The war against women
By Bina Shah


It’s high time the death penalty was used as a deterrent against anyone who dares to hurt a woman in Pakistan
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AFTER many weeks of feeling somewhat satisfied that Pakistan was finally on the right path in terms of giving legal protection to women – with the signing of the Women’s Protection Bill and the news that women were no longer required to appear in court to obtain the ever-elusive khula divorce – I opened the newspaper the other day to read the horrifying headline that a 16-year-old girl in Ubaro, Sindh, had been gang-raped by 11 men and paraded naked through the streets of her village.

Her crime? She was related to a man who eloped with a woman from a family different from his own. To avenge their “honour”, the men of the woman’s family decided to have the man’s 16-year-old cousin gang-raped. The sentence was carried out on a late January day, and the victim of this crime has been in her house ever since, lying on a small bed and moaning in pain, unable to escape the fact that her life has been destroyed, and wishing she were dead.

Since that day we’ve been treated to a recycling of all the old statements that we have been hearing since the same thing happened to Mukhtaran Mai in 2004. Government officials are “shocked” and “horrified”; they vow to “bring the culprits to justice” and “ensure the protection of women in Pakistan”. Six out of the 11 men have been remanded in custody, and the police have been given 14 days to submit a report to the government about their investigation into the crime.

The victim of the crime has said that she wants her rapists to be hanged. If she doesn’t get justice, both she and her father have threatened to immolate themselves in front of the Supreme Court. There can be no sane man or woman in Pakistan who does not believe that her 11 rapists are the ones that should be immolated in front of the court instead; and I have a good mind of writing to President Musharraf and requesting that should the accused men be found guilty, he should take time out from his hectic schedule to lead the firing squad in their execution.

But really, we’re talking about revenge, not justice. Because justice extends far beyond the case of this poor girl, who can’t be named but whose photograph can apparently be published in the national newspapers (thus ensuring that her privacy is destroyed as well). It was beyond heartbreaking to see that photograph of her and her mother, both walking down the hospital steps clad in the traditional Sindhi ajrak. Its uses are many: as a shawl, a turban, a gift for honored guests to the province. This is the first time that I’ve seen it used as a wrap for a rape victim, and no doubt if this girl kills herself, it will be used for her funeral shroud.

This is not a proud day for the people of Pakistan who have so much to be proud of, but as long as our sisters are treated in this barbaric, cruel way, God will never give peace or prosperity to our nation. Introspection must take a back seat to action now. We’ve done the psychoanalysis of what “honour” is and how it’s been inextricably tied to women’s bodies; we know that “honour” here has more to do with male ego and pride and the concept that women are chattel rather than any notion of it being a characteristic or quality that all decent human beings should strive to possess. It’s time to look beyond revenge in each individual case, though, and tell the government that smoke and mirrors are no substitute for true justice, true empathy, and true retribution.

There is a double tragedy in this rape that has been visited upon the poor teenager of Ubaro, and all the other girls in the other villages and tehsils and districts and mohallas and slums of Pakistan. The crime takes place: that is the first tragedy. That this is déjà vu, after Mukhtaran Mai’s historic fight against those that sought to oppress and destroy her is the second tragedy. All the strong words that the government uttered, the promises they made, and the steps that they have taken since then all add up to zero if the same thing can happen not even three years later. Their force, willpower, and intentions will add up to zero too if these rapists are not caught and punished in the most extreme way.

It’s high time the death penalty was used as a deterrent against anyone who dares to hurt a woman in Pakistan, and the fact that this didn’t happen in Mukhtaran Mai’s case was a signal to other rapists that they will not be punished if they commit a similar crime: a huge mistake, as we are seeing now. It’s also time for the women of Pakistan to stand up as a united front and protest, campaign, and harangue anyone and everyone they can to let them know that matters have reached breaking point in our country. As much as there is a war on Islam being conducted by evil powers outside our country, there is a war being conducted on women within our country, and we can’t and cry about one if we’re not ready to combat the other.

Pakistan is a country that has to make up its mind – not about where it stands on the war against terrorism, which is really just another facet of the national identity crisis – but on what this nation wants to be. We are caught between feudalism, tribalism, modernism, extremism, urbanisation, and ruralism. We have so many codes of behaviour that we really can’t cope with it all, and the rapists are escaping through the legal and social loopholes created by the existence of these multiple systems. And the women of Pakistan are falling through the cracks.

George Bush made a statement at the beginning of his war against terror: “Either you are with us or you are against us.” How we wrung our hands and foamed at the mouths when he said that, and slapped ourselves on the back in self-congratulation that we in the Islamic Republic of Pakistan had more integrity in our little fingers than the whole of America! But when it comes to protecting the rights of women, what would happen if we Pakistanis turned around and asked our government, “Are you with us or are you against us?” It’s time to ask the tough questions, and demand the answers, because as far as I can see, there is very little for us to be proud of right now.





