Household income: I

Landholding: V-

Religion: Hindu_' S

Family's socio-political ‘engagement: her hushand is vice
chairman of the Amgram Union Awami League - _ ' .
Woman's social ‘memberships and links: member of the
Thana Developmen_tf Committee, links to Madaripur Legal Aid
Association MLAg) - - . o
Woman's léadefship and work experience: assistant
accountant of Gono-Unnayon Prochesta (GUP) in the past, now:

she works 45 a teacher; she is also secretary of the Amgram Union
Awami_ _Wor_nen’s Lea‘gug_-_ :

Mira comes from an affluent Jamily background, She is the secrelary and her busband the vice chairman of the Awami
League Party in their union. Mira is also one of the three female members of the Thana Development Conmittee The
Jamily appears to be both influential and popuiar in their village.

When peopie hear Lam sick, they queue up at my door to visit me, They loved me and my husband even before Ibecame
2 UP member.

Mira bas been involved with NGOs since 1975, when she was the assistant accountant Jor GUP. In support of ber UP

work she received training from MLAA, with an emphasis on legal issues. The Iraining was belpful, though Mira would
like it to be longer than the customary one to three day courses and structured somewhat differently.

I'think it would be better if they gave us a bit more time, because you can't catch everything in a short time. It would also
be better if they would teach these things by using stories, which are easier to remember.

As a UP member, Mira uses this legal aid training to conduct shalishes, and this has changed the view of women's rofes
as shalish committee members,

1 got involved with the shalish committee just after my election. The first day I was in a shalish I just listened. I didn't
make any comments, After listening to everything, 1 gave my verdict. I felt very good, because 1 could express my
personal opinion. They listened to me and valued what I said. I liked that 2 lot. At first the village heads used to say,
“What value does a woman have? What can she say?” We didn't protest then. However, I thought 1o myself, “Brikko
tomar nam ki, phole porichoi” (a Bengali proverb, “My future work will show you wholam™). Now they have seen that
the verdicts issued by women ate not bad, and they call us to every shalish.
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Mira often must confront the problem of dowry.

Most of the shalish cases deal with dowry issues. Dowry
will always exist although it is illegal. Usually it happens
secretly. 1 am spending money for my daughters’
education, so I say 1 can't spend any money for their Lo s e

marriage. Gitls need money or education just like boys do. Besides, don't boys need girls? And if they don't, then girls
don't need bovs cither. Ina dowry dispute we ty 1O argue with the boys by saying, “Why do you demand money? What
do you wani? Do you wan {0 (atry money or do you want 0 marry the girl?” Sometimes this kind of logic works and
they feel ashamed and say they are sory. Whenever there is talk about martiage people call me. 1go there and tell them
that we will only agree to the martiage if they don't demand any dowry money.

Polygamy is anotber issue with which Mira is confronted often.

When we hear that 2 man wants (o take a second wite, first we try to convince him not to do it. If we fail, we then go 10
the woman he intends to marry and explain that she will have permanent problems with the first wife.

Mira believes that husbands and wives should go to legal aid courses together.

Men would learn about women's lives and become more understanding. ... 1 also ell the male members to bring their
wives to the UP meetings and to encourage them (o walk. 1tell them about gender relations.

When asked if doing shalish work asa Hindu is a problem for ber she shakes her bead, “no.” In fact, she is not so bappy
with certain aspects of Hindu law. She cites the reforms of Begum Rokeya, a prominent bistorical figure, as examples
for the appropriateness of new laws.

[ am 2 Hindu, but I am trained. I know Muslim law. My
suggestion for the government is to change the Hindu
property law. Why don't girls get their father’s propexty? 1
have four daughters, but all property will go to their
uncles. I know there is no such law, but we can make new R RN

laws. We wouldn't be educated now if it weren't for Begum Rokeya. S0 new aw should be made. See, I can ride a
bicycle. The first ime [ went to the office on a bicycle, a man said he would throw me off the bike. I told him to come
if he dare. Then other people gathered around us and asked what had bappened. I told them and asked everyone, “What
is the problem if a woman rides a hike?”

Mira doesn't seem to lack in confidence,
particularly with respect 10 her influence
and support among womet. She is thinking
of competing for a Chairman's post in the
next election. She did it once before, but lost
because she was too young, Now she thinks
the time is right.

Women can do anything now. The Prime
Minister is a woman, SO ‘why shouldn't I
become 4 Chairman? 1 can gather all the
village women behind me with one call
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Rani, a delicate looking young woman, is graduating with a degree in social welfare. She is unmarried and lives
with ber mother and siblings. Since ber father died, ber elder brother takes care of the family. At first sight Rani
appears shy and reserved, but the impression proves wrong as soon as she starts telling ber story. Her face lights
up as she talks in ber eloquent, confideni style.

I thought, as an unmarried woman, I couldn't really do much, but now I see that I can. Before, women had to
compete with men, and voters always preferred men. But now with the reserved seats they have to vote for a
woman, so I decided to compete. In our union, elections took place a year late, because of a dispute. During the
year, I saw that women in the surrounding unions were doing well. I'was sitting at home all the time, so I thought
it would give me a nice opportunity to get out of my home and learn things. There is no gdarantee that I will get
a job just because of my education. The UP membership can only be of advantage.

Rani received training from BLAST.

An advocate taught us about property law, marriage registration, divorce and how to organize a shalish. He also
told us which problems to deal with locally and which to send to court. Iliked this training a lot. I think it is very
important. All my education did not teach me anything about law. For example, the fact that family court should
be responsible for all legal problems faced by women and that women do not have to spend any money to obtain
its services. But hardly anybody in the village knows this. Our trainers said we couldn't learn the whole law in three
days, but still we learned quite a lot. Once somebody explains one word to you, you can then understand ten words
yourself. They also told us to ask for their help whenever necessary. That gave us a lot of courage.
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Rani asserts that women UP members are perceived as more neutral than male members when conducting a
shalish.

Once a man beat up his uncle. A male UP member and | were in the shalish. My verdict was that the nephew should
bear his uncle's hospital costs and beg for forgiveness.

The male member's verdic, however, was a fine of 5000 I _th(}ught, as an | unman'ied

taka. He was in favor of the uncle, so that he could geta {- . e _
1000 or 2000 taka commission from the uncle. The male woman, [ couldn t really do

UP members need money for tea and cigarettes. That's muCh, but now I see that I can.
why they take sides, but we women don't. So the villagers
think we are more neutral than the male members. In the end, the final neutral verdict was that the man had o
pay 500 taka for his uncle's treatment and beg for forgiveness.

To overcome obstacles put up by male UP members, Rani offers several suggestions Jfor ber women colleagues.

Sometimes the other female UP members complain about the fact that the male members don't call them for any
shalishes. In these cases I advise them 1o discuss the matter with the male members themselves and the local
people and try to convince them of the benefits of having a woman sitting in the shalish. As far as | know, village
women think it is a big help to have women representatives in the shalish. In former times they could not reach
the UP members, so they would have to talk to the members' wives. But now they can find us at home whenever
necessary and we make time for them. The women that come with me to the shalish in the evenings tell me they
are not afraid, because a UP member is with them. Then I tell them I am a woman too, but they say [ am a UP
member and I know all the places. I know everybody. I know the TNO and the DC. Everybody fears me, so they
feel safe with me. However there are many huzurs, who don't like women members 1o be present in the shalishes.
They say women's presence is strictly forbidden, but this is not written in the Koran or Hadiz. We rell them the
prophet Mohammed's wife Ayesha herself was a ruler. She fought in the battlefield. These arguments have
changed even many huzurs' minds.

Rani believes that women like herself must commit themselves to advancing women's cause: but women in
leadership can make a huge difference in bringing progress.

