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Urbanizaton has become a universal 
phenomenon and has emerged as 
one ofthe outstanding features ofthe 
developing world. This is true even 
in a predominantly rural country like 
Bangladesh, where although 85 per 
cent of the population remain in 
rural areas, the rate of urbanization is 
as high as 17 per cent (CIDA). Al- 
though the growth of cities and large 
urban population shas done little to 
radically alter the status of women, 
important changes are occurring. 
According to a 1989 survey, 1.5 mil- 
lion women are employed in urban 
areas, out of which 33,300 work 
within the professional, technical, and 
managerial ranks (Akhter). Com- 
pared to the total population, this 
number may besmall, but the women 
who constitute it represent a distinct 
break from the traditional position 
of women in Bangladesh. 

Protiles of urban women in 
Bangladesh 

Women who are engaged in activi- 
ties in urban areas are in three catego- 

ries: migrant women workers, long- 
time urban residents who seek em- 
ployment for economic reasons (ur- 
ban women), and women who work 
for reasons other than economic (elite 
women) (Enayet). 

Migrant women workers come 
fromvillages to urban centres, mainly 
for the purpose of earning a living. 
The majority ofwomen in this group 
are illiterate, unskilled, and untrained 
in any trade. Considered "low class," 
they find employment as domestic 
workers in upper and middle class 
homes. They are paid minimal wages, 
have unspecified working hours, and 
do not enjoy any job security. 

Urban women live permanently in 
the urban areas. They see wage em- 
ployment as a means of improving 
their present standard of living and 
are usually highly educated. They 
generally occupy professional and 
managerial posts and enjoy some de- 
gree of job security, regular working 
hours, and high salaries, with leave 
and fringe benefits. 

Rather than working for economic 
reasons, elite women work mainly for 
personal Mfillment, satisfaction, and 
a sense of independence. These 
women are generally highly educated 
and belong to what is known as the 
"elite" urban class. They are engaged 
in occupations in which they are of- 
ten the owners and financiers. Eco- 
nomic reasons are only a secondary 
consideration for them. 

The socio-economic status of 
urban women in Bangladesh 

Status can be defined as the rank- 
ing one has in terms ofprestige, power, 
and esteem (Buvinic). According to 
this definition, the status of women 
in Bangladesh is quite low. This stems 
largely from the prevailing religious 
traditions of the region: Islam and, to 
a lesser extent, Hinduism. The influ- 
ence of religion on the overall posi- 

tion ofwomen in Bangladesh cannot 
be underestimated. Religion and reli- 
gious practice begin creating and re- 
inforcing women's low status at the 
moment of birth. 

When a male child is born, he is 
welcomed into the world by the Ajan, 
or an offering of thanks to God in the 
form of a Muslim prayer call. Daugh- 
ters are not so joyously welcomed 
into the world. In fict, they areviewed 
more as a liability than a blessing. As 
they grow up, daughters perceive the 
preferential treatment given to their 
brothers, fathers, and other male 
members of the family, but are in- 
structed that getting less of every- 
thing without complaint is the ideal 
behaviour of a good woman. In this 
process, they learn to accept the es- 
sentially inferior status of women in 
society. 

As a whole, it can be said that 
Bangladesh women are dominated 
by a religious order that enshrines a 
patrilineal and patriarchal kinship 
system, which in turn enforces the 
dependence of women on men and 
regulates the role and relative status 
ofwomen (Khan). Purdah, or female 
seclusion, is a key component in this 
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system of control. It is most often 
identified with the tradition ofIslam, 
but variants of the practice are found 
in the other religious traditions ofthe 
Indian sub-continent (Kabecr). Pur- 
&h acts as a physical restriction on 
the mobility of women by defining 
their proper place as being within the 
boundaries of the home. It creates a 
gender segregated world which iden- 
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tifies men with the publiclsocial 
sphere and women with the private1 
domestic sphere (Kabccr). Purdahalso 
operates at an ideological level, pre- 
scribing the correct mode of behav- 
iour for women (submissive and 
modest), and reinforcing the belief 
that women are vulnerable and in 
need of protection. 

