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The unacknowledged fact behind the statistic is that nobody in Pakistan cares about truly elevating the status of women when it comes to changing a status quo designed to facilitate male power. –File Photo 

According to a recent survey by the Pew Research Centre, a Washington-based independent organisation, nearly 64 per cent of Pakistani men believe that a university education is more important for men than for women. The same survey also reports that nearly 79 per cent of Pakistanis (72 per cent men and 86 per cent women) support equal rights for men and women. 
The contradiction between the two results presents in essence a statistical snapshot of the challenges facing Pakistani women. On the one hand, everyone seems to support the idea that women should be equal to men. Yet when it comes to the actual division of resources, which are always limited, no one wants to take opportunities away from men to give to women. 

Abstract as they may seem, these statistics have serious implications for the lives of Pakistani women caught in interminable arguments with their parents to allow them more freedom and access to educational and employment opportunities. A few days ago I met sisters Sara and Sana, aged 12 and 16. Students at government schools in suburban Karachi, the girls spend their weekends and summer vacations applying henna for wedding parties. The work is back breaking, the hours long as endless crowds of relatives line up to get their hands and feet adorned. 

A conversation with Sara and Sana, both working despite their tender ages, revealed the reality of the contradiction captured in the Pew survey. They told me of another sister who fought for years to be allowed to go abroad to complete an international course in cosmetology. Finally, she prevailed. While further education for a male would have been a feat to be much boasted about, the fact that their unmarried sister had left the country, and on her own, was a matter of shame for the family. “Our parents are too scared of the family and community,” explained the sisters. “They are willing to sacrifice their daughters in the process.” 

This is a thought-provoking snapshot of the position of women in Pakistani society. On the one hand, economic needs require women to participate in the workforce; on the other, their contributions are disregarded because they don’t fit into the mould of male breadwinners. 

The hollowness of Pakistani society’s commitment to actual equality is visible also in the way people believe scarce opportunities should be divided among the sexes. According to the survey, nearly 82 per cent of Pakistanis, both men and women, believe that men have more right to a job than women when economic times are hard. Of course, economic times are nearly always hard, especially in developing countries such as Pakistan with its ongoing civil wars and crushing income disparities. 

Equality for women, then, is a goal for Pakistan only in times when jobs are in such surplus that even women could have them. The ludicrousness of this idea is revealed by the lives of Sara and Sana, who work to support their families but whose labour is an unacknowledged and uncounted part of the Pakistani workforce that believes that women such as them are deserving of jobs only when all the men have already been employed. 

The unacknowledged fact behind the statistic is that nobody in Pakistan cares about truly elevating the status of women when it comes to changing a status quo designed to facilitate male power. Women are allowed education by their fathers, but only within very constricted norms, perhaps because of the demands of the marriage mart. Education is touted as a good skill that would make them better mothers or serve as insurance against the catastrophe of divorce — in resolute ignorance of the economic realities faced by families today. Even when women do manage to get educated or work after marriage, almost no social support exists to support their careers. The expectation is that they will soon abandon their employment, particularly after having children. 

In this way, half the country’s intellectual capital is relegated to discussing the best biryani recipe and keeping careful records of their baby’s ear infections. Any residual independence remaining after marriage is completely eviscerated by the ideal of Pakistani motherhood which demands that all selfhood be completely sacrificed for the needs of the newborn whose arrival marks the death of the mother as a person with independent needs. 

It is unsurprising, therefore, that women who flout these norms are pushed to the margins of the culture, viewed with suspicion and often disdain. When Pakistani businesswomen choose to pursue careers instead of marriage and family their choices are seen as unworthy of emulation and even deserving of sympathy. “Poor so and so” one hears in their wake at weddings and parties, “she still hasn’t been able to get married” — a badge of denigration discounting all other achievements. 

In this way, a career is relegated to second choice for women who are seen as social losers rather than icons changing the dynamics of dependence on men. 

The tragedy of the ideal of a male-centred family is that it renders invisible the many women who contribute economically to their households yet remain completely invisible in Pakistan’s social consciousness. With nearly 80 per cent of Pakistanis believing that the ideal household is one where the male provides, those homes where women support the family are automatically demoted to ones that are deserving of sympathy, or at the other end, of disdain. The cost of this social structure is that girls must routinely abandon careers and sacrifice educational dreams to fit into a restrictive mould that acknowledges their existence only if they are wives and mothers. 

Girls such as Sara and Sana show an uncanny depth of understanding of this existing social dynamic and the seeming unwillingness of their parents to stand up to it. 

The Pakistan government has recently instituted several measures aimed at uplifting the status of women, from criminalising harassment to awarding acres to landless peasant women. The real task, however, must be fulfilled by ordinary Pakistanis who vow to be committed to women’s equality in theory but refuse to consider it a priority when it comes to discarding ideals that no longer capture the reality of surviving in an economically challenging environment.
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