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The feudal and tribal system is so entrenched that even an Oxbridge graduate acts like an uneducated barbarian upon return to his fiefdom or tribe. Therefore, even education cannot apparently rescue the oppressed men and women of these areas

As the US Republican Party, one of the most conservative in the world, has nominated an ex-beauty queen as the vice presidential candidate, news about the murder of three young women and the burying alive of their mothers in Pakistan has stunned everyone. Even then, many Pakistani patriots wonder why the world has such a bad view of their nation.

Besides the occurrence of such a barbarous act, a senator, Israrullah Zehri, told Pakistan’s upper legislative house that the act was in accordance with Baloch traditions and should not be politicised. Sen Zehri has bluntly told the truth about the Baloch tradition of killing and burying alive women who disobey their customs. It raises many questions about rights of nationalities, gender politics, and the role of an independent judiciary in Pakistan. Furthermore, it has exposed the male chauvinistic setting of the entire spectrum of political parties, in and out of government, and the so-called modern Pakistani media as well.

First of all, has Sen Zehri violated the Constitution and Penal Code of Pakistan? Can a member of the highest legislative body, the Senate, undermine the Constitution and its operational codes while he or she is delegated to protect this sacred institution? Apparently, he should have been brought to justice or the legislative body should have warned him or penalised him. But, unfortunately, other than a Muslim League woman senator and a lone male from the same party, everyone remained reticent on the matter.

The Balochistan provincial assembly remained dead silent on this matter. One can guess that many in the assembly would commit such a crime in the name of Baloch or family honour at one point or the other themselves. Some, including the religious component of the assembly, have their interests tied to those sardars and khans who have a license to kill women for safeguarding the grand traditions. Therefore, there is no chance that anyone would speak for the rights of women in that assembly.

The ruling Pakistan People’s Party spokesperson, Rehman Malik, issued a generic statement and rest of the stalwarts preferred to be quiet. The sardar who allegedly committed the crime is the brother of a provincial minister and it is understandable why the ruling party would not alienate anyone while it is trying to capture the presidency.

Another legislator against whom arrest warrants were issued by Chief Justice Iftikhar Chaudhry in a vani case was also a Sindhi feudal from the PPP. However, in all fairness, one cannot put all the blame on the PPP: the PMLN and all other political formations that have made their throats hoarse by yelling slogans of equity and justice have remained mum on these issues.

Pakistan’s politics is dominated by chauvinist males of various degrees. In Central Punjab, Karachi and partly in other urban centres, coercion of women is relatively milder and abuse is largely psychological. It results in intra-family murders and a high rate of suicide. Nonetheless, subjugation of females is part of Punjabi politics.

This is the reason even the champions of an independent judiciary have not spoken against such heinous crimes against women. The political elite of Punjab are socially conservative, despite claims of enlightenment. They do not raise their voice due to their opportunistic politics — to find allies in the feudal-tribal areas — besides their inbred social conservatism.

However, in the feudal and tribal belts of Pakistan, women are treated like animals: they are exchanged to settle scores, sold or murdered in the name of honour or the preservation of traditions. The feudal tradition is built on the subjugation of most of the population and slavery. Women are treated as the lowest kind of slaves — the slave men also treat them they way the male feudal treats them.

The feudal and tribal system is so entrenched that even an Oxbridge graduate acts like an uneducated barbarian upon return to his fiefdom or tribe. Therefore, even education cannot apparently rescue the oppressed men and women of these areas. The system has to be completely uprooted to bring justice and equity to these people.

Sen Zehri’s demand that the killing of women in the name of tradition should be respected by the state also raises questions.

First, what is the state’s obligation to its citizens, irrespective of their gender, race or nationality? And second, how do we define the rights of the constituent nationalities? Should the provinces be given the right to violate basic human rights, especially of women?

I am afraid even the most vocal humanist supporter of provincial autonomy cannot support such a proposition. Such a person will at a loss to choose between an intruding federal government and those fighting for nationality rights as defined by the likes of Sen Zehri.

No wonder many would be missing deposed Chief Justice Chaudhry in this situation. Many believe that he may have taken suo moto notice of this heinous crime and brought the murderers to justice. This incident shows why an independent judiciary with people like Chief Justice Chaudhry at the top is necessary and why it should have suo moto powers. This incident also indicates to why some members of the ruling party and many from its present partners, the ANP and the JUIF, are determined not to reinstate the deposed chief justice.
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