In economic terms, purdah up- 
holds a division of labour by differen- 
tiating between male and female 

space. Men and 
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attitudes of society. men are obliged, or 
even forced. to ac- 
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tions ofpurhh, the market for their 
labour is informal and almost always 
either underpaid or unpaid. Often 
women work within the boundaries 
of the home, under the direct super- 
vision of men, where the products of 
their labour, as well as the proceeds, 
often pass directly into the hands of 
husbands, fathers, and other male 
relations (Kabeer). As women are not 
allowed to attend the market-place, 
the products of their labour remain 
socially invisible, while the economic 
power resulting from their labour, as 
it is transferred directly into male 
hands, is utterly non-existent. 

This is true primarily ofwomen in 
rural areas, but can be the case for 
some urban employedwomen as well. 
Women employed in the cities, la- 
bouring as helpful daughters, obedi- 
ent wives, and ideal mothers, surren- 
der their pay-cheques to male heads 
of their respective families without 
any expectation of accountability in 
return. This indicates that a large 
majority of women have no control 
over their earnings, thus their influ- 
ence on family spending and family 
debt is also very limited (Manohar). 

It would be a mistake, however, to 
believe that purdah restricts the au- 
tonomy and physical mobility of all 
women in the same way. Urban mid- 
dle and upper class women are free to 

move about outside their homes to 
their offices and other places as they 
wish. Urban middle and upper dass 
women, however, are often still de- 
pendent on their male guardian's 
permission in choosing a particular 
type of job. As Bangladeshi sociolo- 
gist Dr. Mahmuda Islam observed, 

a beginning has been made to- 
wards the breaking down of tra- 
ditional bondage. Partly due to 
economic pressure women (in 
urban arcas) have been permit- 
ted to go out of their homes and 
to seek employment side by side 
with men.. .these women set the 
trend of future development of 
women in this society. (43) 

Yet, as urban middle and upper dass 
women have freedom of movement, 
and thus are not physically restrained 
by the practice ofpurriah, their edu- 
cation at an early age in the social 
traditions of their country, of which 
purdah is a part, often affects them in 
the workplace, imposing upon them 
a psychological version of the physi- 
cal practice of seclusion by limiting 
their self-confidence and initiative 
(Manohar). 

On the surface, the legal status of 
women in Bangladesh ,W h'l I enotcom- 
pletely equal to that of men, appears 
on paper at least to be almost on par. 
But the reality of the situation is 
somewhat different. 

As society favours the authority of 
men over women, there is not sur- 
prisingly a distinctly patriarchal in- 
terpretation of the law. The legal 
status of women is governed by the 
Constitution (its Acts and Ordi- 
nances), the civil laws, and the family 
laws of each religious community. 
The Constitution of Bangladesh 
grants qua l  rights to women in all 
spheres oflife, except those which are 
governed by Personal Laws (for cx- 
ample, Muslims are governed by 
Sharia). Having come into effect in 
1972, the Constitution stipulates the 
fundamental rights of women in Ar- 
ticles 28 and 29. h i d e  28 stipulates: 
"the state shall not discriminate 
against any citizen on grounds only 

of religion, race, caste, sex, or place of 
birth." h i d e  29 states: "no citizen 
shall, on grounds of.. .sex.. .be ineli- 
gible for, or discriminated against in 
respect of any employment or office 
in service of the republic." In addi- 
tion, Article 122 grants the right to 
vote to both men and women. 

While the Constitution ensures 
equality of genders, it also acknowl- 
edges a deeply rooted inequality be- 
tween the sexes, and for this reason 
reserves unto the government the 
authority to make special provisions 
to o&t this inequality through Ieg- 
islation. Currently, 15 per cent of 
managerial and 20 per cent of non- 
managerial jobs in the public sector 
arc reserved for women. In the case of 
primary school teachers, 50 per cent 
of the total number of positions are 
reserved for women. 

