A ray of hope
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In a landmark decision, President Musharraf has issued an ordinance by amending the 497 section of CrPC meant to bail out women imprisoned in jails on a government guarantee. The decision will provide immediate relief to some 1300 women prisoners locked in jails across Pakistan on all types of charges with the exception of those booked on terrorism and murder. By implication, the ordinance has also precluded the possibility of arrest of women on petty charges. Of late, there has also been talk of reconsidering infamous Hudood Ordinance in the top government quarters.
Recently the government has come up with a decision to determine the quota of women in the central superior services examination by 10%. They will also have the facility of competing for top government jobs on an open merit. Coupled with the President’s increase of women quota in local, provincial and national legislatures by 33% and 17% respectively, these developments are very encouraging indeed and give a breath of fresh air in our suffocating environment. However, we should not be content with this. Rather there is a need to explore the problem of women disempowerment, identify the problem areas and offer lasting solutions in a bid to work out long-term strategy. 
Firstly, women’s lack of empowerment stem from their educational and social backwardness. Discriminatory attitude against women is present everywhere especially at the lower social stratum of society. A survey conducted on consciousness of rights among uneducated and relatively educated women proved that those exposed to higher education were prepared to demand their rights and safeguard them when violated in comparison to that lot of illiterate women who even had no idea of the fact that they enjoyed any right. When one is socially and educationally backward, one tends to be dependent on others for ones survival. 
This mix of social, educational and economic backwardness over the years leads to political disempowerment. Thus our government structures remain partisan without any participation of half of our population in governance issues. Our policy frameworks are not informed by input from the women folk with the result that our policy formulations cannot result in the intended delivery of services.
The real challenge lies in transforming the attitudinal pattern, which will consequently lead to elimination of despicable social evils like Karo Kari, Vani and Sawara etc. In order to achieve this purpose, our judicial system needs to show dynamism and vibrancy to take on these evils which have given a bad name to Pakistan. Of late, there is healthy trend of positive judicial activism on the rise but there is a dire need to translate this trend into systematic and structural judicial framework with a purpose to dispense quick justice in cases regarding women. The Ministry of Women Development and National Commission on Status of Women have an arduous job at their hand. In consultation with women parliamentarians across political affiliations and prominent NGOs, they need to formulate a consensus-based strategy on how to quicken the disposal of women-related cases lying pending in lower courts and how to reform the lower judicial arrangements which are of critical importance vis-à-vis women.
As far as these women are concerned now getting released from jails as a result of this presidential ordinance, the government and Women Development Ministry need to come up with a concrete rehabilitation plan. It should be known that unless these women are merged again into our society respectably, the very purpose of the ordinance might be defeated. 
