Victims of abuse 
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MEDIA GALLERY 

Coping with disaster 



RUKAIYA suffers daily beatings and verbal abuse at home where she supports her unemployed, drug-taking husband and four children. Her in-laws give her regular thrashings when she refuses them money, forcing her out of her own home. 

At 35, she works as a maid for almost 12 hours each day, seven days a week earning Rs8,000, often wondering when the anguish will end. With sadness she shared her story because we found her sobbing uncontrollably in our kitchen: for her, the beatings have lasted more than 12 years, some have been so severe that she has had to be hospitalised. 

Every hour two women suffer domestic abuse in Pakistan reports the Human Development Foundation, indicative of the lack of legislation to protect women and children from such endemic violence. Few women are aware of their rights, as they accept abuse, including horrendous acid attacks, causing serious disfigurement. According to the Islamabad-based Progressive Women’s Association, 4,000 women are burnt each year by in-laws and husbands as punishment for minor offences. 

Human Rights Watch figures estimate that 90 per cent of women are subject to verbal, sexual, emotional and physical abuse within their own homes. When women parliamentarians advocated for a 28-clause domestic violence bill passed by parliament last summer, the proposed law defined domestic violence as: “All intentional acts of gender-based or other physical and psychological abuse committed by an accused against women, children or other vulnerable persons, with whom the accused person is or has been in a domestic relationship.” 

Initially prepared by Sherry Rehman, a former information minister, this bill was finally passed by parliament on Aug 4, 2009, when moved as a private members’ bill by Yasmin Rehman, a PPP politician, who is also advisor to the prime minister on women development. At that time, the Domestic Violence (Prevention and Protection) Bill was perceived to be a ‘big achievement’, but the bill lapsed after Pakistan’s Senate failed to pass it three months later as constitutionally required. 

Objections surfaced from religious quarters with the Council of Islamic Ideology (CII) stating this kind of law would increase the divorce rate and was un-Islamic. Then, in October of the same year, a JUI-F senator, Mohammad Khan Sheerani, nominated as CII chairman, had reservations, although his Islamist party conceded the bill should be passed. 

Women parliamentarians say the bill would have sailed through the Senate if the ruling government had pushed for it. Many point the government caved in to pressure by the CII, which advises the legislature on whether or not a certain law is un-Islamic. The CII said the bill was “discriminatory”, allowing the police an opportunity to violate the “sanctity of [the] home”. 

Disappointed though undefeated, activists lobbied for a parliamentary mediation committee comprising members of both houses of parliament. When finally formed, its recommendations were shelved after the 18th Amendment came through, resulting in the domestic violence bill becoming a provincial matter — another challenge, says Anis Haroon, chairperson of the National Commission on the Status of Women. But all this happened even though as Haroon explains the main objection to the bill was removed. 

She says the religious right was against the bill from the start, although women activists petitioned inside and outside the assembly. “Religious parties have their own worldview and thrive on it, opposing anything to do with women. Giving freedom and rights to women is westernising them. We are part of a paternalistic and patriarchal society with a coalition government where political parties hold their own positions.” 

The domestic violence bill, along with other pending bills will once again come under the spotlight when a joint session of parliament comes together: in the interim, the National Commission has sought clarification on the pending bill in a letter written to Raza Rabbani, the chairman of the Implementation Committee of the 18th Amendment and Dr Fahmida Mirza, the speaker of the National Assembly. 

Pro-women bills in Pakistan have a history of being passed with hullabaloo and religious right objections. When in 2006, amendments were made to the Hudood Ordinances, the Protection of Women Bill met with a similar fate. The bill was modified and revised. That domestic violence is not seen as a crime and not even incorporated in the Pakistan Penal Code is evidence that the government remains uncommitted to empowering women and securing their rights. 

Aurat Foundation estimates in 2009 reveal 608 cases of domestic violence were reported countrywide, of which 271 were from Punjab, 134 from Sindh, 163 incidents from Khyber-Pukhtunkhwa, 22 from Balochistan and 18 from Islamabad.In Turkey, similar patterns of violence resulted in the 1998 Protection of the Family Law. As in Pakistan, traditional attitudes and concepts of family honour exacerbate the problem of domestic abuse, generally treated as a private matter intertwined with family honour. 

A 2003 study by Hacettepe University in Turkey found that 39 per cent of women felt that domestic abuse was justified in certain situations. Only 35 per cent of women said they would file a complaint if their husbands physically abused them, and in reality, few female victims seek help from law-enforcement authorities. And just as in Pakistan, when they do seek help from the police, the latter are often disinclined to give help and push victims to reconcile with their husbands. 

Under Pakistan’s proposed domestic violence bill, a network of protection officers and committees will be formed. Monetary compensation and other relief will be provided to victims and protection orders will be mandatory. Violators will be punished with jail terms and fines paid out to victims. According to the bill, the court would have to set a hearing within three days of receiving a complaint and to adjudicate the case within 30 days. 

These are proposals without adequate enforcement tools. It would be beneficial to adopt measures slated in similar legislatures working effectively in other Islamic countries where women live and work as equal partners with men, without suffering the backlash of parochial behaviour and gender-based prejudices. 
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