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Introduction 

This paper highlights the term “Rural” and emphasizes that to understand nature and roots of violation of human rights in Pakistan and especially women’s human rights, it is necessary to understand “Rural and Urban” divide at micro and macro level. Study of rural/urban divide may not be important in the developed world due to the even level of development in both areas. Further, it may not be important in the countries where urban size is much bigger than the rural one. Situation is different in the country like Pakistan where rural areas are much larger in size and population than urban centers. More than 70% population lives in rural Pakistan. Rural Pakistan according to various inter/national studies is agricultural, traditional, conservative, mostly illiterate with poor infrastructure” vis-à-vis urban as industrial, modern, liberal, mostly educated. Despite the larger size, unfortunately, issues of violation of human rights in the rural areas have not been given due attention in academic research. Here I would like to shed light on socio-economic roots of origin, persistence and continuance of violation of rural women’s rights by taking major assumptions from the Marxist theory of Historical Materialism, which emphasizes that

· To understand roots and nature of all kinds of oppression in human history one needs to study material basis (mode of production, economic relations and even geographical conditions) of that society.

· To suggest ways for elimination of oppression (or violation of fundamental human rights) one again needs to focus on changing the material basis of. 

Existence of vast socio-economic and cultural differences between all the four provinces (Punjab, Sindh, NWFP and Balochistan) and further, sharp contrast between rural and urban setups in all the provinces can be easily understood by studying material basis of these areas. Nature and kinds of violation of rights in general and gender-based in particular also differ due to the differences in material structure. Despite that all the four provinces with rural urban divide exist under the umbrella of state of Pakistan, researchers need to avoid to present a homogenized picture of violation of rights and to give generalized list of solutions for diverse socio-economic contexts. Let us have a cursory glance at the nature of violation of women’s human rights in the rural areas and identify historical roots of the problems.

Nature of violation of fundamental human rights

Due to the time constraint, here I mainly focus on four basic universal human rights of women as mentioned in the Universal Declaration of Human Rights (198) and Constitution of Pakistan (1973): the existence of the rights on paper and violation of the rights in the real life of rural women. The rights here I mention are:

· Right to life

Article 3 of UDHR: Everyone has the right to life, liberty and security of person.
· Right to physical and social safety

Article 4 of UDHR: No one shall be subjected to torture or to cruel, inhuman or degrading treatment or punishment.

· Right to marital choices

Article 16 of UDHR: (1) Men and women of full age, without any limitations due to race, nationality or religion, have the right to marry and to found family. They are entitled to equal rights as to marriage, during marriage and at its dissolution.

Article 16 (2) Marriage shall be entered into only with the free and full consent of intending spouses

· Right to education:

Article 26 UDHR: (1) Everyone has the right to education. Education shall be free, at least in the elementary and fundamental stages. Elementary education shall be compulsory. (2) Education shall be directed to the full development of the human personality and to the strengthening of respect for human rights and fundamental freedoms. 

The State of Pakistan is signatory of the UDHR.

The 1973 Constitution of Pakistan clearly gives equal fundamental rights to all citizens of the state, which can be applied and asserted in the area of marriage and family. Regarding the fundamental rights of the citizens of Pakistan, Article 25 of the Constitution 1973 says;

1) All citizens are equal before law and are entitled to equal protection of law.

2) There shall be no discrimination on the basis of sex alone.

3) Nothing in this Article shall prevent the State from making any special provision for the protection of women and children

Existing realities

Let us take some examples of violation of the most fundamental human right of women: the right to life. 

Right to life

Article 3 of UDHR: Everyone has the right to life, liberty and security of person.
Without going into many details of local rural culture and traditions, first of all I would like to mention the issue of son preference. The strongest desire to have a son or have all sons brings serious repercussions in the lives of daughters, sisters, wives and mothers. Son is obviously an asset, free of any moral obligations and social burden; son is a source of financial resources; son is a shield for family honor and prestige and son is insurance for the old age protection, so on and so forth. Although son preference phenomenon exists in the urban areas also but the gradual positive change is on its way due to increasing literacy, women’s employment and government sponsored family planning schemes. The real horrors of son preference phenomenon are reported from the rural and semi rural areas. The negative and tearful expressions at the time of daughter’s birth, the neglect of daughter’s health and illness as compared to son, less nutritious food, lack of medicines, and lack of attention to her personality development; all contribute to violation of basic human right to live healthy and safe. The cycle of violation of right to life continues throughout women’s life as she becomes re-enforcer of the son preference culture by becoming wife, mother and then mother in law. She also becomes one of the perpetrators of violation of this right due to living in that misogynistic culture. Why does the son preference phenomenon exist? The answer can be found by analyzing mode of production, gender relations and material conditions prevailing in the rural areas. 

