Dowry’s socio-C

personal perspective
My parents were born
in India; I was conceived
at. Dhaka of East
Pakistan and delivered at
. Karachi. This implies
: that I literally de-
scended from the patri-
archal belt of South
© Asia. The status gained
by being born and
brought up as a South
Asian woman taught
me about all the losses
ordained by this posi-
tion long before I
learnt through
international expo-
sure, experience and
education that this
was the result of
© gender difference
and gender discrimination.

I am a woman, a medical doc-
tor, a public health specialist, a
teacher for health communication,
a documentary filmmaker and a
gender activist. All these are be-
nign and powerless positions in a
typical South Asian context.
Therefore, I am a qualified non-
specialist to express myself on

. Dr Rakhshinda Perveen

this subject.

. DOW’?]} Ka m#[ff- Pakistan, gender and vio-

; faceted, deep- | rence
# : Violence against women is a
rootedgMer 25.?3(9 global issue. Women have always
fﬂ)ft}l SOCWZ been oppressed and abused intel-
. . lectually, emotionally, physically

economic and | and spiritually.

I have collected a little bit of
the ‘intellectual garbage’, to have
an idea what wise men think
about women.

* God created woman. And

on dg_gjg,émg the | boredom did indeed from that
moment—but many other things

%f d(ftf& 0”& a f w ceased as well - Neitzshe

e the co courage fg | .. * Cod became s man. granied.

health
consequences. In
spite of a consensus

disown it | tor Hugo

* Men for the field and
woman for the heart;

Men for the sword and for the
needle she;

"Men with thc head and woman
with the heart;

Men to command and woman
to obey; b '

All else confusion. -Lord Ten-
nyson

It would be too naive to reject
any violent practices in our home-

land. Gender-based violence is
one of the buming agendas for so-
cial activists, as it relates to con-
dition, situation and position of
men and women constituting the
society.

Pakistan - the land of the pure-
is characterised by regreitably low
scores of development indicators,
constant political instability, cul-
tural heritage and traditions re-
ﬂectlp_g centuries old patriarchy
and selective male-friendly appli-
cation of the religion—Islam.

" Being part of the male-donu-

nated belt, the family in Pakistan
is patriarchal. Traditionally, the fa-
ther is the breadwinner and the
mother is the housekeeper. The
disreputable mother-in-law is an
advocate of superiority of her son
in marriage. However, this cannot

be generalised ised. In fac In fact, there i is not
a homogenous Paklstammﬂus re-
spect.

There is an urban Pakistan and
a rural Pakistan. Thcrc is a
Pakistan of masses and there is a
Pakistan of classes. Considering
the diversity of Pakistani society,
female plight and predicament
has different interpretations for
women from different strata of so-
ciéty. They suffer similarly in dif-
ferent ways. Institutional and in-
dividual violence are not
unknown Qhenomena for all Pak-
istani women.

Like all other societies, cul-
tural institutions, beliefs, norms

and practices also govern Pak-
istani society. The contemporary
culture, in spite of undergoing
transition, mirrors images of cen-
turies-old civilisations and indige-
noiis cultures. One such cultural
heritage, which

i has been adopted

as an lWWW or
Jahez. '

~'This practice makes a girl-
child less welcomed than a male
chi}d. Even today, a girl is per-
ceivedtobe a and a boy to
be a blessing. No wonder there

are 79 million missing women

only in South Asia, and Pakistan
is one of the few countries where
male to female ratio is reverse.

Dowry: crime or custom?

What is dowry? En_cyclgpae—
dias, thesauruses and dictionaries
have explained it beautiftily and
simplistically. To me, it is a form
of culturally sanctioned and so-
cially acceptable violence, not
only agalml women but also
against men.

Despite relatively uninformed
and unprepared acceptance of
globalisation as a way of life, it
appears rather strange that the in-
stitution of marriage is still intact
in Pakistan,

Marriage is an important event
in the life of a Pakistani woman.
Getting married early is consid-
ered lucky. Obligatory jahez takes
a heavy toll on the family of the
bride. Dowry is a multi-faceted,
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decp-rooted gendér issue with so-
cial, economic and health conse-
quences. In spite of a consensus
on disliking the practice, only a
few have the courage to disown it.

According to renowned Indian
writer Shri Sharma, the evolution
of dowry is originally from a gift,

creating expectations leading to

‘démands and greed. A large

dowry can be an important at-
tribute of status to both men and
women.

Dowry, which is popularly
cons:dered as a Hindu custom,

has visibly migrated, escalated
and embraced in all areas of the
present-day Pakistan. It has be-
come an active tradition, norm

and religious practice for those
who believe that there is an ab-
sence of such custom and tradi-
tion in their faith. The implication

d‘ﬂdmmm forgetfulness is

inattenfiveness to dowry-iclated

violence.

There are certain other factors
that ensure the continuity of the
practice of dowry such as:

* It is considered an incentive
to lure a more suitable match.

