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 The writer is the publisher of Criterion Quarterly. History has treated women cruelly and with ill-disguised condescension. Condemned as outcasts in the Judaic and Christian scriptures, they were placed on a relatively equal footing with men in Islam. Yet it is in Islamic countries that they live on the periphery of society and are too often victims of violence.

In Pakistan the birth of a girl is seldom a cause for celebration because the infant is considered a liability. It is this attitude that is sternly condemned by the Quran: “For, whenever any of them is given the glad tiding of (the birth of) a girl, his face darkens, and he is filled with suppressed anger, avoiding people because of the (alleged) evil of the glad tiding which he has received, (and debating within himself:) Shall he keep this (child) despite the contempt (which he feels for it)-or shall he bury it in the dust? Oh, evil indeed is whatever they decide!”

An average woman in Pakistan lives in fear and in her heart peace has no dwelling. Her imagination is made grotesque by terror as brilliantly portrayed in Sharmeen Obaid Chinoy’s Oscar-winning documentary Saving Face.

But Saving Face is much more than a documentary; it is a work of art. This is because every form of art, as one of the greatest writers of the 19th century believed, is ultimately the conversion of an idea into an image. The substance of art is derived from the truth, and this is what Chinoy has so skilfully used in her film.

Truth, indeed, is a thing most painful to listen to and most painful to utter, and this is precisely what Saving Face does as it chronicles the lives of women whose faces are disfigured by acid attacks.

In Chinoy’s brief remarks after receiving the Oscar there was a refreshing harmony of words reinforced by richer cadences when, holding up the golden statuette, she said: “To all the women of Pakistan, don’t give up. This is for you.” 

There should have been nationwide jubilation but there are many who believe that Saving Face has sullied the image of the country. A commentator in an English newspaper even went to the extent of accusing Chinoy of pandering to the Americans in the selection of her themes in order to secure financial assistance.

But acid attacks constitute just one form of violence against women in the country. The Human Rights Commission of Pakistan has disclosed that in the first nine months of last year there were 675 reported murders of women for supposedly besmirching their family’s honour. Of these 71 were below the age of 18, around 450 were killed after being accused of “illicit relationships” and 129 for marrying without the prior consent of their families. 

The HRCP report shows that 19 of the victims were killed by their sons, 49 by their fathers and 169 by their husbands. Some of the women were raped before their lives were brought to an abrupt end. 

The actual number of women killed in 2011 is probably far more than the statistics compiled by the HRCP. The Sindh Assembly was informed by Nusrat Bano Seher Abbasi of the PML-F that 43 women were murdered in the first 20 days of December and the total number of deaths in Sindh alone had reached 577 till then.

The Aurat Foundation’s 2010 report shows that there were 8,000 atrocities against women, including more than 900 rapes and over 500 honour killings. Punjab took the lead with 5,492 reported incidents, followed by 1,652 in Sindh, 650 in Khyber-Pakhtunkhwa and 79 in Balochistan.

Honour killings continue to occur with alarming frequency despite the existence of legislation against this practice. For instance, the Criminal Law Amendment Act 2004, amended Sections 299, 302, 325 of the Pakistan Penal Code and specifically criminalised offences “committed in the name or on the pretext of honour.”

But not all modifications of the law are designed to protect women. An example of this was last year’s amendment to the Criminal Procedure Code (PPC) which withdrew the “grant of bail for women from a simple surety bond in non-bailable offences.” 

A majority of women in Pakistan manage to barely survive at the mercy of a misogynistic social structure. They are the victims of criminal concepts of justice and honour. Some have been killed outright while others have had to undergo public humiliation for the alleged indiscretions of their male relatives. The first reported incident of women being publicly stripped naked and flogged occurred in Nawabpur in 1984. The government responded by inserting Section 354-A into the PPC which raised the maximum sentence for such crimes to capital punishment or life imprisonment.

But such laws are never implemented and exist only in statute books. Mukhtaran Mai had the courage to seek recourse to the law after she was gang-raped. But in a stark miscarriage of justice the Lahore High Court overturned the sentences awarded to her assailants and the acquittal was upheld by the Supreme Court. After the Muktaran Mai incident, Gen Pervez Musharraf stooped to the level of remarking that it was easy for Pakistani women to obtain a Western visa if they got raped.

Again, in July 2010, the law was of no avail to two women who were publicly disrobed and flogged in the town of Shehr Sultan in Punjab. They underwent this degradation because of suspicions that one of their male relatives was having an illicit relationship.

Similarly, last summer a middle-aged woman was stripped naked and dragged through the streets of Neelor Bala, a village in Haripur District. The entire village witnessed this grotesque incident but no one dared intervene because the assailants were armed. The woman’s “crime” was that her son had allegedly assaulted the wife of one of the attackers. 

Only a few days back, 50-year-old Manzooran Bibi was paraded semi-naked in the village of Basti Sherwali near Muzaffargarh. The reason for her abject humiliation in the presence of her loved ones and other members of the community was that her nephew had married a girl of another clan against the wishes of her elders. Manzooran Bibi was then kidnapped but was eventually recovered by the authorities near Rahim Yar Khan on March 5. 

With such fierce gender discrimination the lives of ordinary women have been transformed into an endless nightmare. In their eyes is the terror of a hunted animal. They live in a society ensnared by a mindset that predates the advent of Islam when the burying alive of female infants was common. There was neither compassion nor pity. It was a man’s world where the weaker sex had no say and no rights.

The Edhi Foundation has compiled statistics about infanticide in the country that are nothing short of startling. In 2008 the discarded bodies of 890 infants were recovered, the number increased to 999 in 2009, in 2010 it rose to 1,210, and this year 70 bodies of dead infants were found in Karachi alone. 

In the words of the Edhi spokesman, these horrifying statistics represent only the tip of the iceberg and the actual number of babies put to death, 99 percent of whom are girls, is far more. This prompted the respected columnist Zubaida Mustafa to observe: “These tiny baby girls, who should have been a bundle of joy, are so unwanted that they are disposed of like garbage.”

Such feelings are in accord with the stern warning of the Quran: “And when the girl-child that was buried alive is made to ask for what crime she had been slain...(on that Day) every human being will come to know what he has prepared (for himself).” 