Even when a woman is not guilty, men will make her feel guilty. Men are from the same stock, so they only help
each other. Iam a woman, so I will take the woman’s side, and that will increase our power. Iam the chairman of
the Regular Maintenance Project and even men respect me, Through working with them I have gained their
cooperation.  This is a big step for women's advancement. The government is emploving more women as
schoolteachers, so in that field we are way ahead. It would be good if this could become compulsory for other jobs.
Inequality between men and women is still huge, but now women are advancing. You can see it in the offices, or
in the courts — women are mcreasingly present. The head of our government is 2 woman and we have female UP
members.

When asked what she thought about reserved seats Jor women she replied:

They make a big difference. With the reserved seats voters are bound to vote for a woman. For example, one day a
huzur was telling me, “I don't want to vote for a woman, but you are competing for a reserved seat, so [ have no
choice and so I will vote for you.” On the other hand if I were to compete for a general seat, people would say, It
is 4 sin to vote for a woman instead of 2 man.” They also think that if a problem oceurs, particularly at nighe, it mighs
be easier to get 2 man than a woman. So they vote for men. That's why it is good 10 have reserved seats.
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E Rani thinks she bas experienced a lot of personal growth since she was elected.

I could not deliver a speech in public before. Tdidn't know
the DC or TNO. 1didn’t know many places in Barisal. Now
[ move around a lot and | know them. I meet many political
leaders and workers, and 1 feel I am progressing. Today I
can come here and talk to someone like you. Even gitls

with 2 higher education than me did not have that chance.
] am very proud of this.

When asked if she wants to run for the coming elections she contemplates ber base of support.
First L will evaluate my popularity to see how much work I could do if elected. Then I will decide.

She bas some suggestions for the government. ..

There should be specified tasks for the fermnale UP members. According to the manual they are supposed to get one
third of the responsibilities, but this only cefers to the Annual Development Programme. Also, our allowance
should be increased. Our constituency is so big that some people call us sgward-chairmen” or “vice-chairmen,” but

these are only words; our allowance is still the same.

And for the Prime Minister. ..

She should do something to prevent women from being left behind. 1 would ask her to work on eradicating
inequality between men and women. I don't want men to be left behind either; I only want men and women to

work co-operatively.
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Name: Runa Leila

Location: Rai Pasha Union, Barisal Thana, Barisal District
Age: 35

Education: class ten

Marital status: married

Children's Ages: 15, 18, 20 (all students)

Husband: 45, Secondary School Certificate, retired air force
officer, now businessman

Houschold income: I

I,andhbldingd

Religion: Muslim.

Family's S(}cit_s'-p(iliﬁcal éngagement: none

Woman's social memberships and links: links 1o CARITAS,

Bangladesh Legal Aid and Services Trust (BLAST), and other local
NGOs o= '
Woman's leadership and work experience: president of
Bangladesh Krisani Sava (ocal organization), chairperson of the
UP women's committee

Even before joining the UP Runa was involved in various activities where she demonsirated her leadership
capacity. She was the CARITAS representative in ber village for four years and responsible for loan distribution.
For many years she bas also been the president of Bangladesh Krisani Sava, a local organization lobbying for
the rights of the poor.

I learned to become the voice of the poor.

The first thing Runa did when we met was to proudly present me one of her new business cards. In fact, with her
cream colored silk sari and tinted glasses she comes across as an apt businesswoman. Her past leadership
experiences feed into ber current work with the UP. And the networks she is gaining through her political
engagement and ber contact with BIAST are proving valuable for ber other activities.

I need these links so that I can help my women.
Runa remembers bow she became a UP member. ..

There was a sanitary latrine project going on in our union. I asked a male UP member to sanction 2 latrine for a
very poor family I knew, but he refused to do it. He told me if I wanted to help them I should become 2 UP member
myself. That stuck with me. How could a simple UP member refuse such a small request from someone of my
position? Then I thought “shala” (damn it), I will indeed become 2 UP member myself!

As an elected UP member, Runa now applies the same determination to overcone obstacles to do ber job properly
and to advance the cause of the women she represents.
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As a UP member I don't accept everything the Chairman decides. I protest. I tell them, “Go and see the
government manual. If you make decisions without my presence I won't accept it. You take bribes in the shalishes,
but I don't.” My concern is to make sure that women get a fair verdict. That is why the government appointed me.
Still some Chairmen and male members have not accepted us as
their colleagues. They still cannot accept us as leaders, but 1
managed to get my share. [ know what we are supposed to get
according to the UP manual. If they don't give me my fair share of
responsibility, I have the guts to go to the TNO and the DC. [am a
leader now. I am able to help other people. That is a great thing. However, to be a good leader you have to
sacrifice. Sometimes, my husband says we are using the family income for my politics, but I think it is worth it and
if necessary we will only eat twice a day.

Runa's time — time she would normally spend with ber family — must also be sacrificed in ber efforts to fulfill her
duties as a Union Parishad member.

It gets very busy when relief comes and particularly during Eid we are so busy that we don't have any time to enjoy
it ourselves. We don't get any rest. Fridays and Saturdays are holidays for everyone else, but not for us.

Currenily Runa is facing anotber leadership challenge — one that involves sacrifice that goes way beyond
[financial and time constrainis. '

I am having problems with my road construction project. Local mastaans (gangsters) want illegal tolls from me. 1
told them, “You will use this road, not me. 1 need all the money for this road, so no extra money is left.” I also
asked the village elders for help. Sometimes they help, sometimes they don't. Then I lost my patience and told the
mastaans, “Either I will send this project back to the government or I will fight with you and continue the work, but
I'won't give you any money.” It was so hard to get the funding for this project from the government, but still within
six months [ managed to get three roads sanctioned. But to do this, I went all the way to the Secretariat. 1even
had to make a special request to the Ministers. So I've decided against giving back the project. Iam going to fight
the mastaans. Yesterday the situation was so bad that nobody wanted to come to the work site with me. There
were two parties of mastaans and everybody was expecting a serious clash. I told them ['am a public representative.
I don't need anybody. I will go there with my workers. Four thousand people voted for me and I value this. So
went there alone with my 20 workers. [ told them, “If anybody tries to attack us we will face them with our 'kodals’
(earthcutting tools).” 1don't care what happens, the road might not be complete, but history will be made.

Having been elected to a reserved seat at the union level, Runa sees even greater future advantages in competing
Jfor one of the reserved seats at the thana level.

There is now a proposal for a special type of reserved
seat for women which covers three unions. Iwant to go
for that. It is not so prestigious to compete for general
seats, because they are only responsible for one union. -
It would be more fun to compete for a larger area.

Runa feels no regret for ber decisions to enter public office.

I feel satisfied when I think about my achievements. I had to sacrifice a lot to reach this point. I would not have
achieved all this if T had stayed home.

TheAq
&) F(})Xflsrlladation




I

BangladeSh Map

22

Chittagong Division

#
L
)¢

Khurshida

Nur Jahan

TheAq] '
B ch}uSIl]%atxon

il



L

Supria traveled a long way for this interview. She looked very dignified in ber ceremonial dress, which she
brought along especially for this occasion. She explains why she chose to run in the elections:

In our hill society women work more than men. They go out and earn their living and after work they do the

- cooking. Women do everything here. They have more responsibilities. Men work if they feel like it, otherwise they

stay at home and gossip. So I thought women’s involvement in the UP could bring development to our area. The
Jocal people also wanted me to participate in the election and 1 wanted to help them.

Supria bas fond memories of the day she was elected.

We had a feast with many people. 1was thinking that finally T would have a chance to help my people develop this
union. I felt good about that. When they declared the result 1 was very happy, but my competitors were very sad.
They also had expectations, so I held their hand and tried to console them by telling them the practical results
would be the same.

Supria, however, could not belp ber people as much as she bad originally expected.

