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GENDER INEQUALITIES AND PERCEPTIONS

While women represent 50% of the world’s adult population, and one-half of the official labour force, 
they perform nearly two -thirds of all working hours, receive only one -tenth of the world’s income and 
own less than 1% of the world’s property. (United Nations, 1980).

Themainquestionwhicharisesinthemindsofallisthatdespitesuchinvestmentsintimeandlabour
bywomen,whyistheresomuchdiscriminationandinequality?

Inoureffortstoaddressthisquestionletusfirststartwithabrieftheoreticaldiscussionongender
inequality.Overthelastfourdecades,therehasbeenadramaticincreaseinconcernwiththemeaningand
explanationofgender.Researchingenderanddevelopmenthasledtoageneralconsensusthatgender
isafundamentalorganizingprincipleinhumansocietiesandinculturalproduction.Analytically,ithas
reachedthestatusofclass,ethnicity,stateandworldsysteminsocialscience.Today,itisalsowidely
acceptedthatgender,like class and race/ethnicity, is a source of inequality.Thatgenderasymmetry
isauniversalfactoflifeisnowacommonplace.Itisacknowledgedthatinmanysocietiesaroundthe
world,womenarediscriminatedagainstbylawandbycustom,renderingthemamongthemostvulner-
ableanddisadvantagedsocialgroups.AsPapanek(1989)stated:“genderdifferences,basedonsocial
constructionandbiologicalsexdistinctions,areoneofthegreatfaultlinesofsocieties-thosemarksof
differenceamongcategoriesofpersonsthatgoverntheallocationofpower,authorityandresources.”

Sincethe1970s,theconceptof“gender,”hasaddressedthefollowingquestionsaboutgenderinequality.

• How does it occur?
• Why does it take different forms?
• Why does it vary in degree across societies?
• What are the components that add up to gender inequality?
• What are the causes promoting gender inequality?
• How do various institutions and practices contribute to it?
• Are there any strategies to of changing it?

Whileculturallyandhistorically-bound,gendercommonlyisafunctionofpowerrelationsandthe
socialorganizationofinequality.Inequalitybetweenwomenandmencantakemanydifferentforms.
Genderinequalityexistsinmostpartsoftheworld,fromthedevelopedcountryofJapantotheleast
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developedcountrieswithinAfrica,AsiaandfromthebreakupofcountriesofRussiatotheUnited
StatesofAmerica(Sen,2001).

Throughouttheworld,womencontinuetofaceinequalityinallspheresoflife.Examplesfromvarious
surveysvalidatethisstatement.Theindexrankingof151countriesongenderinequalityinaddressing
poverty,education,basichealth,employment(income),violenceandpoliticalparticipationcontained
invariousHumanDevelopmentReportpreparedbytheUnitedNationsDevelopmentProgrammesince
1995till2003,showsthat“no country treat women as well as men.”

Genderinequalityreferstounequaltreatmentorperceptionsofindividualsbasedontheirgender.It
arisesfromdifferencesinsociallyconstructedgenderrolesaswellasbiologicallythroughchromosomes,
brainstructureandhormonaldifferences.Gendersystemsareoftendichotomousandhierarchical.Gender
binarysystemsmayreflecttheinequalitiesthatmanifestinnumerousdimensionsindailylife.Gender
inequalityitemsstemsfromdistinctions,whetherempiricallygroundedorsociallyconstructed.Gender
inequalitycanfurtherbeunderstoodthroughthemechanismsofsexism.Discriminationtakesplacein
thismannerasmenandwomenaresubjecttoprejudicialtreatmentonthebasisofgenderalone.Sexism
occurswhenmenandwomenareframedwithintwodimensionsofsocialcognition.

Genderinequalityistheresultofthepersistentdiscriminationofonegroupofpeoplebasedupon
genderanditmanifestsitselfdifferentlyaccordingtorace,culture,politics,countryandeconomicsitu-
ation.Itisfurtherconsideredasacausalfactorofviolenceagainstwomen.Whilegenderdiscrimination
happenstobothmenandwomeninindividualsituations,discriminationagainstwomenisanentrenched
globalpandemic.