* It is submission to the de-
mand of a perceived ‘suitable
match’ :

* It is used as an excuse for de-
nial of inheritance to women (the
expenses on dowry and wedding
are unilaterally decided by the
men folk of the family as transfer
of inheritance by other means).

* It is considered a good sup-
port mechanism o help the new
couple so that they have a conve-
ment start In practical life. life.

Tt has become a socially
forced fair a accompli that is fol-
lowed and executed ‘with a
smile’, notwithstanding, how
painful it could be to the family.

Estimates of the percentage of
women who experience domestic
violence in Pakistan n range from

70-90%.

During 1997, the Lahore press

reported an average of more than
four local cases of women being
burnt weekly, three of the four fa-
tally. Police follow-up to these
cases has been negligible with
only six suspects taken into cus-
tody out of 215 cases reported in
Lahore newspapers during the
year. In 1997, there was not a sin-
gle conviction in a ‘stove”
death’case in the country.

" HRCP reported only one case
of dowry-related violence in
2001. In that case the victim was
burnt to death by her in-laws for
not hn’ngin;, sufficient dowry. A
researc nducted by Sa-
chet (an NGO) on gender-based
violence as reported in the print
media also confirmed this statis-
tic.

Does this mean that in reality
also, only one woman y one woman fell victim
to dowry death? I sent one‘of our
research officers to find some

clues. Here is the report of her re-
search.

- “I met Ms Naheeda Mahboob
Illahi, advocate Supreme Court,
on 9 January 2002. According to
her, everyday a large number of
cases of dowry-related violence
are received but are mostly regis-
tered as “‘domestic disputes’. The
details of only three cases of
dowry-related violence were pro-
vided - two cases in the year 2000
and one in 1997. In all these
cases, the victims were tortured
mentally and physically by their
husbands’ and in-laws, for not
bringing sufficient dowry with
them.”

It remains a mystery for the
social science researchers that
why stoves burst in susrals only
and why the victim is always a
bahu?

Ironically, in spite of very high
frequency of domestic violence
and frequent cases of stove
deaths, dowry-related violence is
neither perceived nor recognised
as an accepted form of violence,
nor documented in social science
literature. Therefore, unfortu-
nately, it is not a popular theme or
priority agenda item for organisa-
tions working on women issues.

There could be three possible
reasons for this convénient forget-
flimess. One reason might be that
woman-related issues must not be
taken out of the premises of home
for the sake of honour. Second,
the role of dowry in our marriage
system has not gained deserved
attention of international donors.
Therefore, the hype stirred by
comparable social problems such
as child labour or environment,
overshadowed a traditional area
like dowry and related issues.
Third, the Minis
" vélopment in Pakistan has yet to
acknowledge dowry and dowry-

violence as gender issues.

I have attempted to depict'the
socio-cultural dimensions of
dowry through the following
scheme. s

Interventions in the public
sector T T

Pakistan is a signatory to the
International Conference on Pop-
ulation and Development (ICPD),
Beijing plan of Action and Con-
vention on the Elimination of all
forms of discrimination against

nDe-

lications

Women (CEDAW). In terms of
implementation, the ideals of all
such treaties are yet to be realised
to cast an impact. Empowerment,
access to equal rights and eman-
cipation are yet only distant
dreams for a vast majority of
women.

However, there are a number
of efforts now underway in
Pakistan to empower the women;
such as attempts to refine the Na-
tional Plan of Action, develop
micro credit plans, establish
Khushhali (prosperity) bank, im-
plement UN conventions and de-
velop positive and productive
partnerships with civil society,
the NGOs and the private sector.

Personally, 1 am convinced
that there is growing attention
being given by the government to
gender issues including violence,
and there is some movement in
this direction. But there is no ob-
vious, focused and concentrated
effort geared to the understanding
of a complex and common issue
like dowry. This is valid for all
service delivery, advocacy, re-
search and communication inter-
ventions.

Interventions in Pakistan

Efforts made by the NGO sec-
tor in connection with dowry can
be surmined up as disappointing.

“There had been localised and lim-

ited efforts by small-scale welfare

‘societies in the 1960s and 1970s,

aiming al awareness raising and
motiviation campaigns to con-
vince people at the mohalla level
fo resist the mindiess fellowing of
dowry demands.

However, with the advent of
international donors in the

1980s, the NGOs in Pakistan °

have either underiook cam-
paigns against other rore visi-
bly anti-women oppressive
mechanisms like Hudood Ordi-
nance or political marginalisa-
tion under the Zia regime. Later,
the NGOs took up issues of ex-
pressed violence, thus, being
only symptomatic and not delv-
ing into the deep-rooted causes
of violence against women;
dowrv being one primary cause.

Taking notice of the visible
exclusion of dowry as a gender
issue from the agenda and aims
of development NGOs and

Continued on page 3
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