The government says it gives women power, but [ didn't get any power. If the government would distribute
projects equally among men and women, I could do something for my people...but so far, my power is only on
paper. Not even qualified women get projects here. Even small projects like clearing the road, so children can go
to school safely, would help The villagers could earn a living and women in particular could make progress with
projects like poultry raising, construction work, weaving, and tailoring. In the last three years | only worked on two
very small projects both related to clearing the jungle for roads.
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Poverty is the main problem in the area.

Most of the people here are very poor. To provide work for them, we need weaving, tailoring, poultry raising and
cattle breeding projects. People are floating on water here. (Note: Around 40% of cultivable land in Rangamati was
submerged in 1960 by a lake artificially created for hydroelectric purposes.)

The constrainis lo addressing these problems extend = —_— _
beyond those within the Union Parishad - according | So far, ﬁlYpOWCI’ is Of]ly on paper.
to Supria development projects from the central — .
government remain scarce.

1 told the Chairman and the members that I haven't received any good projects so far. My area needs to be
developed, but what can they say? There just aren’t many projects coming to the UP. Projects are so rare. The
government doesn't fund many projects to the hill districts; it spends most of its funds in the plains. I don't know
why the hill areas get fewer projects. Maybe it's easier to construct roads in the plains than it is here. As we are
surrounded by water we don't need roads that much. We need motorboats, but the government seems to ignore
our problems. Idon't know why.

When asked if any NGOs were helping with adequate development projects, Supria thought for a long time
without providing an answer. Her own direct experience with NGOs has been limited 1o an all day training
course by UNICEF, where she learned about sanitation and basic bealth. She was slightly more enthusiastic when
asked whether the Minister for Hill Tracts was belpful.

When 1 applied directly to the Minister, I got a project involving eight metric tons of wheat. 1let him know about
the problems in this area and about the shortage of projects for our UP. Then he approved a special project for
me: clearing a road for school children. The road existed, but it was covered by jungle due to neglect. We are
getting some development benefits because now we have our own Minister.

Supria occasionally sits in on a shalish. However, since the bill districts use a dual system that relies on a tribal
council as well as the UP to resolve local conflicts, female members here bave not had as great an impact on the
shalish system as in other unions.

We go to a shalish if they invite us. People tend to apply to the tribal headmen, and a UP member or the Chairman
when they have a problem. ‘Then we all sit together and try to find a solution. People listen to my suggestions if
they are good. When I need guidance on an issue, 1 ask the elders for help and I always welcome their advice.
However, most of the time the tribal headmen give the verdict.

When asked if she will run in the next elections, Supria responds:

I am not sure yet. Fll go for it if the people want me to, even though I was not able to do many of the things I
thought were necessary. 1 want to get tubewells for my area, especially for schools, monasteries, and mosques, so
that people get pure drinking water when they go there. Ialso want to help people with practical projects like
poultry raising.

While Supria's experience as a UP member bas not met ber expectations, she bas not lost hope in making a
difference, and has some ideas for how to make ber work more effective in the future.
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We have no female representative from my area in the Thana Development Committee. It would be good to have

a female member from each area, which would make it
easier to find out about planned projects. We could also
telf the committee our problems and issues. Also, there is
no female members' committee at the moment. If we

started one, we could discuss issues we care about and we could learn from each other. A lot of work could be

done, so [ hope it will be done in the future.
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Name: Kurshida Begum .

Location: Salimpur Union, Shitakundo Thana, Chittagong District
‘Age: 38

‘Education: class eight

Marital status: marﬁed

Children's Ages: one grown-up daughter, teacher at Community
Developmem Centre (CODEC)

Husha:nd.: 48, Higher Secondary Centificate, shop employee
Househol;i'income:_l

iandhélding {her father's): Il

Religion: Muslim

Family's fsdcio_-pdlitical engagement: (wo uncles were UP
Chairmen, one uncle is a UP member in her union

Woman's social memberships and finks: links to CODEC

Woman's Eeadcrsth and work experience: cashier at Vlllage
Education Resource Center (VERC), group leader of a credit samiti
at the' Bangladesh Rural Advancement Committee (BRAC) and-
fonner ASANNITA family planning worker :

T'used to have a job and eamn an income. Now I am a UP member, but I don't have any income.

Kurshida and ber busband are not particularly well off but her parental Jamily is rich and influential. Her
brothers run businesses and own shops. Her husband works in one of these shops. She and ber bushand live in
the extended family compound.

VERC opened two schools on my father’s land in 1993. We took care of the schools and ran them. I didn't getany
money for that. T just did it to help the poor. VERC organized a samiti for the students' mothers, and I was the
samiti's group leader. I have been with them now for eight years, and  too save money through this samiti. All the
mothers wanted to deposit their money with me, because they trusted me. 1was their cashier. About nine months
ago two BRAC workers came to our village trying to convince people to form samitis. Thev opened a samiti in one
of their areas, but people were suspicious and came to me to ask whether they would be cheated. So when the
BRAC workers came to the viilage again, [ invited them to my house and talked to them. They said to me, “Since
you are already related with one samiti, why not work for our samiti as well.” So | linked up with BRAC too. They
wanted me as their leader, because my family has a good reputation.

Kurshida worked for ASANNITA and gained valuable experience.

From 1993 to 1997 I was emploved as a fieldworker in ASANNITA's family planning project. 1 joined the
organization because of our economic situation. OQur house was destroyed during the 1991 cyclone. My husband
didn't have 2 job anymore. He retired, so we needed something to survive on. I'went from house to house to give
people advice and to distribute pills and condoms. My monthly salary was 800 taka (US$ 15). They taught us how
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to do physical check-ups and how to determine and advise them on which family planning method would be most
suitable for them.

Kurshida now has links to CODEC.

A CODEC worker came to this village and formed a group with 25
women, They arranged meetings, but the husbands didn't want
their wives to go to those meetings. Here in Chittagong people are
religious. They don't want women to go out of purdah. I convinced
them by saying, “I am a female member and I will be present there,
so there won't be any problem.”

At first, Kurshida was very reluctant to run for a seat on the UP.

There was an advertisement about women's direct elections in the newspaper. Duging that time I was working at
ASANNITA. My brother told me to compete in the elections, but I didn't want to go. [ said to him, “Even if you
provide the election expenses, this election will ruin my future. There is no income involved in this thing.” But he
just about dragged me to Shitakundo (thana headquarters) to submit my papers!

But now, aside from the lack of income, she is quite pleased with ber decision to enter public office.

When 1 was working with NGOs it was for my family, but as a UP member I now serve the people. When people
come to me with their needs and I can serve them, 1 feel happy. 1feel good about my work. However, I'would be
even happier if this job provided an income. With the NGO job, I could provide money for my family, but as a UP
member it's impossible to do anything else, because it involves so much work.

Kurshida faced some criticism, but no overwhelming obstacles when she decided to run for election.

I didn't have any problems, though the elder people would sometimes say, “During our time we didn't see women
going for elections, but nowadays Hasina and Khaleda not only go for elections themselves, they also want our
housewives to follow suit.” Many people didn't like the idea of women breaking purdah. One day an old man asked
me why I wanted to go for elections. He said to me, “Do you like it that a stranger can look at your face?” 1 was
wearing 2 burka then and I still do. I told him that my honor is in my heart, not in my face. 1said, “If the Prime
Minister, who runs the whole country, is a woman, why shouldn't I'be able to run for local election?” Hearing this
people would laugh and say, “We are sure you can.”

The obstacles have been greater since securing a seat on the Union Parishad.

I haven't received any important projects since I became a member. The men usually snatch them away. They say,
“How can women work on the streets? How can they work close to male laborers?” However, often the villagers
listen to us rather than the men. When the husband beats a woman and she goes to her parents' house, the men
on the UP say, “Why does the wife have to go away if the husband merely beats her? Qur wives don't do that.” Then
I say, “1 also live with a husband, but he doesn't beat me.” When I say these things people understand that I am
right.