Thereamultitudeofcrimesagainstwomenleadingtoanumberofagenciesclalingforanendto
ViolenceAgainstWomen.Insomecountries(DemocraticRepublicofCongo),rapeandviolenceand
violenceagainstwomenandgirlsisusedasatoolofwar.InAfghanistanandBangladeshgirlshave
acidthrownintheirfaceforrefusingmarriageorloveaffair.Oneexampleofthecontinuedexistenceof
genderinequalityisAsiaisthe“missinggirls”phenomenon.Inothercountrieswomenaretrafficked
ascommoditiesacrossborders.

Genderinequalityisstillamajorcontemporarysocialproblemandnotanindividualmatter.There-
fore,itisdeeplyingrainedinthestructureofsocieties.Genderinequalityisbuiltintotheorganization
ofmarriageandfamilies,workandeconomy,politics,religions,theartsandotherculturalproductions,
andeventheverylanguagewespeak.Oneofthemostfundamentalformsofgenderinequalitymaybe
seenatthebasicsocialunit,namelythegenderdivisionofroleswithinafamily.Nevertheless,inspite
ofwomen’snewrole,bothashousewifeaswellasworker,thetraditionaldivisionofroles-womenat
homeandmenatwork-hasnotchangedmuch.

Thedifferentpapersincludedinthisbookdealwithgenderinequalitiesfromanumberofdifferent
perspectivestartingfromthefamily,society,workplace,economy,media,politicalparticipation,leader-
shipanddecisionmaking.Chapter1,titled,”DiversityorDilemma?TheCryforSocialfreedomofMSM
PeopleLivinginDhakaCity,”writtenbyAumioSrizanSamyadelineateslivesanddilemmaofMSM
(MenwhohaveSexwithMen)peopleinurbanBangladesh.Heoutlineshowthesepeopleareperceived,
viewedandidentifiedasdeviant,outcastandsinnersandsuppressedtoinvisibility.Theyaredeprived
ofbasichumanrights,accesstopropereducation,healthcareservicesandothersocialbenefits.Being
deprivedofallnecessitiesoflifetheMSMpeopleinDhakaarefacingoppressionandinequality,being
pushednotonlytotheedgesbutalsomakingthemsilentandalmostinvisiblefromthesociety.This
paperrightlyarguesthatgenderinequalityistheresultofthepersistentdiscriminationofonegroupof
peoplebasedupongenderanditmanifestsitselfdifferentlyaccordingtorace,culture,politics,country
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andeconomicsituation.Itisfurtherconsideredascausalfactorofviolenceagainstmen,anissuenot
dealtwithseriousrepercussions.

Chapter2byNemuJoshiexploresavarietyofgenderpracticesintheeraofglobalization.Sheex-
ploreshowurbanNepaliwomenconstantlynegotiatebetweenglobalflowsandlocalcontextandthe
effectsofthisnegotiationontheirgenderroles,andontheirfamilialandintimaterelationships.This
chapteranalysesthewaysmedia,especiallyIndianvisualmedia,acommonsourceofdiscussionamong
urbanwomen,areaffectingthemandtheirdailylives.Thechapteralsofocusesontheroleoffilmsand
televisionindirectingnewidentitiesandimplicationsofgenderroles,andindicateshowurbanwomen
inNepalaretryingtonegotiatetheirgenderrolesinrelationtothebinaryof‘culturalpractices’and
modernitythroughconstantlybeingaddictedinwatchingIndiantelevisionserialsandmovies.

