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- Alter alile
of sultering,
Malika finds
change to
believe in

A drop-in centre in the Bangladeshi capital
teaches women practical skills and builds
self-confidence. By Andrew Buncombe

The Floating Women's Forum brings together women from a range of backgrounds within Bangladeshi society

his Liberation Day, as on
every other, Malika Begum
thought of the people she
had lost. Her mother and
father and some of her
brothers were killed in the
chaos of partition when the family
was forced to move from their home
near Calcutta to the newly created
East Pakistan. Twenty-five years later
her husband was tortured during the
uprising that resulted in the rebrand-
ing of East Pakistan as Bangladesh
and the birth of a new nation. He died
from his injuries several years later.

Now aged 60, Mrs Begum wipes
away her tears as she tells how she
has endured a life of suffering, how six
of her 11 children died from malnutri-
tion. Even now, grey-haired and worn-
down, she toils as a domestic worker
to get money for her extended family.

But a year ago, Mrs Begum’s
daughter-in-law took her to a self-help
group in Dhaka established for
women who could use a little assis-
tance. In different ways, the group
has helped both women.

For Mrs Begum, the group has
provided her with the company of
women who are likewise struggling:
Muslims, Hindus, married women,
widows, migrants and those from
Dhaka, all are members of the
Floating Women’s Forum, so named
because its members are all in some
way cut adrift from Bengali society.

The group is supported by One World -

Action, one of the charities which is
supported by The Independent
Christmas appeal.

“I'have been hurt by two wars:
partition and the War of Liberation,”
says Mrs Begum, who has been
attending the group’s adult education
classes. The classes have helped her
marry what she learns of history with
her own personal experience.

She was just seven when India was
divided into two separate nations, she
explains. Hundreds of thousands of
Muslims and Hindus were killed in
the subsequent violent turmoil,
among them her parents.

At the age of 11, she married a man
five years older then her. He worked
as arickshaw driver in the country’s

Khulna district. In addition to the
tragedy of losing six children, Mrs
Begum also lost her husband,
ultimately as a result of the turmoil of
the 1971 uprising that led to the birth
of Bangladesh - an event celebrated
every year on 16 December. Revolu-
tionaries who mistook her husband
for an ally of Pakistan, the country
from which they were seeking
freedom, tortured him severely. Mrs
Begum says he never recovered his
health, and seven years later he died,
leaving his wife to struggle on alone.
The extended family in which Mrs
Begum now lives is headed by 19-
year-old Jahanara. This young
woman is married to one of Mrs
Begum’s sons, a man who suffers
from a mental disability. His condi-
tion means he is able to earn very lit-
tle money, and as a result Jahanara
has been forced to take responsibility
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“When they see that
women can earn
money, the men see
the benefits”

FEROZA BEGUM
NGO DIRECTOR

for the family. One way in which the
self-help group has been able to
assist Jahanara is by providing her
with a strategy for developing other
forms of income. At this humble
drop-in centre in the dusty Mirpur
district of the sprawling Bangladeshi
capital, the women are taught
candle-making, simple sewing and
other skills such as batik printing. It
has enabled women such as Jaha-
nara to earn considerably more
money than they previously could. It
is still a pitifully low amount - per-
haps £35 a month - but in a country
where an estimated 83 per cent of

‘the population survives on less than

£1.40 a day, it can make a crucial
difference. She says: “I have been
studying embroidery and making
kurtas” (traditional, open-collared

shirts). “My husband’s earnings

are very low and now I am the main
earner for the family. The family

is better off since T have been coming
here. I take orders for clothes from
the community. All of the responsi-
bility is with me.”

Another woman, Nazma, also 19,
says she too has been learning to
make candles and to sew: The money
she has been able to earn - around

£30 a month - has greatly helped her i

family and has boosted her position
within it. “Now I can participate in
decision-making,” she says. “Before, I
didn’t earn anything and my parents
thought I was a burden.”

As Nazma testifies, the self-help
group, funded by the Bangladeshi
NGO Nagorik Uddyog, a partner of
One World Action, has done more
than provide incomes.

In a country where women are
routinely afforded few rights and
often treated as little more than
possessions, the groups have provid-
ed them with confidence, skills and
inspiration. Jahanara is among the
volunteer leaders trained by the
self-help group.

“A big problem is the Islamic
culture [of Bangladesh]. We are not
allowed a voice,” says Feroza Begum,
head of another NGO involved in the
project. “We need policies to help
women’s empowerment, we need
access to contraception. Many of the
husbands do not like their wives to
come to this organisation. They
want to keep us down.

“But when they see that the women
can earn money, then the men stop
saying that and they see the benefits.”

Another of the leaders, Lovely Yas-
min, is passionate about the power of
poor women acting together. She has
travelled to international conferences
to listen to other women speak and to
share with them the success of their
project in Dhaka and of their future
dreams. “We are not educated people
and we don’t have money, but we have
alot of power within ourselves,” she
says. “It’s a challenge, but we want
women to become more powerful.
‘We want to change our society. This
is our challenge and this is our goal.”
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Surname:
Address:
Postcode: Tel:
Email*: _

VS0, ADD and One World Action would like to keep you informed about the success of this appeal and
other aspects of their work. Please tick here if you'd prefer them not to contact you in the future [ .
*Please complete if you're happy for us to contact you by email.

To give by phone call the special appeal hotline:

08001383242

OR make an online donation at www.independent.co.uk/appeal
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nk you:
Yes,  want to help. .:..m <
Here is my gift to The Independent Christmas Appeal:
[1£25 [£50 [J£100 [J £500 [ £1,000
[ other £
Please make cheques payable to The Independent Christmas Appeal
We accept MasterCard/Visa/Maestro/CAF Card (delete as appropriate)

cardno. (T M OO OO OO

(Maestro only)
valid from I CIC] expiry date (X1 [ Jissue no CI]
: 5 (Maestro only)
Signature Date /.
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[ 1ama uK tax payer and would like VSO, ADD and One World Action to treat all donations
I make or have made for the past six years as Gift Aid donations until further notice.

You must pay an amount of income andj/or Capital Gains Tax equal to the basic rate tax that
we reclaim on your donations (currently 28p for every £1 you give).

Registered charity numbers: VS0 313757 ADD 294860 One World Action 1022298

Please return to: The Independent Christmas Appeal,
FREEPOST ANG2640, Coichester CO2 8BR
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