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Less than 25 years ago, in our part of the world, after the dreaded C (cancer) word, came the equally (if not more) dreaded D word. That’s D for divorce, in case you’re wondering. There I’ve said the dreaded word. From refusing to acknowledge the existence of this phenomenon to openly analysing the anatomy of the same, that’s how much things have changed. But the question to be pondered is whether this change is a quantum leap in advancement or a setback to our traditional, eastern family/value system as we have known it?

So let’s begin from the beginning. A little more than 1,400 years ago, undoubtedly the greatest human being that has ever graced Mother Earth was born into a very basic tribal society of Arabia. He did not begin his life by being a Prophet, but a wonderfully generous, amiable, kind and noble young man who became the business manager of a very enterprising, wealthy and respectable business widow, almost 15 years his senior in age. In the course of time, this lady became so mesmerised by her business manager’s impeccable virtue that she proposed marriage to him and he very graciously accepted. This was the story of our Prophet’s (PBUH) first marriage to Hazrat Khadija. Now by even modern-day standards, that is indeed a unique situation which displays the virtues of independence of thought and action, of disregard for socially imposed norms and finally of following one’s heart. So what had this got to do with divorce? Well, in keeping with our Islamic right to marry whom we wish after attaining age of maturity or at the minimum giving our voluntary consent to a marriage arranged on our behalf, we as Muslims have always had the right of divorce, and that too without citing any reason. Of course, such permissiveness is tempered by making divorce the least liked option in the eyes of Allah. But the option remains and only the parties in the given situation have any right to make the call and not parental or social pressure to remain in dead marriages.

So, how come traditionally we have not only been denied our fundamental right of choosing our life partners but have also been stuck in loveless marriages for a variety of reasons none of which had anything to do with how we felt? The primary reason for a woman has been the lack of financial support combined with the extreme social taboo attached to being a divorcee. Once divorced, other men treated you as fair game but would never want to marry you. It was sacrilegious to marry a woman already tainted by another man. And heaven forbid, if a divorced woman had children. Then she could just about forget it and hope for a short and painless death. For men, too, divorce signified great moral failure and a black mark on the family name and honour. Even so, those few selfish people who refused to take any more torture and called it quits would be eventually forgiven by their family, friends and society at large, but only and only if the reason for divorce were:

a) Impotence: Well you can decode that one out for yourselves.

b) Infertility: after all the whole point of marriage is procreation not lust, so what use could a man have for a childless woman? The fact that often times biologically the ‘problem’ lay with the man wasn’t of great relevance.

c) Physical violence preferably with requisite amount of bruises and witnesses.

d) Adultery. Now that was and always has been the trickiest one. If God forbid it was the wife committing this heinous act then of course no self-respecting male would forgive her. Not only would she be promptly booted out, disgraced and humiliated for life, she would also never be able to see her children and her parents would instantly disown her. Of course, if it was the husband who was caught red-handed, after all, a leopard cannot change his spots. And as long as the husband wasn’t emotionally involved with the other woman or wanted to marry her and throw the wife out, what business did wives have to complain, let alone want out of the marriage.

e) Even extreme miserliness specifically vis-a-vis the children could sometimes get the nod from more broad-minded folks.

But truly that’s where parents and society at large, drew the line.

Since there was this issue of financial dependence for women it was her parents or her brothers who called the shots. After all, very few women could pack a bag and walk out into a street with little but their dignity intact. So the reins of her life were firmly in the hands of her family. These girls would be showered with jewellery and clothes, china and technology even if it meant that their fathers would never recover from their debts. But heaven forbid if all this money, time and effort was spent on educating the girls.

It was an accepted fallacy that too much education made girls baghi (rebels). Girls were meant to be kept in school and motivated only and only until a good rishta came along. And if that disrupted her chance of attaining academic success or professional competence then it was a small price to pay. After all it’s never the girl’s job to earn money or support a family.

