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Today is International Women's Day. Newspapers big and small are full of messages from political and civil society leaders expressing their resolve to work towards the empowerment of women. Seminars are being held in every corner of the country and some speakers have the privilege to address as many as ten seminars in a single day. There are statements fromgovernment circles declaring that the Pakistani woman has come a long way in her journey towards empowerment, especially in the field of politics.

The large number of women parliamentarians are being cited as evidence of this empowerment and both the ruling party and the opposition parties have expressed their resolve to include more and more women in their midst. While the maasi comes to clean up my house at her regular time, oblivious that today is her day, a delegation of Pakistanis have gone to attend the special UN meeting in New York to reflect on the status of women in Pakistan.

While so much is being done, I want to share some information regarding the political rights of women which surfaced during the 2005 local bodies' elections. The data pertains to the North West Frontier Province (by no means is this data exclusive to the Frontier) which has been taken as a classic example of the shrinking political space for women.

It is said that women hold up half the sky but this doesn't seem to hold true in NWFP, where in 17 districts out of a total of 24 districts women were not allowed to cast their votes in the local bodies' elections. Before the polling day, the media did a commendable job of blowing the whistle on plans of the local elders in two/three districts where it was decided that women will not vote. In one such district the government also negotiated with a tribal jirga.

The government and opposition both declare that there will be zero tolerance for violence against women. This is a very commendable statement. But there is a need to broaden the definition of violence against women as violence should include the usurpation of rights of an individual -- physical, economic, social, mental or political. It is a point of reflection for civil society organisations, the government, political parties and the media that women were not only disenfranchised in so many districts in NWFP but in some union councils in the Kohat district, they were also not allowed to contest. Even the provincial capital had areas where women were not allowed to contest. In four districts of the NWFP not a single vote was cast by women in Kohistan, Upper Dir, Malakand and Hangu districts.

Things were a little better for the union council Darosh in Chitral district where women were allowed to cast their votes by their men folk, but they couldn't because there was no female election staff at the polling station. The women of this polling station were disenfranchised because of the mis-management of the Election Commission of Pakistan, which has repeatedly declared that it seeks to encourage each and every individual to exercise his/her democratic right. In Battagram, women cast their votes only at 12 polling stations out of the 112 stations of the district. Women were stopped from using their right to vote in many parts of Swat, Charsadda Karak, D I Khan, Bannu, Mardan, and Buner districts.

If one starts co-relating the literacy rate of these districts with the political rights awarded to women, the results are depressing. According to the 1998 census, the literacy rate in the North West Frontier Province, is highest in Abbotabad at 56.6 per cent and the lowest in Kohistan at 11.08 per cent. With the literacy range lying in the upper range in these districts, this disregard to allow women to be treated like thinking individuals like men shows that a high literacy rate cannot do much, if the people are not liberated from archaic and useless beliefs by education.

Lower Dir has a literacy rate of 48.7 per cent, but this high literacy rate didn't liberate the men enough to allow their women to exercise their right to vote as citizens of this society. The situation is as bleak in the provincial capital, which according to the 1998 census has a literacy rate of 41.79 per cent, as in the remote areas. Even there, women were denied their democratic right to vote. Women residing in a total of 32 Union Councils of the provincial capital of Peshawar were disenfranchised.

As speaker after speaker at International Women's Day seminars in the country highlights the number of women parliamentarians that we have in Pakistan today, and talks about enlightened moderation policy and gender mainstreaming, one hopes that someone will also cast an eye on this recent shameful incident in the political history of women which went unreported and unacknowledged just last year.
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