Right to physical safety and security (article 4 of UDHR) is directly and deeply linked with the right to life. A matter of common sense: when you don’t welcome a person to be born in your family, why would you care about her happy life, a life without stresses and cruelty. I mention here again the UDHR article 4. 

Article 4 of UDHR: No one shall be subjected to torture or to cruel, inhuman or degrading treatment or punishment.

Some examples can be given from the frequently reported cases of domestic violence, wife battering, family oppression of the daughters such as degrading treatment or punishment in the cases of their opposition to the family decision of their marriage etc. 

One step ahead, the right to life, physical safety and security (article 3 and 4) are then directly linked to the right to marital choices. Here I move to article 16 of UDHR.

Article 16 of UDHR: (1) Men and women of full age, without any limitations due to race, nationality or religion, have the right to marry and to found family. They are entitled to equal rights as to marriage, during marriage and at its dissolution.

Article 16 (2) Marriage shall be entered into only with the free and full consent of intending spouses

Pakistan and especially rural Pakistan has been in the limelight of the press and international media regarding the increasing numbers of cases of honor related violence. Most of the cases happening even in the urban context have their roots in the rural feudalist/tribal socio-economic system. Without bringing in a long list of honor related cases, I would like to make a statement here that these cases are sheer violation of women’s 3 fundamental human rights according to the articles 3, 4 and 16 of UDHR, further of article 16 of the CEDAW (Convention for Elimination of Discrimination Against Women). 

Besides the notorious examples of the honor related torture, harm and even murders, there exist many forms of customs and traditions, which violate women’s human rights. Child marriages, exchange marriages, sale and purchase of young girls and women for marital purposes. All of such marital customs exist in all the four provinces with local variations and differences. Some times the clear differences of such customs among the provinces exist due to the differences in the local material set up and mode of production. The article 16 emphasizes on providing marital rights to adult people without barriers of race, nationality and religion. There exist many other cleavages and divisions in the rural communities besides the cleavages of race, nationality and religion. They are; divisions of class, clan, tribe, and language. All of these cleavages, divides and differences play very crucial role in rural women’s lives when moment of marital decisions comes forth. Decision-making power for the marriage of daughters/sisters of the family always lies in the hands of male relatives. The moment female of the family defies, denies or rejects the decision, she invites wrath of family men as well as the social rejection of the community and village. Very rarely any one stands up to stop the violation of that woman’s fundamental right, which has been given to her by religion, by UDHR and by the constitution of the State of Pakistan. Majority of the rural women accept family decisions silently despite their inner disapproval. Why are they silent sufferers? Why don’t they reach to the courts to seek justice? Why don’t they expose such violations publicly and draw state attention, which is supposed to provide protection to all the citizens irrespective of class, religion and ethnicity? The answer for all of these questions is lack of education and awareness of their own existence as human beings. 

This answer leads us to another article of the UDHR, which emphasizes another basic right: the right to education. According to various national and UN reports, female literacy rate in the rural areas of Pakistan is extremely low. During my one and half year’s research project (2000-2002) on the training of community worker for mobilization of the parents to send their daughters to local schools in the province of Balochistan I was shocked to know the lowest literacy rates in some areas to extent of 2 or 3 percent. This is not a very old story, it has been there till 2002. Situation seems to prevail now in 2005 unless a miracle has happened in those areas. This fact reminds us of the violation of the UDHR article 26.  

(1) Everyone has the right to education. Education shall be free, at least in the elementary and fundamental stages. Elementary education shall be compulsory. (2) Education shall be directed to the full development of the human personality and to the strengthening of respect for human rights and fundamental freedoms. 