InChapter3,Dr.SoheliKhadizaAzadaddressestheplausibilityandtransformatorypotentialof
internallymigratedwomenworkinginthereadymadegarmentfactoriesinDhaka.Shearguesthatthey
workasacriticalmasstochallengetheexistingclassandcultureinurbanDhaka.Basedonafeminist
researchmethodologyandreviewingofrelevantscholarlyresearch,thechapterisdividedintotwomain
sections.Thefirstsectionemphasizesonmigration,paidworkandempowerment,whilethesecond
sectionfocuseswiththeevidencesofcredibilityandpotentialityofworkingwomentomakearapture
intotheexistingclasssystemandculturalsetupofurbanDhakacity.

NafisaTanjeeminChapter4dealswiththeaftereffectsofthecollapseofRanaPlazaincludingfive
garmentfactoriesthatclaimedlivesof1134peoplemostofwhomwerepoorruralwomen.Sheproposes
aculturalgeographicunderstandingofthespaceofsocialmediaandexploreplacemakingprocesses
throughwhichmicrocelebritiesgotengagedinneoliberalconformistvoluntarismduringRanaPlaza
CollapseinSavar,Bangladesh.Shejuxtaposestwocasesofvirtualactivismforexamininghowgender,
class,neoliberalism,andnationalismdeterminethepoliticsofexclusionandinclusioninthespaceof
socialmedia.

Chapter5dealingwith“WomeninBangladeshLocalGovernment:CriticallyEvaluatingTheirPar-
ticipationandEmpowerment,”triestoevaluatetheroleandparticipationofwomenmembersinlocal
government.ThestudyisbasedontheLocalGovernment(UnionParishad)SecondAmendmentAct
1997ofBangladesh,whichisaninitiativeadoptedbytheGovernmentwiththeprovisionofonethird
reservedseatsforwomeninthelocalgovernmentbodiestobedirectlyelectedbythevotersoftheUnion.
Thislawcreatesnewopportunitiesandenableswomentostepintotheelectivepositionsofgrassroots
levellocalgovernmenttoraisetheirvoicesandinfliencethedecisionstakenintheUnionParishad.
Md.MostafizurRahmanKhanandFardausAra,inevaluatingtheroleofthesewomenmembersreveal
thatinactualpracticethesewomenaredebarredfromequallyparticipatingintheaffairsoftheUnion
Parishad.Thesewomenarefacedwiththecommonphenomenonofthetypicalpatriarchalattitudes
ofthemalemembers,andarenotallowedtoparticipate,ortakeanydecisionsoftheUnionParishad.
Thestudyfurtherrevealsthattheelectedwomenmembersinlocalgovernmentseriouslylackmaterial,
humanandsocialresourcesrequiredtobeabletoinfluencedecisionsattheUnionParishad,andthus
becomeempowered.

InChapter6,Dr.DipakKumarBhattacharyyatakesmoreofatheoreticalapproachtounderstand
employmentrelationshipandconflicts.Asheclaimsthatpowerisadominantconstruct.Powercanhave
adverseeffectoninstitutionalemployment,whichevenculminatestoconflictandresistancetochange.
Whenorganizationsareconstrainedbythenegativeaspectofworker’spower,itisdifficulttobring
order,andeventooffertherightsolutionforlackofproblemidentification.Heexplainstheprocessof
interventionsintwoorganizationstosolvetheproblemofconstrainedemploymentrelations,pertaining
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toworkers’redeploymentsubsequenttotechnologicalchangebyusingcriticaldiscourseanalysisasa
solution.

Chapter7,namely,“TheRoleofWomenDirectorsforMalayasianFirms’Performance,”investigates
theroleofWomenonBoardDirectoronfirmperformanceinMalaysia.Thispaperisacompletede-
parturefromthecommonunderstandingandperceptionofthenegativeroleofwomenoncetheyreach
thetoplevelsofmanagement.Researchinthisareahavealwaysbeenfocusedonthedifferentbarriers
womenfaceinrisingtothetopandassumingmanagementandleadershippositions.Genderinequalityis
verypervasiveinthisareaandwomenalsofacesexualharassmentfromtheirmalecolleagues.Rayenda
BrahmanaandSze-NeeChen,however,showthatthepositiveeffectsofwomenintopmanagement,
becauseitinducesperformanceofthefirm.Theirresearchindicatesthatthepositiveeffectsdependon
thequalificationsoftopfemalemanagers.Upholdingthisfinding/factboththeresearchersemphasize
ontheimportanceandnecessityofwomenintheBoardofDirectorsoffirms.

