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We can perhaps conclude that the idea of a gender-segregated Pakistan is somewhat of a misnomer. For divisions along gender lines are only accepted or rejected by those who can literally afford to do so. For the socio-economically marginalised, this still remains an elusive ‘luxury’, forever out of reach

Current discourse on the issue of gender segregation in Pakistan is somewhat skewered. There has been much talk of the need to empower women to the point where they can rightfully reclaim their share of the public space; to reclaim it from those who would intimidate them through threats of violence in a bid to restrict much of their existence to the private sphere. 

When women are routinely hassled on the streets, whether they are on foot or driving alone, the underlying message is that any woman out alone in the public sphere after a certain hour has no grounds for complaint since she has knowingly transgressed into a domain controlled by men for men. 

Even attempts to demarcate gender-specific boundaries to give women their rightful breathing space, such as the reservation of women-only seats on long-distance buses or the possible introduction of women-only buses along city routes do not, in reality, represent a legitimate means by which women can reclaim their share of the public space. At best, they suggest a misguided approach to addressing women’s security concerns. At worst, they symbolise the affording to women only those portions of the public space that men are willing to surrender. 

However, any talk of a gender-divided public space becomes irrelevant unless issues of class status are also addressed. For Pakistan is a country perhaps more divided along class lines than by gender. 

Thus we need to look far beyond the widely accepted free interaction of the elite class, welcomed by enlightened moderates as evidence of the country’s progressive face. Instead we need to start including in mainstream gender discourse the experience of this country’s lowest classes. The female beggars, for example, who routinely loiter along main city roads accosting drivers, even male drivers, for a few rupees of ‘charity’. 

Yet so low is their social and economic status that we care not that they are effectively sharing the public space with their male counterparts, often late at night. We care not that they have no alternative because they cannot afford the luxury of accepting gender boundaries. 

This is why such women are neither praised by our so-called ‘liberals’ for courageously smashing prevailing social taboos nor criticised by the vanguards of our self-fabricated conservatism for apparently crossing the lines of public decency. Since they represent society’s most marginalised members — their actions become as invisible as their voices silent. 

Yet it is not just the diametric experience of the most marginalised and most privileged that offers an insight into the paradoxes of gender-segregation in Pakistan. Indeed, to understand the extent of such paradoxes we must also address the dynamics of gender interaction between different classes where the socio-economic disempowerment of one group by the other proactively blurs gender interaction boundaries. These are most apparent in the interaction between the middle- and lower-classes, which is so deeply based on master-servant dynamics that it virtually denies the very existence of the gender dimension. 

This is why middle-class women, for example, often enter the public sphere accompanied by a male chaperone, usually a household employee. The irony is that in trying to establish a buffer against the often-necessary interaction with unknown men in the public space, they inadvertently promote the idea that gender interaction based on an unequal balance of power is legitimate while that devoid of such imbalances is not. This is why the same women may also send their daughters to female-only universities while at the same time charging a male driver to securely dispatch them there. 

Yet such paradoxes are not restricted exclusively to the public domain. In the private sphere, the ‘lady of the house’ syndrome prevails. Women who routinely opt for male chaperones when venturing into the public sphere suddenly have no such hesitations when it comes to interacting with male employees in the absence of male family members. This is because the lady of the house, ‘protected’ as she is by her social status and economic power, does not even recognise her interaction with male employees as gender-based. For her, it is strictly an employer-employee relationship. 

This gender desensitisation is also extended to the treatment of female employees. For while it may be deemed inappropriate for female family members to venture unescorted into the public sphere, it is determined perfectly acceptable to send unchaperoned female employees into that same public space. 

Thus when a woman has no social standing or economic power, she is simply seen as a commodity to safeguard the security of women from higher classes. She is subsequently robbed of her identity as a woman — be it as a daughter, wife or mother. Instead, she is expected to reclaim her share of the public sphere in order to save other women from having to hazard the perils of doing so. 

Thus we can perhaps conclude that the idea of a gender-segregated Pakistan is somewhat of a misnomer. For divisions along gender lines are only accepted or rejected by those who can literally afford to do so. For the socio-economically marginalised, this still remains an elusive ‘luxury’, forever out of reach. 
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