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The issue therefore is not inter-gender violence, but violence perpetrated upon weaker segments of society. And women being a part of the weaker segment have to bear its major brunt. We must understand this issue before we suggest measures or laws and practices to curtail and end such violence on more vulnerable sections of society, including women

I was recently invited to a TV programme on violence against women. The programme was anchored by Navid Shahzad, a friend, TV personality and educationist. It was recorded at Alhamra with a live audience — boys and girls from local colleges and universities. There were two other woman participants. As the only male participant, I was invited to be the first to give views on violence against women. 

Navid started with a tongue-in-cheek question. Commenting that there are numerous reports these days about violence against women, wife battering, sexual harassment etc, she asked if it was in the psyche of a man to be violent against women? It was of course typical male-baiting, and one was tempted to swallow the bait. But then better sense prevailed. 

Are men violent by nature and more so as compared to women? Is their aggression particularly aimed at women? What is the evidence in this regard in Pakistan and globally? Before we begin to look for the answers, let us first clarify one small but important detail about the nature of violence. Researchers in the States and Pakistan have recently gathered some interesting data in this regard. They have identified and isolated physical violence as different from psychological violence. An American researcher states that psychological abuse, fear, creation of guilt etc may be just as damaging for the victim as physical battering. A study on Pakistan has also found that there are two types of violence in Pakistani society — physical and psychological. The former is more prevalent in the lower socio-economic class in Pakistan, while psychological violence was found to be prevalent in the middle and upper classes. According to the study, all socio-economic classes use violence as a means of interaction. 

It may be added here that the former, physical violence, may be used predominantly by males and the latter by females. 

Then of course there is evidence from the animal world that ethnologists from comparative psychology have collected. These observations conclusively show that it is not only the male species which is violent but also the female species. Studies carried out on ducks, fowl, chimpanzees and baboons for instance have brought forth that dominance and influence, as co-variants of violence, cut across gender barriers in the animal world. The expression of violence may vary across the gender barrier, where the male may manifest a different pattern from a female; but both genders are violence-prone. Hence it is wrong to view violence as a gender-specific variable.

Over 100 cross-cultural studies have shown that boys may be more aggressive than girls but various psychological tests show that girls get as angry as boys. The difference is that they do not express the anger in the same ways as boys. According to one study conducted in Pakistan “in the Pakistani context, women were not intentionally made victims of male violence because they were women, but they were targeted because they constituted a weaker section of the society; or they had a secondary status in the home in particular and the society in general”. It goes on to state that “not only women but children are made targets of violence because of their relative weakness to defend themselves in Pakistani society”. 

The issue therefore is not inter-gender violence, but violence perpetrated upon weaker segments of society. And women being a part of the weaker segment have to bear its major brunt. We must understand this issue before we suggest measures or laws and practices to curtail and end such violence on more vulnerable sections of society, including women. 

Of course no sane person can deny that women in contemporary Pakistani society, particularly after the 1970s have been targeted for violence and its perpetrators have been mostly men. But, as research has shown, women are not targeted because they are women, but because they belong to a weaker and more vulnerable section of society. We need to focus on enabling and strengthening the weaker sections including women, rather than focusing on the gender of the victims.

In the past, these views had encountered a lot of opposition from some misinformed quarters. However I was pleasantly surprised by the reaction of the people in the programme. They were not openly hostile to the argument. We may have reached the stage where we may now be beginning to tolerate, if not appreciate different or divergent views. That was a pleasant change to behold in the programme.

However the audience proved disappointing. It included students of graduate and post-graduate classes of public-sector universities and institutions. Their general demeanour and the nature and the content of their arguments were disappointing. Most of those who asked questions lacked adequate communication skills; they could hardly express themselves either in Urdu or in English. Then whatever little they could convey consisted mostly of clichés and platitudes, with no substance. 

Last they didn’t ask questions, but instead seemed to hurl half-baked banalities that they had rote-memorised from dubious sources. I hope they do not truly represent the quality of our public sector educational institutions. Compared to the students I encountered some weeks earlier at a private sector educational institution in Defence, (Have we let our youth down, Daily Times, March 2, 2006), the present lot was a dismal group. The standard of student input there was far superior to the student input in the present congregation. 
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