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In the name of Allah, the Most Gracious, the Most Merciful.

It is great pleasure to be present here today as we have gathered to highlight the rights of women and children in Pakistan.

Quaid-e-Azam, Mohammad Ali Jinnah, the great founder of Pakistan in an address in March, 1948, said:

                 “In the great task of building the nation and maintaining its solidarity women have a most valuable part to play, as the prime architects of the character of the youth that constitutes its backbone, …I know that in the long struggle for the achievement of Pakistan, Muslim women have stood solidly behind their men. In the bigger struggle for the building of Pakistan that lies ahead, let it not be said that the women of Pakistan had lagged behind or failed in their duty.”

So far, though little fault of their own; the vast majority of Pakistani women have lagged behind. Since the inception of Pakistan, women have been playing a crucial role at every national level, though largely unacknowledged by the society and their rights subjected to neglect by successive governments. Since the 1980s, for reasons of expediency, laws relating to the status of women have been framed keeping in mind the viewpoint of the obscurantist minority.

In this globalized world of the 21st century, no longer can a nation stand apart and away from internationally accepted norms. Pakistan has subscribed to the Vienna Declaration, which recognizes women’s rights as human rights; it made commitments at the Beijing World Conference on Women (1995); and it has ratified the UN Convention for the Elimination of all forms of Discrimination Against Women. Unfortunately Pakistan has been unable to live up to any of these declarations in the past. But the present government is doing its utmost to live up to those promises made in these world forums under the able leadership of President Pervaiz Musharaf.

Historical background of human rights

Traditionally, women were discriminated by all civilizations, the Babylonians, the Assyrian, the Greek, the Roman, the Jewish and the Christians. Socrates, Plato and Aristotle considered women as congenitally inferior and only suitable for child bearing and house keeping. They had little or no rights and were regarded as the property, first of their father and then of their husband. Women in traditional Jewish culture were 

considered male property as evidenced by the 10th commandment according to which they are equated with the house, the cattle and the oxen possessed by the man. A Jewish woman was regarded as a seducer of men and as the originator of sin. In Hinduism, women hold a sacrificial status having no rights. For centuries Hindu women have been burnt alive on the pyres of their deceased husbands, a custom known as “sutti”. Even those who did not participate in this gruesome practice condemned widows to an inferior status for the rest of their existence by forcing them to withdraw from life.

Status of women in Islam

Islam on the contrary, conferred on women a compassionate and dignified status. The Holy Quran completely altered man’s attitude towards women. Despite the socially accepted practice of female infanticide among some Arabian tribes in the seventh century, the Holy Quran strictly forbade this custom, and considered it a crime like any other murder. At the time of the first revelation, the Holy Prophet, (May peace be upon him) turned to his wife Hazrat Khadija (May Allah be pleased with her), for guidance and for moral support. The treatment of Allah’s Messenger (May peace be upon him) to his wives and daughters was of honorable, noble and superb nature. He stood for the rights of women and gave them respect, reverence and honor. The Holy Quran provides evidence that woman is completely equated with man in the sight of God in the terms of her rights and responsibilities.

Islam has given women the right to inherit property, to marry anyone with their own choice and the right to divorce. Islam also encourages widows to remarry. According to Islamic law, though a woman can earn her living by honest means, it is the responsibility of her father and after marriage, that of her husband to provide for her and their children. Islam commands its believers to treat their women and children with respect and kindness. It disregards discrimination between persons on the basis of gender, color, race, nationality, nobility of birth, wealth, political status, etc. Superiority of a person is determined only on the basis of piety, righteousness, and moral excellence. Therefore it is impossible for anyone to justify any mistreatment of women by any decree of rule embodied in the Islamic laws and values.