Rural Balochistan is just one example, situation is not very different in other provinces too. The issue of mass education in general and female education in particular is a grave matter of concern for the whole society. Here I need to highlight another important point regarding the violation of rural women’s fundamental right to education. I argue here that higher female illiteracy rate in rural areas is not just because of poverty, lack of financial resources, unavailability of local schools, books or teachers, as a myth prevails among the general public. No, this is not the real story. While working in the rural areas of Sindh and Balochistan on the problems of primary education for girls, we found out that there were dozens of villages where school building, teachers and teaching material was available, but there existed huge gap in the number of registration of girls in class 1 and drop out rates in class 4-5 and onwards. We solved the puzzle by talking to the community and observing their gender perceptions and behaviors.   

· It was OK for parents to send their girl to school during the pre-puberty age. There did not exist much threat of sexual defiance from girl’s side.

· It was not OK for parents to send their girl to school the moment she reached puberty age. Her sexuality emerged as a big threat for family honor. And the family honor needed to be protected by keeping her away from school

· If one educated girl in a village or surrounding villages “defied” family or community norms or broke local traditions regarding her marital rights, other parents were discouraged to educate their daughters. The community gossip would reach its height like this. “Educated girls have big mouths; they talk back; they do not listen to their parents, they run away from home if families control them; they would have love affair ……”  The reason behind all of these defiant acts of girls would be attached to school education. 

· In the Northern province as well as Balochistan (mainly Pakhtoon and Afghani communities), local Mullah and religious groups played negative role in female education. Besides the Friday prayer sermons, they would attack girl’s school by labeling them as “centers of immoral activities and Western culture. 

The list is very long regarding various aspects of violation of rural women and female children’s right to education. The question still remains: what needs to be done to stop the violation and who would do it?

What needs to be done?

During the past two decades, under the pressure of international human rights activism, various conventions and treaties of the UN, every government around the globe has responded to the issues of human rights violation of women and children at the national level. Another force which has contributed to draw national government’s attention to these issues has been the local and national level NGO activism. This has been the case in Pakistan too. The activist NGOs and the governments of Pakistan have seen many ups and downs while addressing the issue of human rights. Sometimes as partners, sometimes as competitors and sometimes as rivals. NGOs have been successful in identifying and highlighting the issues of violations of women/children’s rights in both rural and urban areas, committed by the private actors, (family, community, local feudal/tribal leaders) and state institutions both. Exposure in the print and electronic media as well as statistical data collection and annual reports prepared by the NGOs has helped to highlight the nature of violations and perpetrators. Various governments have responded differently: sometimes favorably and sometimes annoyingly. In nutshell, due to the financial constraints, political limitations of the governments and ad hoc and fixed agenda based activism of NGOs and local community’s apathy towards violation of women/children’s human rights in the rural areas of Pakistan has been unable to provide real solutions to the problems. One does not have to be pessimistic. All it needs it to change the approach to address the issues in the diverse local contexts. Pakistan is a multi-ethnic and multi-lingual society with clearly differing economic systems in the rural and urban areas. 

What needs to be done? My observations and suggestions are; 

· No universal or generalized formula would work. 

· It requires contextual analysis and contextualized responses to the local issues.

· The structural approach at the local level is needed. 

· What is the structural approach? The materialist structural approach demands for the fixation of the root-causes of the violation of human rights not just the “instant compensation” to the victims of violation. Structural approach is perpetrator-focused approach not the victim-centered approach.
· The structural perpetrators in these cases are various; unjust economic system, patriarchal state, feudal/tribal system, local parallel tribal justice system, and at the personal level, family actors.

· The unjust and exploitative economic system has turned women and children into a commodity which their family men own. The commodity does not have any right as slaves and serfs did not have any rights in ancient and medieval history. Women and children’s de-commodification is required to ensure their human status and to guarantee their human rights. For this there is a need to have structural approach 

· Structural approach demands major focus on the overhauling of basic economic system with the expectation that it would take care of rest of the problems. Just and fair economic system would create just and fair social, legal, political and educational system which would develop a mechanism to have check on the violation of human rights. It does seem a utopia but one has to dream before every planned action. 

· Structural approach needs to be adopted by the state as well as NGOs and community activists.

· The focus of state policies and NGO activism should be on the de-fuedalization of rural economy, de-tribalization of rural social system and de-parallelization of legal system. It all would lead to the de-commodification of rural women/children. Turning of the commodity in to human being would make them stand up for their own human rights. 
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