Kurshida's efforts to advocate for justice bas extended beyond. the concerns of women, and bas required
mobilizing the support and cooperation of others. '

I
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Once an influential family beat up a villager. I took the initiative to
organize the shalish in the UP office. The male member, however,
wanted to do the shalish in the village. The accused were 2 bit like
mastaans. We were at risk of being attacked if we held the shalish in
the village. So I gathered more than 100 people and held the shalish
in the UP office. The accused said boldly, “Let her do the shalish in
the UP. We shall see what a female member can do.” They were

When people come to me
with their needs and I can
serve them, I feel happy. I
feel good about my work.

confident they would win, but in the end, they had to pay the fine. Since I anticipated they might create problems
afterwards, I had notified the police station. Ihad also asked the police to be present at the UP office for the shalish.
When the accused announced 1 was no longer allowed on the lands they owned and leased to others, the police
declared I could continue to go wherever I wanted and they would look after my security. SoIwent there the next

day and nothing happened.

Kurshida plans to run for the coming elections:

['want to be a member again, although I have to think about a job to earn money. 1will participate in the elections,

if my people want me.
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;Name. SUJataDewan LR K S
‘_'Locatlon Chapchon Umon Rangamau Sadar Thana Rangaman DlStrlC[
-_Age 29 _

Educatnow class elght

Masital status mamed :
Chxldrens Ages 1 9 11 _
_-Husbami 33, Class ten busmessman R

Household mcome Il o

'Landho[dmg i (they have joint land wnh the other famﬂy
members own boats and tlmber) '

Rehgmn Buddhlst

Famﬂys socno-pohtzcal engagement her brother was 4
member of the municipality, her brother-in-law was a UP' ‘member
and now:he is: Chznrman of the Bangladesh Rural Deveiopment
Board (BRDB) ' - .

Woman's socxal memberslnps and links: member of the Thana
: Deveic;pment Comrmttee . Ll

Woman's leaderslnp and work expenence cashler of the
BRDB women's samiti

Sujata comes from a fairly well off and politically influential family, with a solid educational background and
strong links to the community through involvement with NGOs.

My brother-in-law was organizing the women's samiti. I entered the samiti in 1989 and for the last two years I have
been working as their cashier. When the government declared the reserved seats for women, my brother-in-law
and neighbors asked me to compete. 1 didn't have any competitor from this area, so I won the election
unchallenged.

She thinks people chose her for her educational background.

Educated people are very rare here. The people thought they needed somebody able to go to official places. They
also thought 2 woman without education or speaking skills couldn't really do official work, because the job requires
dealing with big shots in the offices. They knew I had some education. I'was born in Rangamati town. That is
another reason why they supported me.

Sujata’s ability 1o effect change in ber union is limited by the insufficient resources and distribution of projects
to the bill tracts.

In the last three years, I have only worked on one road construction project. We had to clear the jungle to construct
the road. But we've never had the chance to work on something big, like building a temple. We only get little repair
work. Big projects never come to our parishad. I don't know if our UP has ever received a big project. Idon't
know why the government doesn't send us big projects. Maybe they don't get this far, because unions are the

il
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lowest levels of administration. They all go to the regional and district levels or to the municipalitv. Our work
assignments depend on these levels. 1 think the districts in the plains get more development projects than the hilly
areas. We always see on television that different unions are working on this or the other project, but we never get
anything here. In a whole year, we only got two tubewells. What will two tubewells do in such a big union?

NGO efforts are addressing some of the needs in the bill iract
municipal areas, but rural communities are yel 1o receive When local women Come to

adequate education and sanitation, among other public |see me they ask me Wh}’

e there is no development
Education is not as big a problem as it was in the past, because pl'OjCCt to help them.

UNICEF and BRAC established schools here. Still, their schools are
only for those who are very poor and can't afford education. They teach up to class five. We don't have any public
primary schools here. They have them in the Rangamati municipal area, but for our children it is very difficult to
get there. They have to cross long waterways. We don't have enough sanitary latrines either. Development work
doesn't seem to-be happening here. The hill people earn a living by growing pineapples and bananas. But the
government doesn't give them any development support. Handloom industries or poultry raising and catile rearing
projects would be really helpful. When local women come to see me they ask me why there is no development
project to help them.

With these limitations and otber challenges, Sujata is disappointed that she cannot help her people as much as
she'd like.

I can't do what I really want to do for them. 1am not able to prevent soil erosion. The villagers want ponds and
they want support for their temples, but I can't provide this. The government gives us very limited projects. How
can the Chairman distribute them properly in such a big union? All UP members want a project, because evervbody
has needs, so at the end nothing happens and the projects lay there abandoned. Roads are another problem here.
Though I am a member of three wards, only the people from my ward know me, because it is very difficult for me
to get to the other wards. Besides, I have a baby, so moving too far is 4 fittle difficult for me at the moment.

Sujata struggles with unfortunate gender biases that prevent ber participation in the shalish and undermine the
quality of justice by favoring men.

I never go to a shalish. The tribal headmen do the shalish. Those who request the shalish usually suggest who they
would like to have in the shalish. Nobody ever invited me, and I feet uneasy going there without an invitation. Not
even the women call me, though I always tell them to come to me if they have any problems, but they don't. They
think nobody would listen to a female member. Still I think it would be very good if women could be present. At
the moment men can do whatever they want. They can leave their wives whenever they want and nobody
questions them. Male judges just ask the men to pay a token compensation and then let them go. If it were up to
me, the verdict would be very different, but they don't give any value to what women say. If [ did go and they didn't

listen to me, it would be embarrassing for me. People do not want to discuss small family problems openly. Big

problems go to the tribal headmen. The people don't know that we women union parishad members are also
authorized to do a shalish. 1 always tell them about this, but they never come to us. You see, the headmen are
appointed by the tribal king.
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Sujata sees ber future decision to run again ted to
successful implementation of the peace treaty
between the Chittagong Hill Tracts and the
Government of Bangladesh.

I'have not thought about it, so I don't know if I will do
it or not. I will see how things evolve. The peace
treaty has not been applied here vet. If it is not
implemented, there will be many complications. The
army will patrol the area regularly and the shantibahini
(militant tribal group) will come as well. There will be lots of problems. People here are angry with the
government, because they are not applying the treaty. We don't enjoy equal rights like the people from districts in
the plains. Often we hear that development is not possible because of political chaos. Right now we are enjoying
more peace because of the treaty. But there will be lots of problems if the treaty is not fulfilled. So far only one
per cent of the treaty has been fuffilled — 99 percent is still left.
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Name Nur]ahan

,Locatxon Sahmpur Umon Shitakundo Thana, Ch:ttagong
DESU‘IC[ '

Age:d0

Education: class eight

Marital status: married

C]nidrensAges 8,17,18, 22 _

'Husband 55, grzduate exportfunport busmess

Household mcome V-

Iandhoidmg'l =

Rehgmn Mustini - : o

Fazmlys socm-pohucal engagement. none : o
membersh:ps and links: lllﬁ(StOVISIOszl)'
and Communr _Development Centre (CODEC) R

Womans leadersh;p and work expénence- prev:mzslv
famﬂy plannmg worker at ASANNITA :

Nur Jahan is an affluent, elegant woman, who speaks in a soft and gentle voice. In the past, she was engaged in
Jamily planning work.

I'worked with ASANNITA's family planning project for one and a half years. That was six years ago. [ went from
house to house to distribute medicine or encourage people to have a ligation. After the elections, I helped an NGO
called VISION 2000. They also did family planning work. Their doctor came every month to the village. 1 let him
use my house as a center.

She explains how she got involved in the UP elections.