Today, of course, things have changed dramatically. The change has been gradual but the results have been dramatic, if somewhat turbulent. With more and more parents making education a priority for their children (not merely boys) girls have had the opportunity to become self-reliant and independent. The concept of arranged marriages is giving way to marriages of choice (love marriages is a misnomer if ever I’ve heard of one). Now that women know they can support themselves financially, they want rights in a marriage, sometimes equal rights with their husbands. After all they are both paying the bills in the house aren’t they?

On the flipside, today a husband’s expectations to be greeted lovingly by a spruced up wife and a spanking clean home is all too often met with frustration. After all, the modern day working wife too is slogging it out at work. Today people in marriages are asking all kinds of tough questions. What if the husband feels neglected or misunderstood by his wife? What if there is no mental compatibility between the couple? What if he has failed to fulfill her emotional needs? What if she disrespects his feelings and sentiments or vice versa? What if they have grown so apart over a certain period of time that nothing binds them together except for the bitter bonds of marriage? Should they still linger on in a rapidly deteriorating situation or should they opt out and hope for better luck next time?

While today’s new-found liberation has given a valuable opportunity to people to seek and find genuine happiness and compatibility in marriage, it has also been accompanied by its fair share of chaos and confusion. With the scepter of divorce fading into the distant past for a host of socio-economic reasons, an alarming number of young couples have started treating their marriage union with disdain. The first sign of trouble, the first clash of egos and they balk right to the court house. Restraint and patience are no longer virtues that merit espousing in today’s jet age. It seems to be all about quick fixes and instant gratification. Even the elders of the family are not playing the pacifying part that they have traditionally played. Today mothers recall their days of misery vis-a-vis their husbands and in-laws and goad their daughter to rebel and take a stand (contentious as it maybe) even before the trouble starts or even if the daughter is the root cause of the trouble. For men, too, the concepts of protecting the family name and honour and commitment to the institution of marriage have become obsolete in today’s rapidly changing world.

Furthermore, Pakistani women may have secured the right to work and be financially independent yet somehow our men haven’t been able to share the responsibility of the home quite as well as women have learned to share their income. Now it appears that women often times end up paying bills, maintaining the house, bringing up the children and entertaining with whatever help coming from the husband being a favour. The stresses and strains of day-to-day life have increased dramatically and it is evident that modern-day marriages, most of which appear to be falling apart.

Ironically, while the overwhelming fear of social and financial ostracism kept too many unhappy people together in the past, this doesn’t undermine the sense of commitment, honour, restraint and responsibility that enabled so many of our parents generation to stay together despite their difficulties and build homes and lives for themselves and their children. Married people were in it for life come what may, in sickness and in health, for richer or for poorer till death do us part ... indeed a big comfort in an ever-changing world.

Previously, you took your spouse as they were … 50 pounds heavier, graying hair, balding scalps et al. Those were also the days of clear-cut responsibilities. The woman looked after the house and the man went out and earned a living. Strictly no intermixing come what may. This of course may have resulted in thwarted ambitions, frustration and even oppression yet the extent of confusion, insecurity and false expectations in a marriage were considerably less as compared to today’s modern marriage.

Does a higher divorce rate allow married people to be ultimately happier? If the answer was simply in the affirmative, then the West wouldn’t have more psychologically disturbed people (specifically children) than anywhere else in the world.

The devastating effects of divorce on children and its destabilising results on the moral and emotional fabric of society is no longer a moot point. Indeed, how many of us owe our well-being, sanity and gratitude to parents who persevered even in the face of adversity and discontentment to keep the family together. It takes a moment to undo a relationship but a lifetime to maintain it. This doesn’t in any way undermine the equally invaluable right to seek divorce without fear or favour and even without citing any reason as is our inalienable Islamic right. However, as with every right, even the right of divorce is accompanied by an obligation to exercise the same responsibly and always to consider that it is the least liked option in the eyes of Allah. 

