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Amma stood at the bus stop by the bridge, waiting in the blistering heat. Every wrinkle on her face was a carving, like the stroke of an artist’s brush, hiding a thousand stories – untold yet inscribed. Beside her stood Zainab, her second daughter, who worked in a nearby office. Amma had seven children – four boys and three girls.

 

When Amma got married, her husband, like most members of his clan, was unemployed. But she didn’t complain. It was quite the norm; life without a husband, even an unemployed one, was a stigma, and surviving on one meal a day was better than no meal at all. Thanks to her father-in-law, with whom they lived, that one meal was provided.

 

But when the size of her family increased every year, and when there were so many more mouths to feed, she had no choice but to take the responsibility upon her own shoulders and step out of the house. She spent the best years of her life supporting her children and husband who, despite being jobless, maintained his right to abuse her. Years rolled by. She neither kept track of time nor ever knew how old she was.

 

Amma kept working without prayer or protest. There was just one steely resolve in her heart; she would not let history repeat itself with her children. She put her sons as well as her daughters in school, despite resistance from her family. While at work, she would worry about her sons. The neighbourhood was full of unemployed young men using drugs, having access to weapons and part of street gangs.

 

Opposite the road where Amma and Zainab stood, was a den of drug addicts. Hoards of undernourished men and boys in tattered clothes and unwashed matted hair huddled under the open sky. She could see them smoking drugs and injecting needles. They lay there, motionless, oblivious to the rushing life around them. The honking trucks, the blazing sun, thunder, rain and the stinking garbage affected them not. They had escaped into a world of their own, away from the cruel realities of the real world. She recalled the healthy little boys she had seen growing up, now sprawled on the pavement. 

 

Amma promised herself that her children would not suffer the same fate. This fear became her driving force, much like Pi (Piscine Mortel) in Yann Martels’ award winning fiction, Life of Pi – a castaway whose fear of Richard Parker (the tiger on his lifeboat) kept him alert and hence alive.

 

In the case of her daughters, Amma’s worries did not just relate to, or end with, their education; they had to be married too. Since they were educated, they didn’t need to work as maids. They had ‘respectable’ jobs. In her community, girls had to marry within the community. How would she find compatible suitors?

 

While female education is on the rise, the percentage of males educating themselves remains stagnant. Job opportunities for women have increased. Even in Amma’s neighbourhood, parents were willing to let their daughters take up jobs in schools, offices, hospitals, boutiques and parlours. But male unemployment remains unchanged, as does their mindset. In such a situation, a girl is forced to marry an unemployed suitor and become the breadwinner of the family. As was the case with Amma, husbands would live off their wives’ earnings and expect to be waited upon, randomly beating their wives as well.

 

Kishwar Desai, an eminent Indian author, speaking at the Karachi Literature Festival, said that families in Indian Punjab would give opium to their female child, drown them in milk, place them in an earthen pot and bury them. Villagers would gather around and call out to the girl, ‘Go away child, bring back a brother next time’.

 

In their ‘politically incorrect’ international bestseller, ‘Superfreakonomics’, Steven Levitt and Stephen Dubner mention an interesting survey of the Indian villages that received cable television between 2001 and 2006 and those which did not. The survey was conducted by a pair of young Americans, Emily Oster and Robert Jenson, who asked women (15 years or older) about their lifestyles, preferences and familial relationships. 

 

The data received was a revelation and a tribute to the impact of the media towards female empowerment. “Women who recently got cable TV were significantly less willing to tolerate wife beating, less likely to admit to having a son preference, and more likely to exercise personal autonomy. TV somehow seemed to be empowering women in a way that government intervention had not”.

 

What is unfortunate to note is that, despite the fact that women now felt empowered and were aware of their rights, their condition did not change. Wife beating, acid attacks, number of children, demand for dowry and the attitude of men, remained constant. We witness the same in our country. Even though we see the emergence of a new Pakistani woman – aware of her rights and ready to fight her battles – but she is still a ‘damsel in distress’.

 

In a patriarchal society like ours, the need of the hour is to develop a plan to work on the mindset of the rural, or uneducated, male. Subjugation of women has been imbedded in their minds as part of the culture. This may not be true for most of the male urban dwellers but the perception at large remains the same. 

 

Schools for girls, vocational centres and female empowerment campaigns may raise the threshold of awareness, even marginally increase women empowerment, but women will not gain the rights and respect they deserve in society until and unless the minds of young men of the under privileged class are not liberated through education and employment.

 

It is imperative to analyse the feminisation of poverty from a multidimensional perspective, and to understand that there are numerous components of gender inequality that cannot be solved merely by basic education or financial empowerment. 

 

First, the need of the hour is to focus on deep-seated patriarchal cultural causes that take away from the woman the freedom to make informed choices. 

 

Second, a developing country like ours limits a female child’s right to education and people like Amma who rise above the norm and educate their daughters, still have little or no role in decision-making in the household, even about their own health and household expenses and continue to be abused. 

 

Third, employment is not just about financial independence, it is the security and the established legal position that a woman attains in a society, when she is held in higher regard by her family and gets the position of an equal decision-maker in the household.

 

Consequently, female empowerment needs to be addressed using a multidimensional approach, otherwise there will be many more Ammas who will continue to be exploited by their men. With more drug addicts and hoodlums on the streets, our daughters’ fates would not be much different from that of Malala.
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