While the Constitution acknowl- 
edges the historic disadvantages faced 
by women and empowers the gov- 
ernment to take "affirmative action" 
with respect to women, this power is 
not effectively used in practice. In 
general, civil laws tend to reaff~rm the 
cultural traditions of patriarchy, thus 
reducing the effectiveness of the con- 
stitutional provisions guaranteeing 
the equal status ofwomen. For exam- 
ple, lower level women employees, 
such as messengers and cleaners, are 
prohibited from travelling abroad 
unless they are accompanied by their 
spouses, or they receive special gov- 
ernment clearance. Another example 
of legally sanctioned limits upon the 
autonomy of women is the rule that 
monetary compensation for injuries 
cannot be paid directly to the women 
concerned (World Bank Report, 
1991). 

In Personal Lawwomen arc equally 
at a disadvantage. According to Mus- 
lim Personal Law, men have a unilat- 
eral right to divorce, while women 
are prevented from initiating pro- 
ceedings against their husbands. In 
addition, men may opt to marry more 
than one woman, while women are 
relegated, theoretically, to being but 
one of several women whom a man 
might call "wife." Finally, women 
suffer adversely in inheritance law, as 
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wives and daughters are entitled to 
much smaller shares of their deceased 
male kinsmen's estates than those 
reserved for surviving sons. 

From time to time women activ- 
ists in Bangladesh have proposed w i -  
sions to these laws, but their propos- 
als have been rejected on the grounds 
that such laws are based on "Quranic 
injunction," and thus are sacrosanct 
(Khan). Even in the case of blatant 
unconstitutionality, laws adversely af- 

fecting the status 
of women are sel- 
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but because of the 
reticence of women. Women, even 
educated and enlightened ones, tend 
to exhibit great reluctance to exercise 
or demand rights because of the over- 
whelmingly negative attitudes of so- 
ciety at large towards justice seeking, 
activist women. Such women are gen- 
erally perceived to be troublemakers, 
and hardly representative of ideal 
Bengdee women. Even thosewomen 
who are thoroughly convinced of the 
righteousness of their cause lack con- 
fidence in their ability to gain a satis- 
factory result in any legal challenge 
they might make (Manohar). So, 
while many laws prodaim the equal- 
ity of genders, the law has fostered 
little change in the lives of Bangla- 
deshi women. The most important 
reasons for this &lure of the law can 
be traced to the fact that the laws on 
the books that do uphold the rights 
and autonomy ofwomen have neces- 
sarily challenged the traditional male 
prerogative (Khan). 

The level of female education is an 
important indicator to assess not only 
the status of women in a society, but 
also the ability of a country to effec- 
tively use its human resources for 
national development. The educa- 
tional attainments of Bangladeshi 
women are among the lowest in the 
world. Only one in three school-age 
girls in Bangladesh actually attends 

school, only two per cent of women 
aged 20-24 are in universities, and 
only three out of 1,000 women work 
in professional jobs (World Bank, 
1989a). In Bangladesh, public ex- 
penditure on education amounts to 
less than two per cent of Gross Na- 
tional Product (GNP), compared to an 
average of 2.3 per cent in other South 
Asian countries and 4.1 per cent 
throughout East Asia (World Bank, 
1989b). The national literacy rate, 
according to the 1991 census, stands 
at 24.8 per cent, versus 36 per cent for 
India. The literacy rate for females 
above the age of five years is 22.2 per 
cent (World Bank, 1989b). 

The whole issue of female educa- 
tion is inextricably bound up with the 
existing socio-cultural and economic 
environment. The common belief 
among rural people, that educated 
girls are rude, less affectionate, and 
more disobedient, acts as a major 
obstacle to female education 
(Abdullah). 