Chapter8bySabihaYeasminRosyandMd.MynulIslamon“CommunicationProcessinFamily:
Reinforcing theGenderDifferences inBangladesh” firmlyconfirms the fact the ‘gender inequality
startsfromthefamily.Theauthorsfocusonthatfamilyisanimportantinstitutiontobuildaperson’s
personality,morality,valueandattitude.However,theymaintainthatunfortunately,itisinourfamilies
thatgenderbiasnessisreinforcedcontinuouslythroughdifferenceinbehaviourtowardsboysandgirls
fromchildhood.Parentscommunicatewiththemindifferentwayswhichenablesthemtoconstructthe
traitsof‘masculinity,’and‘femininity.’Theyarguethatgirlsarecompelledtolearnaboutthefeminine
rolewhichispackagedwithpoliteness,submissiveness,andtheirmobilityisrestrictedinpublicspace.
Ontheotherhand,aboylearnstobesocial,intellectual,abletoengagewiththeworldwithconfidence.
Thesedifferentformationsoftheroleandbehaviourresultsinthepersistentdiscriminationeverywhere
inthesociety.Girlsandboysarethereforeneedtoberaisedashumantoeradicatethegenderdifferences
andensureequality.

FerdousJahan,SharifAbdulWahabandFairoozBinteHafizinChapter9focuson“Genderand
EthnicDiscrimination:LifeofEthnicMinorityWomeninBangladesh.”Theyexploregenderinequality
acrosssocialgroups(BengaliandIndigenous)andcontexts(urbanandrural).Theirargumentsshade
lightonhowindigenouswomenexperiencetwo-foldbarriers–oneisinsidetheircommunityandsecond
isasethnicminoritywithinthebroadercommunityinBangladesh.ThischapterappliedNussbaum’s
capabilityapproachtoanalysethesituationofwomenwithdifferentsocialandethnicidentities.Lack
ofawareness,perceptionofcurrentsituationasdestined,socialandlocalnorms,andpatriarchalwayof
thinkingareforcingthesewomentoliveassecondarycitizens.

InChapter10,“OvercomingIntersectionalBarriers:LessonsfromInspirationalWomeninNepal,”
SaraParkerandKayStandingdiscussthecomplexityandchallengesofexploringtheimpactofgender
onwomen’sabilitytorealizetheirpotentialinNepal.Thechapterhighlightstheimportanceofexploring
intersectionalfactorsthatalsoinfluencedwomen’slifeexperiencesandautonomy.Basedoninterviews
with34‘inspirational’womeninNepaltheauthorsexplorehowtheterm‘inspirational’isdefinedand
discusstherangeofworkbeingdonebysomanywomeninNepalashighlyandtrulyinspiring.Through
aprocessofdiscourseanalysisoftheirstoriesofchildhoodandeducationtheytrytoidentifywhatare
thekeyfactorsthathaveplayedaroleinenablingthesewomentorealizetheirpotential,andtoovercome
intersectionalbarrierstoworkinarangeofdiversepositions,fromthefirstFemaleDistrictDevelopment
officertothefirstwomentoachieveherdoctoratefromoverseas;towomenwhohavesetupNGOs
workingtowardsamoreequitableandjustsocietytootherswhohavesetuptheirownbusinessesor
havebecomeleadingacademics.Theconclusionoftheirstudydrawstogethersomerecommendations
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forfutureresearch,andrecommendationsforpolicymakersaswellasthoseseekingtopromoteamore
equitablesustainabledevelopmentthattrulyincludewomenintheprocessasautonomous,heterogeneous
actorsinthedevelopmentprocessandthusovercomingthebarriersofgenderinequality.