State of women in the world

It is a harsh reality that in times of conflicts, women and children suffer the most. Atrocities are being committed against women in dozens of conflicts around the world from Afghanistan, Iraq and Nepal to Colombia, Sudan and the Democratic Republic of Congo, where thousands of women have been abducted, raped or forced into sexual slavery. In the Indian state of Gujarat, hundreds of women have died in clashes between Muslims and Hindus. In the occupied state of Kashmir, Muslim women are being molested and brutally murdered. The administrations in Afghanistan and Iraq have failed to provide any protection to the women against horrific crimes. Furthermore, women representation has been ignored and excluded in post-conflict peace restoration in the countries like Afghanistan, Iraq (with only one woman in the cabinet), Northern Ireland, Liberia and Sierra Leone. 

Challenges in issues of women and children rights in Pakistan

1. Customs and outmoded traditions

Since antiquity, the treatment meted out to women has been incited sometimes by lawlessness and sometimes by laws derogatory to them. Traditions and customs, erroneously justified in the name of religion have been deciding the fate of women in South Asia, where women become victims of serious crimes like abduction, rape, gang rape, forced marriages, or death by acid throwing, or by stove bursts, for the reasons of not bringing enough dowry, or merely to deprive them of inheritance. The problem of widespread impunity is essentially cultural and social. Sometimes, even murders are committed under the vicious, immoral practice known as honor killing.

2. Poverty

Poverty is the mother of all social evils in a society. According to a report of the World Bank, 56 per cent of the world’s population lives in slums, without ever getting the basic amenities of life. Among 1.3 billion people living in Poverty, almost half of them live in South Asia, and the 75 per cent of the poor are females. Poverty, along with misery and hunger, can bring illiteracy, helplessness and even forced prostitution in a woman’s life. In the rural areas, sometimes, a woman is bought and sold at a paltry amount. In the urban areas poverty makes women an unbearable burden on their parents.

3. Population explosion

Admittedly, population explosion has begun to exhaust the resources around the world. Its impact is visible in the form of hunger, poverty, disease, inflation, corruption, militancy, ever increasing pollution of land and water, deforestation, illiteracy, unemployment, scarcity of drinkable water, erosion of land and extinction of some species of animals. Not to mention the negative psychological effect over the children due to the inability of their parents to meet their material as well as emotional demands. Crimes also increase with the increase in rates of population, especially among the less privileged classes of the society. The unrecognized, yet major obstacle in the way of the population programme in Pakistan, is the perception of women as second class citizens, who do not enjoy the esteem, recognition and opportunities as men have, that is why majority of parents are not satisfied with a girl child. The second factor is rampant illiteracy, which makes the poverty stricken families to mistakenly believe that a large family would make a large income. The rapid growth of population makes it extremely difficult for the government to meet the requirements of people regarding health, education, security, justice, infrastructure etc.

4. Low literacy rates in the country

According to the latest statistics, female literacy in Pakistan stands at a pathetic 28 per cent, far below the Third World average of 66 percent. The situation has much to do with the inaccessibility and remote locations of schools, especially in rural areas that make parents reluctant to send their girls to a far-off school. It is a fact that education for girls is generally not considered essential. The condition of women in rural areas is particularly dismal, as they suffer owing to acute poverty, illiteracy and poor health.

Besides working at home, they work in fields. For the multitude of women who can never be found sullying the family honor, gender bias begins and ends within the four protective walls called home. Though most urbanite middle class parents send their girls to college or university, many would bar their professional degree holder daughter from joining the job market.

5. Misconceptions about Islam regarding women and children

Sages down the ages have been misinterpreting Islamic laws in a generally misogynistic fashion. This led to an increase in injustices against women and children.

6. Attitude of the Society

Our society is obsessed with women’s honor and will stop at nothing to protect it, but when a child is molested or a woman is disgraced, it accepts the unfortunate incidents with demure. The religious parties, as always, have remained silent over rape and atrocities against women. The society seems to have become immune to injustices. It has been following its own customs more than the injunctions of Islam. It has evolved a biased and indifferent attitude towards the females.

7.  Inefficiency by the law enforcing agencies

Slackness or general reluctance in the behavior of police fails the implementation mechanism. Sometimes the police habitually deny women basic protection and refuse to register their complaints. Officers often detain women illegally for days without officially registering any charge against them or producing them before the magistrate within the prescribed 24-hour period. The government has become vigilant and takes strict disciplinary actions against such officers.