Hearned from television that female members would be directly elected. My husband was keen on my running for
elections because being a member helps the family's reputation. And I was interested to see what membership
would feel like. Women in our country are left behind. 1 thought I could help them. The few of us women who
have the chance to get out of our homes should make the most of the opportunity. Before we were housewives
who never left our homes. Now we often go to the field for our work. Among the three competitors, one was a
selected member before, but the villagers never saw her face. She was a member on paper and would oniy take
the allowance from the UP. Qur situation is different now because the government asked us 1o come out of our
homes and work side by side with men. The local people liked me. They knew me because of my work with
ASANNITA. People from my area selected me during a meeting. They all helped and supported me.

Nur Jaban had to spend a considerable amount of money on the elections, but she does not regret the expense,
as ber image improved significantly afler she won the election.
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I spent around 50,000 taka (US$ 900) on the elections. In Bangladesh, you have to spend money in various ways
for an election. 1 helped poor people. The money is not a big deal. What really matters is the honor. People didn't
know and respect me the way they do now. Before they only knew me asa housewife and I had to behave like one
of them. Now I behave like 2 member. Iam invited to everything.

Nur Jaban identified vavious sources of training and information in support of her role as a woman Union
Parishad member.

CODEC took us to Shitakundo for a three day training on family
planning, AIDS, and mother and child care. The government
writes books and makes television announcements on women's
rights. There is 2 woman from Mohila Samiti who publishes
magazine and sends it to us every year. They wrote about the
rights and responsibilities of a female member.

When asked what kind of activities the UP performs, Nur Jaban responds:

Road construction, cleaning ponds and graveyards, and shalish work. The UP is involved with most kinds of village
work. The family planning workers who work in the villages have meetings with us whenever necessary. For
example, when they want to arrange meetings with the local women, I vacate my house for them. I also let them
use my house to administer polio vaccinations. People know my house, because 1am a member.

Nur Jahan believes that an alternative o the local government welfare program must be found in order to more
effectively assist poor women and widows.

We give pensions to old women. There is also a pension for widows and abandoned women and relief for destitute
women. In every union, they get 30 kilograms of rice or wheat every month; 90 widows get 100 taka {US$ 2) per
month. However, I think something should be done to provide permanent work for poor women. Currently, these = -
women receive food and relief cards for only three, six or twelve months. If the government were (o give the
women 2 large amount of money, cows, or goats, then they could build a real income. With enough funds they.
could buy sewing machines. Nothing can be done with 100 taka a month.

Nur Jahan bas developed good working relationships with her male colleagues on the Union Parishad and
benefits from strong support from ber bushand.

The three male members from my wasds respect me and let me get involved in any kind of project. 1don't know
about other male members, but the three from my area never do anything without consulting me. They like the
way I work. Besides, my husband is quite influential in the village, but he doesn't use it to oppress anybody.
Everybody respects him like a Chairman, because he is smart and educated. My husband advises me whenever
necessary. That is why the locals take me seriously. We are popular in our area. '

With experience gained through ber job as a UP member, Nur Jaban bas developed new skills and undergone
many changes over the past years.

In the past I didn't have so much courage. 1 was confused and afraid about what to say or with whom to talk. [
didn't know how to do a shalish. But because I've done so many, now I know what I'm doing. I mix with all sorts
of people and know everybody and I've learned how to talk. So now my work is easier.
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Nur Jaban also notes that people’s perceptions about ber and their bebavior towards her bave also changed over
time as they now value ber role in representing women.

At first, people didn't know me. Perhaps they thought
[ was still like 4 housewife and I wouldn't come if they
called me. Now, however, they see I go everywhere, 10
any function or shalish. I do my best to make people
happy. It is better for people to have female
representatives now. Even when women have a little
quarrel with their in-laws they run to us.

The three male members from my
wards respect me and let me get
involved in any kind of project...
They like the way I work.

Nur Jaban is encouraged by how village women are gradually changing over time, and highlights the
importance of the participation of women as UP members as a new source of further change.

Alot has changed. In the early days women were not as conscious ot educated. We have always encouraged the
village women to work with NGOs as fieldworkers or volunteers. We tell educated women not to sit at home. When

they have quarrels with their husband they come to us.

Other women saw this and leamed from it.

Nur Jaban intends to run again in the future so she can continug 10 have a positive impact.

1 want to do something for women if I get the opportunity, maybe start a sewing project with a few women. That

would also be a development for the area.
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_Ed_catmn Bachelor ofArts (BA) i
Marital status 'rmmarrred s

_ChﬁdrensAges none ;j] ﬁ_'

__Faiher 72 BA former teacher now pensroner

Household mcome I
-_Iandhoidmg 148

litical engagiame}ns_{ both her gréﬁdfather_s

'Wo i ans.: secra membershrps and links: member of the
jschool commrttee mermber of the Bangladesh Natrona[rst Partv
(BN lznks to The Hunger Project and Rupantar

;Womans leadershrp and work experrence worked as 2
]oumalrst in the past

Pia is a remarkable, dynamic young woman who is excited to be a leader.

I took a leadership course at The Hunger Project. They taught us how to develop and use our inner strength to
become a compiete human being. They taught us how to fight hunger, how to strive for a hunger free society, and
how to strengthen ourselves and our country. 1also learned how to organize and train people. I work with people.
T'am a leader and, inshaliah (God willing), 1 will always be one.

Pia describes the qualities of a leader, and why she believes she is one,

Those who can show society the right path, can do something for the people, can wash away the ugliness of life
and turn people toward its beauty — they become leaders. I think these are my activities t0o. Since I was young, I
have tried to help destitute, divorced and neglected women. 1am always by their side. 1 have always been involved
with different welfare and cultural organizations and I was involved with politics when I was in college. Iparticipate
in meetings and processions in the district headquarters. For the last three to four years, everyone in the area has
been calling me a leader.

In addition to public office, she is working to create other opportunities for leadership.

I'am thinking about opening an NGO myself. I have already laid the groundwork and chosen a name: “Sugandha”
(fragrance). It would be a welfare organization for progressive women.

Even before entering public office, Pia built a critical base of support among the landless through advocacy and
legal process by taking on the local gangsters.
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We have many people in our area who are landless and hungry. Back in 1975, Sheik Mujibhur Rahman distributed
some “khas” land (government-owned land) among them. But four cruel and oppressive mastaans in our area were
the ones actually making a profit from it. We organized the people and told them, “You are the owners of this land,
but these four mastaans have been abusing your land

for the last 25 vears. Join us. We dont have 2 | Those who can show SOCiﬁtY the ﬁght
personal interest in the land, but if you join with us,

we can take that land back by force.” They joined us. Paﬂi, can do SOHlﬁﬂliﬂg for the
I was a journalist at that time and I managed to rally pe()p]e, can wash away the llg]i]lCSS of

support from 18 different newspapers. The District |y« .
Commissioner, various Members of Parliament, and hfe aﬂd turn peﬂple tOWﬁl’d fts beauty

the Home Minister were also in favor of our |~ ﬂ]CY become leaders.
movement. The mastaans retaliated by filing an illegal
arms case against one of the landless. But eventually, we won. That's when the landless said, “Pia is our means to
survival. We will make hera member.” That's why I ran for office. Ididn't have tospenda single taka for my election.
even though my family was not supportive, because they don't like politics. In fact, they stopped giving me my
allowance and they keep pressuring me to get married. It was my landless neighbors who supported me.

Pia believes that one particular duty of the UP is to prolect the interesis of the poor and landless. She cites an
example of those who bave lost their land or crops because of exploitation and improper documentation of their
landholdings.

It is the UP's duty to solve all the problems in the union, but they've done little about it. Those who had a document
got their land back. But those without documents — their land was looted.

Pia expresses serious frustration by the attitucles and performance of her male colleagues on the Union Parishad,
and describes some of the conflicts she is facing to secure her share of resources on bebalf of her constituency.