Chapter11,writtenbyZiantHossianJuthi,dealswitharathernewandimportantdimensionofwomen’s
bodyandbeauty.Thetitle,“Beautification,Choice,andEmpowerment:AStudyonWomenCosmetic
SurgeryPatientsinDhaka,Bangladesh,”triestoexploretheinterrelateddynamicsofcosmeticsurgery,
choiceandempowerment.Whilepoverty,inaccessibilitytopropereducationandhealthfacilitiesarethe
causesofgenderinequalityinBangladesh,anincreasingnumberofcosmeticclinics(beautyparlour)are
beingestablishedandamajorityofwomenhavebecomeconsciousoftheirbeautyandgettinginvolvedin
theirbeautycareandfinallyadoptingcosmeticsurgery.Thepapertriestoaddressthatalthoughsurgery
bringschangesinphysicalappearanceandmightmakethemattractive;however,itcontributesverylittle
intermsofenablingthemtomaketheirowndecisioninthefamilyorcommunity.Rather,itfocuseson
themostcommonissuethatthesewomenareprescribedbypatriarchalnorms,hinderedandforbidden
fromallsortsofactivitiesandenjoymentofbasicrightsandparticipationleadingtogenderinequality.
Allthesefactsarejustifiedtoprovethattheyhavenotachievedempowerment.

IshratZakiaSultana,writingon“TheExploitationofWomenWorkers:UnveilingCapitalism in
BangladeshGarmentIndustries,”isthelastchapterofthebook,andfocusesontheseriesofman-made
accidentsinBangladesh’sgarmentindustries.Indealingwiththecausesoftheseaccidentssheprecisely
triestofocusonthepoorconstructionofthefactorybuildingslinkedwiththeunjustifiedfulfilmentof
therightsofthepoorwomengarmentworkers.Indiscussingthese,sheclaimsthattheeconomically
desperatewomenarehitbythecapitalistsystemthroughwhichtheseindustriesarefunctioning.Thus
sheseesthatthereisasystematicexploitationofwomengarmentworkersbytheindustryowners,who
otherwiseperceiveandpractice‘humanrights’,bynegatinganddenyingthesetothewomenworkers.
Hence,incomparisontomaleworkers,thewomenworkersfacegenderinequalityinthedevastating
anddeterioratingworkenvironment.Thepaperalsoinvestigateshowtheseexploitedwomenaretrying
toimprovetheireconomicconditions,andfinallytowhatextentfemalegarmentworkerscanoverturn
theviciouscircleofexploitationandestablishtheirrights.

Thebookalthoughfocusingon the issuesandaspectsofgender inequality in theperspectiveof
SouthAsiancountriesofBangladesh,India,NepalandMalayasiawillbeadvantageousforscholars
conductingresearchinotherdevelopingcountrieslikeAfrica,SouthAmerica,countriesinMiddleEast
andWesternAsia,wheregenderinequalityisacontinuousandpersistentissueintheareaofpoverty,
education,health,politicalparticipation,decision-making,leadershipandempowerment.Thediffer-
encesreportedinthedifferentpapersregardinglanguageandgenderresearcharesimplytheproductof
‘masculinedominance,’and‘gendersociability.’Thechaptersraisequestionsaboutwhat’snewabout
genderinequalitiesinthepresenttime?Withthedemiseofmalebreadwinnerfamily,andtheriseof
‘female-headedhouseholds’,therehasbeensomethingofa‘paradigmshift’ingenderrelations.Butis
thisshiftleadingtomoreorless‘equality?’Thisneedstoberesearchedandanalysedfurther.

Nazmunnessa Mahtab 
University of Dhaka, Bangladesh

Aditi Sabur 
University of Dhaka, Bangladesh
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