The lot of rural women


IT is a sign of progress that society has begun to raise serious questions about the status of women in the country and their role in a patriarchal social structure. In a bid to illustrate the gender inequality that has persisted over the decades, statistics are often presented to indicate the slow advancement of women in areas like education and health. Such statistics are particularly appalling when compared to social-sector figures for males who appear far ahead in a number of fields.

However, we need to go beyond taking a general view of women. A closer look reveals that if women are disadvantaged as a group, there are those among their ranks who are worse off than others. Nowhere does this fact stand out more starkly than when comparing urban and rural women. Take education, one of the key barometers of progress in society. According to the Pakistan Economic Survey, in 2006-07 the figure for the female ‘population that has ever attended school’ was 66 per cent in the urban areas, while in the rural areas it was a mere 32 per cent. There is validity in the argument that both the male and female population have a difficult life in the rural areas where there is little access to proper education or healthcare. Nevertheless general attitudes as well as the rigid social structures of tribes and clans have undermined the rights and potential of rural women in a big way. Marginalised from the mainstream, their voices go unheard and their participation in the labour force unrecognised.

The key to improving the lot of rural women lies in empowering them and towards that end it is essential to recognise their contribution to labour and the economy as much as it is to educate them. This is quite obvious to the government as well but it seems to lack the political will needed to devise and act on policies that could improve conditions for rural women. True, there are NGOs that realise the importance of uplifting the voiceless. But unless the government lends its support to independent organisations by taking the lead in promoting decision-making among rural women and providing the latter with facilities aimed at enhancing their potential, the question of empowerment will be taken lightly. The first International Day of Rural Women was observed on Wednesday. How meaningful this day will prove in the years ahead depends on the measures taken to promote the well-being of rural women.