The Chairman and the men neglect us even though we are qualified. 1am proud to say the female members are
much more qualified than the men, though they still oppress us day by day. They don't give us food and relief cards
to distribute and they don't give us our share of work. They say, “You came from the reserved seats, so stay that
way.” Isay to them, “Did the government send us here tosit in front of you dressed up in saris?” We quarrel often.
We have to fight a lot to get our share of resources. Iam supposed to get 28 cards, but recently they have conspired
against me and 1 am now left with only six cards. So 1 asked the TNO not to approve this action. Tomorrow I will
go there again to make sure he warns the Chairman personally. If necessary I will organize  jhata procession
(sweepers procession) in the upazila with the people I am supposed to give cards to. (Note: A jhata procession uses
broomsticks and would be interpreted as a public insult to the Chajirman). If necessary I will beat him up myself.
He is oppressive and abusive, and I don't see any other way. We weren't able 1o do anything over the last three
vears because of the Chairman and the men on the UP.

The problem she faces with ber male colleagues is no! only a problem of gender, but also of political favoritism.

The male members get more responsibilities than we do because they are buddies with the Chairman. 1am a
member of the opposition party and that is my curse. They told me they would give me more responsibiity if I
changed party.

Pia identifies joint training of UP members as one possible solution to the problem of gender tensions and
inequality.
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I'don't think the government can do it alone. It might help if NGOs organized a nationwide training for all members
and Chairmen, one that is effective and not just empty
words. They should make them understand their rights
and responsibilities. Perhaps there would be more
understanding if they did a joint training with men and
women. If the training is given separately, the male
members and Chairmen can just deny everything later.
Joint training is very important to improve the UP.

Pia sees her personal and political life as deeply interiwined and does not intend to compromise either.

I'am planning to get married in the future. Once, a martiage proposal was almost finalized, but they demanded 1
leave politics and stay home. So that marriage didn't happen, because I would not agree to that. Tam waiting until
Ifind a politically minded groom. But if T don't find someone like that, I might not marry at all.

Piat bas a number of suggestions for the government,

The Chairman sits in a designated chair where he conducts meetings. The female members should have special
places around the table also. They should have a separate room. Their allowance should be increased and they
should be given transportation money, because they have to cover thiee wards. We don't have any income of our
own. We are dependent on either a father or a hushand, so the UP should pay our rickshaw fares. The UP manuals
should be sent directly to the women, because often the Chairman doesn't pass them on. There should be at least
one female member from evéry union on the Thana Development Committee, so information can flow more
freely. .. The female members should have veto power, as together they represent the whole union.
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Namc:RabeaBegum '

‘Location: Lebutola Union, Jessore Sadar Thana, Jessore District
aex |
“Education: ngherS condary Certificate -

Children's Ages: 4,10

| -Hus_béﬁ_d:’ 35, Bachelor of Arts, landowner

Household m@m i3 |

Landholding: V'

: Rei;gmn Mus]un | ._: s

Famxiy’s socm-pohtwal éngageme_nt: none

‘Woman's social memberships and links: group member at.
Banchte Shekha, member of the Thana Development Comumittee
‘Woman's. leadership and work experience: teacher at
MhsanaBission

Rabea joined Banchte Shekba for economic reasons, but this bas proven to be only one of the benefits. Besides
being a Banchte Shekba group member, Rabea works as a teacher at Absania Mission, where she earns 5 taka
per month. She also receives diverse training from these NGOs.

A Banchte Shekha worker told me about the organization. | joined one of their groups and took a loan from them.
1 bought cows with that loan. Banchte Shekha sent me to Madaripur for legal training and 10 the Ahsania Mission
for a one-day training on gender issues. They heiped us understand some of the reasons why women remain
oppressed as well as how they can progress. The trainer came from Dhaka and trained us by using posters
depicting these issues.

Banchte Shekha encouraged Rabea to get involved with politics, and ber busband was supportive 100. since be
ran for election himself, though unsuccessfully. Rabea ran in the election in the bope of improving the overall
status of women.

The village women are neglected and insulted. Twent for the elections hoping I could do something for them. There
were no elections before. Women members were selected. Then it was all talk, no work; but now we are elected and
have to fulfill what we promise. My determination and the deep anger within me led me to the elections.

Rabea's parents and extended natal family was not very supportive of her decision fo campaign.

They thought [ would become bad since I would have to go out in the streets and speak to all sorts of people. My
hushand, however, said, ‘1 want my wife to compete in the elections, otherwise 1 will marry someone else and send
her to the elections.”
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Rabea was overjoyed when she won,

I remember the day I became elected. My husband rented a
private car. Everywhere people were waiting for me with flower
necklaces. 1 got ten of them in a single place. 1was so happy.
I'bought sweets for the villagers. They were celebrating my
victory by playing dhol (a special type of drum) music. The L : : e
people would say, “You ate a wife in a good family. You go out with a burka, so there is no problem.” In fact, my
father-in-law had given me the money to buy a burka for that purpose.

Though religiously orthodox herself Rabea identifies unjust cultural practices carried out by the traditional
religious elite.

When a husband wants to take back his wife afier a divorce, the mullahs demand a hilla martiage. This means the
wife has to marry another man and live with him for three months and ten days. Only then can she divorce the
second husband and remarry the first one. 1 don't think this is just. It is shameful that the wife should have to live
with another man, just because her husband uttered the word “talak” (divorce) out of some silly anger. In my
opinion 2 monetary fine would be a better solution than the hilla marriage.

A recent rally in Dbaka resulted in violence that sent reverberations throughout the country, creating tensions
between fundamentalists and other members of civil society. Rabea reflects on this incident and asserts thar
unjust political motives, not religious ideals, were the cause of this incident,

I'heard a policeman was killed inside the mosque. It is a sin to kill a man inside a mosque. In my opinion they are
terrorists and anti-Islamic. No Muslim can kill a person in the house of Allah. Those mullahs killed a person inside
the mosque for political reasons. They used Islam for the sake of politics. If they were real Muslims they would
never have killed a person inside the mosque.

When asked about the reaction of the mullabs in her village to her election campaign, her association with NGOs,
or ber involvement in other activities, Rabea responded strongly.

I'don't care at all what the mullahs say. I don't agtee with them and I don't listen to them. We have to earn our
living. Nobody gives you money, if you don't earn it yoursell. The mullahs say women should stay home, but I say,
“When my stomach is empty, there is no benefit in having shy eyes.” They won't give me food. T have to work for
my children’s future. I have to develop this country. This is not possible if I stay at home, When I say these things
they do not reply. Only the ignorant and ifliterate think that NGOs are bad. What would happen to this country if
it weren't for the NGOs? Where would all the unem ployed people go? The government doesn't provide many jobs.
You can't even get a government job by paying lakhs of takas in bribes. I think the unemployment problem is
decreasing due to the NGOs,

Since being elected Rabea’s greatest challenge is to overcome the obstacles to her leadership created by ber male
colleagues on the UP.

I'go to the UP meetings, but they don't take place regularly — only once every six to nine months. Women don't
have much say in the UP meetings. When we try 10 say something, the male members usually Stop us by changing
the subject. They don't let us speak and this makes me very angry. It was such hard work to get elected from three
wards, yet the male members still oppress us. They don'’t give us any work. Even showing them the manual doesn't
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work. The two other female members are poor. The Chairman
uses them. He takes their signature, gives them some money and
does the work himself. He is corrupt, and he steals and
misappropriates things.

Rabea is also a member of the Thana Development Committee,

The right thing would be to
have an equal number of

men and women on the UP.

but she is unable to use this link to improve the circumstances in the Union Parishad.

If I complain I will be in his bad books. If we go against the Chairman, we won't even get what we are getting now.
He is very influential. Everything is under his control. He is from the ruling party. Soam I, but we are from different

groups within that party.

All the same, when asked whether she preferred certain parts of ber interview to be kept off the record, Rabea

replies:

It is not a problem. [ have been afraid of the Chairman for too long. 1am stilf afraid of saying things to him in
person, but if it they are written in a hook, the whole country will know about it, so I don't fee! afraid.