8. Injustice by the Jirgas/panchayats (Tribal councils)

While there is no doubt that jirgas are time tested mechanisms of speedy justice and of satisfactory arbitration in local disputes, there are certain negative aspects to them. They are virtually a parallel legal system, often conflicting with the law of the land. Most of the times jirgas misuse their powers and take decisions which are not in conformity with the precepts of true justice. Keeping in view the fact that the normal judicial process in the country is slow and not easily accessible to everyone, and that it is deeply entrenched in the interior, it would be difficult to root out jirgas all at once. Neither the composition of jirgas nor their decisions hold any legal sanctity.

9. Lack of awareness about beneficial laws

The government itself has never sufficiently publicized the effective measures taken by it, when their very utility depends on public awareness. For instance the Juvenile Justice Ordinance 2000, the addition of a new Section (Section 174-A) to the Criminal Procedure Code of Pakistan, and the amendments made in the Pakistan Penal Code (section 302), complimentary to women and children rights.

Efforts made by the government for the development and protection of women and children: 

1) Increased women representation in the Legislatures

Although women have been getting elected against the general seats, their numbers remained negligible. For the first time in the history of Pakistan, 17 per cent in the national and provincial assemblies whereas 33 per cent seats in the local governments, were reserved for the females.  The due credit goes to President Pervaiz Musharaf who took this affirmative step in women empowerment. Women have now begun to escape the clutches of suffocating traditions by working alongside men, in the legislatures and in the local government system, bringing with them a fresh perspective on important issues like women rights. Women have to work twice as hard to prove that they are half as good. Sometimes female parliamentarians work across party lines on issues of women rights. Women legislators also have their constraints and have to assert themselves on certain issues while facing opposition from their male colleagues. By being in minority in the assemblies and by being too assertive against the male mainstream the women legislators can isolate themselves and jeopardize their public life by risking their position.  That would explain why women leaders who made it to the top in a man’s world – Indira Gandhi, Benazir Bhutto, Srimavo Bandaranaike, Margaret Thatcher – had to act the steel woman to survive. Even though the progress of female legislators might be slow, it is important to know that with correct agenda, they are heading in the right direction. The government has been encouraging women to participate in elections especially in ultra- conservative areas where patriarchal set-ups frown on women’s participation.  In the recently held local bodies elections, Prime Minister’s advisor on women development, personally went to Dir and other areas in the Frontier province to negotiate with the tribal men regarding the participation of females who were barred by men from doing so.

2) Amendments in the Pakistan Penal Code

Through a recent amendment in section 302, of the Pakistan Penal Code, honor killing has been made an offence just like any other murder and can be punished with death, imprisonment for life or imprisonment which may extend to a period of 25 years (but not less that 10 years), where according to the Injunctions of Islam the punishment of qisas is not applicable.  The evil customs of Vani or sawara (marrying off women to members of a rival party as an instrument of setting vendetta or effecting a compromise in a dispute), have been prohibited by adding a proviso in the Criminal Procedure Code, section 310, according to which a female shall not be given in marriage or other wise in badal i sulh, meaning the mutually agreed compensation.  A new clause has also been added in section 310 of the CrPc (section 310-A), to make it a punishable offence.  The punishment for giving a female in marriage or otherwise in compensation is rigorous imprisonment which may extend to 10 years but shall be not less than three years.

3) Prison Reforms

Due to over crowding in the prisons, frightened, threatened and sulking women inmates are put up in the City Court lockups like cattle, and wait for their turn to be brought in front of the jury. Lawyers put up their own terms and conditions to plead their cases. Poor women prisoners from different rural areas cannot even comprehend the conversation of their lawyers, who are ready to exploit them at every juncture.  Therefore prisons for women are being established to provide maximum relief to captive women and their children.  The government has evolved a strategy to provide free legal aid and to get female prisoners, who have completed their sentence and cannot afford to pay the fine, released after paying their amount of fine.

4) Establishment of Women Crisis Centers
Currently women crisis centers in Islamabad, Peshawer and Lahore are working for the relief and welfare of women in distress.  They are being imparted skill development training so that they can earn their livelihood through honorable means.

