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If parties have focussed on women and development in their pre-election manifestos, it is because they cannot afford to not do so. Therefore, such promises need to be seen in the context of how parties dealt with this issue when they were in power or on the basis of positions taken in the past

So, we hear of more rapes. On Saturday, February 2, a woman was kidnapped and sexually assaulted allegedly by her ex-husband and his accomplices in Sukkur. They shaved her head and eyebrows before escaping. On Monday, February 4, Shamshad of Arifwala district disclosed at the Lahore Press Club that Sahiwal’s DSP kidnapped her daughters and raped one of them. 

The same day, another woman, Shahnaz Begum of Loi Bhir, shed tears of despair for her ex-husband had abandoned her and their six children, and despite a court order had failed to pay the maintenance allowance. 

I suppose most people who read these incidents reported almost daily in newspapers forget the details by the time they have their morning tea. But these are for real and truly reflect the misery of women in our country. 

With the 2008 polls upon us, it’s interesting to see what promises the mainstream parties are making in their manifestos for women’s development. After all, we are invited to support them on the basis of these promises; but while we consider the invite, we ask: will they be able to deliver once elected? Probably not. At least for the time being, let’s assume that in this election, the parties mean business. 

So what exactly are they inviting us to vote for? What are they offering to Pakistani women? The Pakistan Institute of Legislative Development’s (PILDAT) comparative analysis of election manifestos of five political parties –ANP, MQM, PMLQ, PMLN and PPP — provides the answer to some extent. It rates the PPP’s stand on women’s development as “detailed”, and the rest of the four parties as “general”. The study clearly states that along with health, rights of non-Muslim communities and the environment, women’s development does not receive adequate levels of attention from the political parties.

The stand taken by the five mainstream political parties on the well-being of women is unique; all parties address women’s issues, which is indeed a positive move. However, a critical area that is missing is women’s reproductive health. Farida Shaheed, Coordinator Shirkat Gah — Women’s Resource Centre, points out that “general references to women’s improved health facilities are made, but the unacceptably high rate of maternal mortality is not addressed.”

Another critical area left unattended is that of family laws: though the PPP in particular lays emphasis on family courts that shall be presided over by women judges, “it’s silent on the basic right of an adult woman to chose who she marries”, states Farida Shaheed, who has fought for women’s rights for decades.

Despite this, the five mainstream political parties do make a mention of improving the status of women in Pakistan, in fact one or two points are genuinely inventive. All speak of adopting measures to prevent violence against women, including honour killings, marriage to Quran, vani, karo kari and trafficking of women. PPP, MQM and ANP commit to gender equality and pledge to eliminate discriminatory laws and policies. 

Neelum Husain of Simorgh says the party that promises to abolish parallel legal and quasi-legal systems is the MQM. “[The] PMLN speaks about developing alternative dispute resolution mechanisms — does this mean more jirga-like institutions? If so, it raises worrisome questions,” she says.

The two PMLs (like the MMA) refer to Islam as the framework for women’s rights, and for ensuring women’s dignity and protection. “These two parties are not proposing an agenda of gender equality but one of easing women’s current situation,” comments Shaheed. 

Likewise, Neelum Husain says that although the PMLN promises to ensure ‘respect dignity and protection to women granted under Islam’, this raises two questions: One, what will be the status of non-Muslim women under this framework? And two, who decides what Islam requires — given that there are many schools of thought within Islam and the many religion-based groups that treat women like chattels and worse?

The MMA (or should we say the JUIF?) is pressing for special institutions to deal with women’s problems, and is characteristically calling for all-female staff in these institutions. Further, on segregation of the sexes, the party once again is stressing its long-standing demand for special universities for girls across the country.

A comparative view of party manifestos also shows a special focus on women’s economic rights. The PPP takes the lead by promising a 20 percent affirmative action job quota for women in public services and effective legislation to enable legal ownership of assets and resources to facilitate women’s financial independence. Similarly, the PMLN refers to women’s economic empowerment through micro-credit and preference for female teachers in primary schools. Alongside, the MMA pledges to impart professional and technical education to girls. 

On to the inventive measures on offer in the manifestos: the ANP endorses the Optional Protocol of the International Convent on Civil and Political Rights and other such agreements. Interestingly it also promises to review the national identity cards policy to ensure that people are registered under their father’s name and not their spouse’s to avoid cumbersome processes in case of marriage. “This apparently small issue is in fact fairly significant; NID is a prerequisite to accessing all state facilities and schemes, as well as voting, opening bank accounts etc,” confirms Shaheed. 

Election 2008 is just round the corner. Like before, this time too, voters are certain that the party they vote for will not make good all its promises, because the “reality is that political parties rarely live up to electoral manifesto promises”, reiterates Shaheed. Yet, she thinks that the women’s rights movement must be credited for the fact that women voters are now addressed across the political spectrum; for the affirmative action measures for women’s political representation; and for making the need to address and eliminate the widespread and multi-faceted problem of gender-based violence a part of the political agenda of mainstream parties, including the MMA.

Neelum Husain thinks that if parties have focussed on women and development in their pre-election manifestos, it is because they cannot afford to not do so. Therefore, such promises need to be seen in the context of how parties dealt with this issue when they were in power or on the basis of positions taken in the past. Additionally, Husain maintains that party history and cultural context are important and will play a significant role in the ways they address issues of women’s development.

But Farida Shaheed ends at a positive note and adds that the manifestos on offer do address women’s issues somewhat more systematically, but realistically, there is a long way to go.
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