Rabea believes increasing the number of female members on the UP would improve the quality of women's
participation, enhancing their unity and belping them assert their interests.

The right thing would be to have an equal number of men and women on the UP. Then we would have the power
to fight the men. Women are not united, but men are. If we say something against one man, all the others come

to his aide. But women don't have this unity.
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I'm proud to be a woman. I don't have high educational qualifications, but people respéct me and that is my pride.

Rebecca is a charming woman with a strong commitment to both ber work and the woman's cause. Her father

~and nephew botb beld posts as UP Chairmen. Before starting ber political career Rebecca was a cashier ai

Banchte Shekba.

That was ten years ago. In those days people said women would become bad if they left their homes. But if we
had stayed at home, we would not have learned so much. At Banchte Shekha, I received training on what to do
with the loan we received, on poultry raising and cattle rearing and on raising women's consciousness... When the
villagers saw me organizing women they said, “One day Rebecca will become somebody.” Then the government
declared direct elections and everybody in the village asked me to compete.

Rebecca's main source of support and motivation for ber decision to campaign were the women of Banchie
Shekba. '

My husband said he would leave me if I went for elections, but my sons said, “You compete, let us take care of
Father.” My parents were angry with me too, because I had not discussed things with them. I admitted I was at
fault for deciding without consulting my family, but I went for the elections with the support of Banchte Shekha.
So I actually got my main support from women, and I went for the elections in order to do something for women.

Now Rebecca's principal concerns are for these women, and to use ber position to assist them in improving their .
lives and managing their daily struggles.
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Many abandoned or abused women come to Banchte Shekha and join groups. They survive by raising poulty or
rearing cattle thanks to the loans they get, and they often become more aware of the options available to them.
Many of them actually decide to leave their husbands. This morning one of these women came to me. She was
never very happy with her marriage. Her husband

did not even give her food. So she left him and now {I'm pr()ud to be a woman. I don't have

she wants a divorce. The husband came to me this |¢.. ¥ e lificati
morning begging for forgiveness, but the woman hlgh educatlonal qu cations, but

doesn’t want 1o go back to him. All day she had 1o peﬂple respect me and that is my
work outside and when she came back home she pnde |

still had to do all the houschold work including
house repairs. They live in an earthen house that needs regular maintenance. It is really hard work. So 1 told her I
would arrange a divorce for her.

Rebecca demonsirated her personal commitment 10 ber constituents during the last nationwide floods, and
attributes her knowledge about providing service to Banchte Shekba.

During the last floods, our union opened five flood shelters and I worked hard to bring peopte from flood-affected
areas to these shelters. I heard that Banchte Shekha was distributing relief goods, but 1 was running my own
assistance program. I collected donations from my wealthy relatives and distributed them to the flood victims. 1
brought bags full of clothes, rice, lentils, vegetables, candles, kerosene, soybean oil, and matches to my union and
distributed them. My work brought me happiness. I could not have done all this if T had staved at home. I pulled
it off thanks to what I had learned at Banchte Shekha.

Banchte Shekba also supported ber divectly 1o be a more effective Union Parishad member by providing Rebecca
and the other female members critical training to perform their duties and to overcome the obstacles.

When we first came to the UP, 1 felt like we three female members were only there as decorations. We didn't have
any work. We would come and just sit and sign. We never even read what we were signing. We were fools. Then
Banchte Shekha taught us how to check what we were signing. I can't even begin to tell you how much support
we received from Banchte Shekha. They told us we had to claim our rights from the Chairman, because they
wouldn't just be handed to us on a silver platter. We asked the Chairman for the manual. He didn't want to give
it to us, but later he had to. Banchte Shekha taught us how to work with the UP. They taught us everything. ['was
a housewife before, but I was reborn by being with Banchte Shekha.

Through her involvement on the UP and by engaging women on the shalish, Rebecca bas became a catalyst for
change in her area, a role model for the women, and a sign to men that gender dynamics are changing.

In the old days, women who applied for a shalish had to wait under their veils in 2 corner and listen to what the
men were saying., They wouldn't say anything themselves. Now they say, “If our sister can work and interact with
men, why shouldn't we?” And if the men try to oppose them, they argue back. That's why the village men say, “Our
women are overpowering us because of this Rebecca. Before, they didn't leave their homes, but now, because of
this Rebecca there are hordes of women going to the shalish.” Educated or not, no woman is left behind. I think
in my area, women have made progress. 1 travelled with them. 1 taught them how to speak. Now they can speak
in front of anybody. This is my pride.
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In considering these transformations, Rebecca describes the vast improvements in women's lives of her
generation compared to her mother’s and grandmother's.

When I compare my mother's life to mine I feel pain. 1
think I would die if my life were like hers. How can you
get any satisfaction by just doing household work?
Women desire to live a full life too. They wish to travel
freely. In the old days women knew nothing elsc besides
their husband, their children and their home. But now
they can work outside and provide for their families. My
mother’s generation led a really hard life. My mother-in-law says, “You have a much better life.” She says her
mother-in-law only allowed her to eat after everybody else had finished. So while she was the one doing all the
cooking, she only got the leftovers. My mother says similar things about her mother's life. Sometimes she got so
hungry she couldn't bear it anymore so she would 8o 1o the pond with the excuse of fetching water and once there
she would secretly eat some rice with salt. So both my mother and mother-in-law say, “If we were born a generation
later, we might have enjoyed our lives.”

Rebecca would like to continue ber UP work, and hopes that more women will seek public posts.

I am not sure this system will be maintained over the long term. But in case it is, they should also create posts for
female chowkidars (village police). 1don't find the male chowkidars safe. Often we have to stay out late at night
for our work. It would be a big help if I could have female chowkidars with me. 1also think upazilas should have
temale TNOs. Our TNO is a woman, and she is very good. If we 8o to her with a problem she listens carefully. No
male TNO would ever do that.
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Name: Buiu Roy

Location: Gangarampur Union, Botiaghata Thana, Khulna
District

Age: 35

Education: Bachelor of Arts (BA)

Marital status: married

Children's Ages: 6,9

Husband: 42, BA, works in 2 bank

Household income: I

Landholding: Il _

Religion: Hindu

Family's socidﬁolitical engagement: her father was a UP
member .

Woman's social: memberships and links: Rupantar ceniral
committee member and school committee adviser in the past,
now member of the Thana Development Committee

Woman's l_éadefship and work experience: none

Women in the villages cannot work because of fatwabaz (people who declare religious edicts), dirty politics and
antisocial activities. I don't have problems myself, but 1 have to speak on behalf of my sisters.

Budu, both graceful and spivited, is bighly commited to the cause of women. Motivated to protest a violent killing
of @ prominent woman in her village, Bulu proved io have the convictions and skills of a powerful leader.

I delivered the first speech of my life in the meeting to protest the murder. After hearing me speak, the people
understood my potential. I decided to run for elections, but my husband and family were against it. But the
villagers aimost forced me to go for it. No one knew me before, but after the procession against the murder,
everyone knew the name Bulu Roy. My name appeared in many newspapers. During the elections people would
come with a candie in their hand to see me and would tell me, “You are an Indira Gandhi.”

Bulu laughs beariily.
I think that procession turned me into a politician. Already I am one of the female leaders in Bangladesh.
Bulu considers berself a social worker. Her main priority is 1o free women from oppression.

1 enjoy being a social worker. I want to fight for women's rights. Most women in our country have chains on their
feet. They will remain in bondage forever if we who are educated don't come forward to free them. Irealized this
just by looking ar my mother. Already as a child I could tell that she was being ruled over. I could also tell that my
brother and 1 were treated differently and I understood that women have no rights in the family. This inequality is
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present at all levels. The most important step is to make women at the grassroots level aware of their condition.
Those who are educated can enjoy limited freedom, but those at the grassroots level are totally helpless. We have
to free them first.