5) Economic empowerment 

The economic empowerment of women is necessary to enable them to stand on their own feet and ensure their progress in the society.  Among the multitude of problems facing women in Pakistan, the inability of women to be economically independent due to various constraints is particularly unfortunate.  The government as its commitment to tackling such issues has established a bank for the welfare and promotion of women.  (According to the president of First Woman Bank Limited, the bank’s deposits increased from Rs. 3.4 billion in the year 2000 to Rs. 8.7 billion in 2004.)  Micro-credit and its related facilities are also being provided to the poor women for whom survival is an uphill task.  Women wings have also been created in all chambers of commerce and industry.  Women exporters’ participation in international trade fairs and exhibitions under the aegis of Export Promotion Bureau has further enhanced success potentials of women-owned businesses. 

6) The Punjab Government’s Education Reform Programme

Education is the key to women’s development.  Therefore the Punjab Government introduced an Education Structural Reform Programme two years ago to improve education ratios. It is aimed at achieving 100 percent literacy in the province over a period of 5 years.  The plan provides for free education, free text books to all the students up to secondary level and stipends of Rs 200 per month to girl students, resulting in a large increase of enrolment in tens of thousands.  Schools have been provided with missing facilities.  New schools have been established in the remote areas of Punjab to make education accessible to maximum number of students.  Awareness campaigns through media were also launched.

7) Child Protection and welfare laws

The Juvenile Justice System Ordinance 2000 was promulgated by the government to extend protection to the children involved in criminal litigation and their rehabilitation in society. Under this law, 1) Borstal institutions have been established for the detention, education and for their moral and psychological development. 2) Free legal assistance at the expense of the State is being given. No child can be awarded punishment of death or ordered to labor during the time spend in any Borstal institution. Moreover, a child cannot be given any corporal punishment.

8) Banning of corporal punishment for children

The Punjab chief secretary has imposed a ban on all sorts of corporal punishments in schools. Directives have been issued in the regard and punitive action, such as dismissal from service, will be taken against teachers inflicting physical punishment on children. The parents can also help the government by promptly reporting such actions by the teachers.

9) Establishment of Child Protection and Welfare Bureau in Punjab

While giving priority to child welfare, the government of Punjab, has established centers for destitute and neglected children where they are being offered protection, free accommodation, food and education. Due credit should be given to this bureau for the rehabilitation of camel jockeys in collaboration with the UAE government. A large number of children were smuggled by unscrupulous agents to the Gulf where they took part in the dangerous sport of camel racing. Some kids were kidnapped while others were sent or taken by their parents in return of monetary recompense. The government through close vigilance has cracked down on several gangs. 

Role of NGOs

The NGOs act as catalyst by providing information, highlighting issues, challenging policies, offering support and solidarity to the victimized and the oppressed through campaign, advocacy, physical protection, free legal aid, shelters etc. The services rendered by the local as well as international NGOs over the past several years in Pakistan and other countries, is highly commendable. They have been creating mass awareness about the significance of education, raising voice for human rights, organizing huge anti-war rallies all over the world, fighting for environment protection, rehabilitation of refuges, working for consumer rights and so on. It is NGOs which are agitating against neo-liberal policies of IMF, World Bank and WTO. A number of programmes on poverty alleviation, health care and primary education are currently being run by both local and foreign NGOs in collaboration with the government.

Role of Media

As you know that media is a double edged weapon, it plays a significant role not only in creating awareness of social issues but also in bringing incidents to a lime light. 

However, the media has to be honest and balanced in reporting the violations of human rights.

Role of civil society and the Religious leaders

It is not easy to change traditional belief by edict. It is the collective responsibility of the government, the religious scholars and leaders, and the civil society to encourage tolerant attitudes and to promote discussion and debate on issues affecting social change.

Enlightened opinion makers, writers, politicians and sociologists can play a role in removing notions of family honor resting on women’s chastity alone.

In the end I would like to say that the inspiration can come within women themselves. Unless they develop an urge to go ahead and be strong morally they have nothing to lose except for their chains.
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