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The facts are astﬂundmg One nf
| every two women in Asia is illiterate.
). Of the projected one billion’ illitet-
Y ates in the world by year 2000,
majority will be women- And of the

116 miltion children unable to attend

primary school, two-thirds are girls.

"The illiteracy of Asian women can
be traced directly to the inordinate
burden of poverty they bear, accord-
ing to Gregg Bigps of World Neigh-
“bours (WN), a non-profit organisa-
“tion based in the United States and
waorking to eliminate hunger, disease
and poverty in developing countries.

‘While poverty’ causes problems

- for men, women and children, it is
] women who are the ones most re-

- | sponsible for the labour that will help
- the family survive,’

Biggs, senior associate of WN’s Pub-
lic Affairs. ‘Subsistence agriculture,
} finding water, gathenng fhrewood,
| taking care of the animals — all these
to be
‘WOImEn's, Wor

‘Most women are genérally ex-

. | pected to petform these .survival
.| chores.instead of going to schoof'to
} learn. Even before she reaches
| school age, a girt is already starting
} to perform household work. Two-
.thirds of all hours worked, for inst-
.| ance, are performed by *women,
| according to the International
| Labour Organisation (ILO).
' ‘Simply learriing to read will not
‘| enable women to break.out of pover-

= ty; .but when integrated into com-

munity development activities, it can

. +} serve as-a key ingredient to making a

erence,’ says Mr Biggs. ‘This be-_

explains Mr. -
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The cost of large-scale illiteracy to society is the individual
tragedy of unrealised potential aml persunal growth

magnified a mlllmn tunes.

nefils not ;ust thc wumcn hut the
“entire family,’

Dr Nelly. P.. Strﬂmqulst nf the*
University of Southern California

agrees—‘Research has identified va-
rious benefits of literacy for womeén,
such as better maternal ~heh3wﬂur5

. rcgardmg child health and child rear--
ing, and effective family p]anmng, _.

she says.

- . Illiteracy, experts: say, 15 invariably
linked with poverty and.high infant

- and maternal mortality rates. ‘There

is also a well-documented connection
levels - of
" women, the snze. of families, and the

between “the literacy
~mortalty and nutritional status of
their childrén,’ says Manzoor Ahmed
of -the United Nations Ghﬂn:lren $
Fund (UNICEF). = - .

The  UNICEF offitial. expalins :

“The cost of large-scale illiteracy to:
~society as a whole is the individual -

tragedy of unrealised potential and

personal growth, self-sufficiency and

economic “achievement” magniﬁcd a
_ million times’.. 2

The WN has drsmvercd that hnld*'

ing literacy classes is not the ultimate

answer - to “the illiteracy problem.
Most women, for example, do not
- have €nough time for school. A
survey conducted among young girls’
- in_India disclosed that about 30 per -
-cent of their working hours are spent *

—

. and téchnically supports the Human

doing’ huuse.huld work, 29 per cent
gathering fuel -:and anu‘ther 29 per
cent fetching water. '

Mr Biggs cites the case of women

“in the Dhading region of Nepal

“Women must tend-to what they call
the “unseen” work — duties for

‘which they receive no pay but on
which their whole family’s survival
hinges. “They are usually up at the

time the rooster.crows to bathe their
children, wash dlothes, collect water
and find fodder and firewood.

‘By noon, they must prepare food
for children returning from school or
the men coming home. ‘They also
tend animals. So much of their time

is spent caring for. their chiidren,

husbands and worrying about other
thankless or “unseen” tasks that they
do not even, hal.re time to wash

| thcmselvas ' L v

This incredible workload is some-
times further burdened by tasks their
husbands give them to finish. Not
only do'the women ifeel that their

- work goes on ‘unseen,’ they feel they

are even .unable to cummumcate

"their ‘needs.
To ease the Wﬂrk burderi of

women, WN first works with com-
munitics and integrates literacy train-

..-ing as women begin to have more

free time. In Nepal, WN financially
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* women become enthusiastic tu leatn -|

.allow girls to go to school’; said one
. woman.

Nations*Educational, Scientific and
-Cuitural* Organisation (UNESCO)
, have ‘showtt that in 1985 there were
- 297.3 miltion adult illiterates (age 13
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World’s_Ilhtei ates: Predommantly

| WAKARTA-The predominant
- face of the wnrld’s illiterates is.
% ,

and National Development, Snclety
(HANDS) which introduces literacy
by. using simple posters that help
women fearn about the importance
of keepmg a safe water supply. Hav-
ing the practical immediate applica- |
tion of these newly learned skills, the |”

more. .
. ‘We never had the chance when we |
were young because paremts did not .|

‘Now - kids are " attending |.
school, when they comie back they §
laugh and tease us because we don't -
understard. I wanted at first to be |
able to write my name. Now we want |
to learn to write letters to friends.’

Statistics -released by the United

and Qvér) in East ASia, although this
pumbel went down to 228.1 million
in 1990.5The reverse was happening
in South>Asia : 374.1 million adult |
illiterates i in 1985 and 397.3 million in
1990. ~

Globally, 965.1 million were reg-.
istered aduit illiterates in 1985 and |
062.6 million in 199G -

+ One. of the primary ub]ectwes uf |
the 1990 World Conference on '
Education for All sponsored.by UN-
ESCO, UNICEF, United Nations'
Development ngramme (UNDP),
and the World Bank is to reduce.
adult illiteracy to half of the 19901
level, ‘with sufficient emphasis o
female literacy to significantly reducg;
the current dispanty between m
and female illiteracy rates.’
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