Bulu has bad to face significant opposition to fulfilling ber duties as a UP member, both internally and
externafly.

Whenever we start a project, we find an opposition group
in the village. They don't approach me directly. It's all
village politics. As an urban girl, I was naive about these
things, but now I've figured it out and 1 can usually
anticipate potential problems. Now I have ways to deal
with them. In offices and courts women are treated like
toys, but they can't behave like that with me. T argue. I
even broke a chair in the UP once.

Despite these obstacles, Bulu carries out her duties with determination to improve the lives of women.

I go from house to house to encourage uneducated “sisters” to get education, so that they don't have to remain
imprisoned at home. I also try to convince their husbands. I go from village to village to organize women and to
invite them to women's rights programs. I try to motivate them and I deliver speeches at public gatherings. The
situation has improved a lot in just three years of UP work. Women are more conscious than before. They go to
meetings, shalishes and Total Literacy Movement centers in addition to looking after their household and
agricultural work. T encourage village women to speak at public meetings. We discuss all sorts of things at these
meetings. We share information about cases of women's oppression. We make plans to resist it, My women
sometimes say each of them will donate a handful of rice, so that we can start a fund for our women's rights
movement. They were suffering, but then they found me and I have helped them change. They were captive and
numb, but I liberated them. This is why their hushands sometimes scold me.

Bulu remembers an encounter with a woman from her community that made a big impression on ber,

I'was going home from the UP one day when I saw a woman riding on a rickshaw van all by herself. The van was
loaded with vegetables. I congratulated her and told her I was astonished to see a woman riding a van all by herself
and on her way to the market 10 sell vegetables. It was beyond the realm of my imagination. I can't tell you how
happy I felt. By talking to her, I learned that she had been abandoned by her husband, so she was doing this for
survival. She was also providing for the education of her children. Iwas really stunned, because not even I can do
so much for my children. I encouraged her, and now I g0 see her whenever I'm in the bazaar.

Bulu also believes that her work on the UP bas increased the participation of women and thus improved the
shalish process and the quality of other meetings.

The shalish has improved a great deal. When we go to a shalish or a meeting, ten or more village women usually
come with us. Thanks to our efforts, these women come to listen, which they wouldn't have-done in the past.

When asked if she wants to run for the next elections, Bulu replies:

Ul

The
B2 Fcf%datmn




Il

Yes, I want to run in the next elections, but for either 2 UP or Upazila Chairman post, no longer for this low post.
I think I have the ability to do higher level work. If we really want equal rights we can't be satisfied with reserved

seats. We have to compete with men. We are not inferior to men.

If we really want equal rrghts We can't
be satisfied with reserved seats. We
have to compete thh-men. We are not
mfemor to men.
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AC

Adarsha Gram
ADP

Ahsania Mission
Apa

ASA
ASANNITA
Asrayon
Ayesha

Awami League
BA

Bazaar

Begum Rokeya
Bigha

BIAST

BNP

BNPS

BRAC

BRDB

Banchte Shekha
BSCIC

Burka

CARITAS
Chanachur
Chowkidar
CODEC

DC
Denmohoor
Dhol -

Fid

Fatwa
Fatwabaz
Food for Work
GUP

Haat -

Hadiz

Hilla masriage

Hunger Project, The
HSC

Huzur

Imam

Inshallah

Jatiya Party
Thata procession
Khaleda Zia
Khas land

Kodal

Koran

LIST OF NON-GOVERNMENTAL QRGANIZATIONS AND TERMS

Assistant Commissionet; deputy appointed official at district level
government housing project for the landless

Annual Development Programme, government budget for development projects

NGO based in Dhaka

literally, “sister”; common term used to address 2 woman
Association for Social Advancement; NGO based in Dhaka

literally, “hopeful”; NG( based in Shitakundo, Chittagong
government housing project for the landless

Prophet Mohammed's wife

political party led by Sheikh Hasina

Bachelor of Arts degree

market

prominent historical figure promoting women's education and rights
approximately one third of an acre

Bangladesh Legal Aid and Services Trust; NGO based in Dhaka
Bangladesh Nationalist Party; political party led by Khaleda Zia
Bangladesh Nari Progati Sangha; NGO based in Dhaka

Bangladesh Rural Advancement Committee; NGO based in Dhaka
Bangladesh Rural Development Board; government board

literally, “learn how to survive”; NGO based in Jessore

Bangfadesh Small Cotrage Industries Cooperative; government board
cloak covering the entire body, including a hood for the head and flap to
cover the face; worn by women going outside to keep strict purdzh
NGO based in Dhaka

salty snack

village police/security guard

Community Development Centre; NGO based in Chittagong

District Commissioner; highest appointed official at district ievel
dowry given by the groom instead of the bride

a special type of drum

major religious festival in Islam

religious edict

people who declare religious edicts

government food project

Gono Unnayon Prochesta; NGO based in Dhaka

market

word of Mohammed

traditional Islanic custom: before a couple can re-marry after having been

divorced the woman first has to enter an intermediate marriage with another

man, often the muilah himself

NGO based in Dhaka

Higher Secondary Certificate

Islarnic priest

Islamic priest

literally, “God willing”

political party led by General Ershad
sweepers procession

woman leader of the BNP political party
government-owned land intended for public distribution
axe-like earthcutting tool

holy script of Islam
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Krishi
Krishi bank
Lakh
LGED

madrassa
mastaan

MLAA

MP

Mohila Samiti
Mullah
Nauzoobillah
NGO

Open University

PMUK

Proshika

Purdah

RDRS

Regular Matenance Project
Rickshaw

Rupantar

Sahib

Samiti

Sari

Secretariat

55C

Shala

shalish

shantibahini

Sheikh Hasina
Sheik Mujibhur Rahman
SSKS

Sugandha

Taka

Talak

Thana

Thana Development
Committee

Tip

TNO

TR

Tribal headman
UNICEF

up

Upazila

VARD

VGD cards

VISION 2000

farmer

agro-credit bank

measurement of 160,000

Local Government Engincering Department; government department responsible for construction of
roads, bridges, etc.

Istamic school

thug, gangster

Madaripur Legal Aid Association; NGO based in Madaripur

Member of Partiament

national women's organization

traditional rural Islamic priest

Jiteraly, “Save me from the devil”

Non-Governmental Organization

government-run education program. Afier completing the curriculum,
students can take an exam to eam an S8C,

Padakhep Manobik Unnayan Kendra (literally, “step towards development”); NGO based in Dhaka
NGO based in Dhaka

traditional Istamic practice of seclusion of women from outsiders

Rangpur Dinajpur Rural Service; NGO based in Rangpur

development project that employs poor women to maintain rural roads
three-wheeled passenger vehicle pedaled by one man

fiterally “transformation”; NGO based in Khulna

term used to address an important man; “sit”

village group

dress worn by adult women

national government administrative offices

Secondary School Certificate

literalky, “damn it”

village council, composed primarily of male leaders, that arbitrates disputes
separatist militant group in the hill tracts

woman leader of Awami League political party, daughter of Sheikh Mujibur Rahman
first President of Bangladesh; referred to as “Father of the Nation™

Sylhet Samaj Kallyan Sangstha; NGO based in Sythet

fragrance

Bangladeshi currency (approximately 55 Taka = 1US§)

divorce

sub-district government level; also called upazila

committee at thana level that disburses development funds to unions
decorative spot on the front wom by Hindu women 1o indicate their caste,
nowadays wom as a fashion item

Thana Nirbahi Officer; chief appointed administrative officer for a thana
Test Relief Project

chief of a group of villages in the hill tracts

United Nations Children’s Fund

Union Parishad; elected council at sub-thana level

sub-district government level; also called thana

Voluntary Association for Rural Development; NGO based in Sylhet
Vulnerable Group Development cards; distributed to provide food and
relief payments to the poor

NGO based in Comilla
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