Another factor which contributes 
to the decision on the part of parents 
not to send daughters to school is 
marriage. In Bangladesh, marriages 
are virilocal-in other words, women 
generally leave their parents to live in 
the home oftheir new in-laws. As this 
is the case, most guardians think that 
educating a daughter is a bad finan- 
cial investment. Once a daughter is 
gone from the family home, she will 
not return, and none of her labours 
will remunerate them in any way. 
Thus, spending money educating a 
daughter will only benefit the family 
of her in-laws, not her parents 
(Mannan). Those women who do 
manage to make it to school often 
have to drop out as a result of early 
marriage, early motherhood, a n d h -  
ily responsibilities (Ahmad qtd. in 
Manohar). Unlike primaryeducation, 
neither secondary nor university edu- 
cation is free, a factor which acts even 
more negatively upon female enrol- 
ment. In a country that is not only 
poor but whose entire social system 
demeans the value of women, the 
costs of post-primary education are 
simply too high to allow families the 
leisure of educating their daughters. 

In addition, higher educational insti- 
tutions are all situated in urban areas, 
which makes it impossible for rural 
women to avail themselves of the 
opportunities provided by these in- 
stitutions. Those women who do go 
on to secondaryand universityschool- 
ing generally come from the more 
elite segment of society. 

According to the Bangladesh Bu- 
reau of Statistics (BBS), the civilian 
labour force (aged ten years andabove) 
in Bangladesh expanded by nearly 72 
per cent from 29.5 million to 50.7 
million between 1984-85 and 1989. 
During the same period. the female 
labour force rose eight-fold, from 2.7 
million to 21 .O million, while male 
participation rose by only ten per 
cent, from 26.8 million to 29.7 mil- 
lion. This dramatic rise in the female 
labour force participation rate can be 
attributed to various factors indud- 
ing better access to education, in- 
creased work options, and changing 
societal attitudes towards working 
women. 

Among other things, it is no longer 
possible for any one family member 
to earn sufficient income to maintain 
a desired or satisfactory living stand- 
ard. This is true both for lower dass 
families, who bear the brunt of the 
effects of rapid inflation and popula- 
tion increase, and middle class h i -  
lies. Poorer families seek merely to 
keep their heads above water, while 

Most guardians 
think that educating 
a daughter is a bad 

financial in vestment. 

middle and upper dw h i l i e s ,  in 
which both husband and wife are 
educated, have strong aspirations for 
a higher standard of living (Kazi). 

Furthermore, the government 
policy of reserving jobs for women 
has resulted in an influx ofwomen in 
service and clerical positions, andvari- 
ous international firms and non-gov- 
ernmental organizations (NGOS) have 
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instituted "affirmative action" hiring 
policies. 

Finally, the increase in the number 
of export-oriented ready-made gar- 
ment factories, in which 90 per cent 
of the workers are female, has con- 
tributed to the increase in urban fe- 
male employment. In addition, de- 
spite the prevailing negative regard 
for female education, attitudinal 
change among parents in urban areas 
toward encouraging higher educa- 
tion and professional employment 
for their daughters has had an effect 
(Akhter) . 

While this loosening of cultural 
constraints is most pronounced 
among women of the upper and mid- 
dle classes, similar changes are atwork 
in the lowest strata of society, where 
women are being pushed into the 
paid labour market out of economic 
necessity. Indeed, economic pressures 
are overriding the basic tenet of the 
patriarchal G tem that grants males 
the role as primary andlor sole family 
bread-winner (Kazi). 

Kamala, Hirnachal Pradesh, India, 1994 
Photo: Brenda Crenney 

Conclusion 

In the last two decades, especially 
during the UN sponsored Decade of 
Women (1975-85), the government 
of Bangladesh has shifted its stance 
and has adopted more egalitarian 
policies. Even more important as a 
factor contributing to the increase of 
women in the work force than the 
new egalitarian slant of policy has 
been the devastating economic con- 
dition of the country. The economic 
crunch has forced women (particu- 
larly upper and middle class, edu- 
cated women) to come out of seclu- 
sion and join the paid labour force. 
Out ofnecessity, the male dominated 
patriarchd society has relaxed its tight 
grip on women, but this has had little 
impact on the biases that colour men's 
attitudes toward women. Although 
women have equal status by law, in 
reality, this equality has yet to mate- 
rialize in practice. 
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