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VIOLENCE AGAINST WOMEN 

  

 Pakistan is a mainly agrarian and strongly Islamic nation. Approximately three-quarters 

of its population live in rural regions and, to demonstrate Pakistan’s ties to Islam, only 11% of 

Pakistani citizens are non-Muslim, Pakistan’s formal name is the Islamic Republic of Pakistan, 

and its capital is Islamabad (Aziz & Hughes, 2011; Malik, 2006). In Pakistani society, religion 

and tradition play dominant roles in public and private life, exemplified by cultural preference 

for male education, conservative female dress, and the importance of family (Malik, 2006). 

Bolstered by Pakistan’s strong Islamic presence, largely rural population, and patriarchal history, 

discriminatory practices against women and minorities have plagued the nation. Violence against 

women (VAW) is endemic in Pakistan, affecting women across the country and denying women 

the actualization of their human rights to equality in, and access to, economic, social, cultural, 

civil and political rights.  

 Discrimination against women is a main factor contributing to violence against women, 

herein referred to its acronym VAW. Acts of violence against women have stalled the process of 

women’s empowerment, but have also spurred on international support for change. According to 

Aziz and Hughes (2011), gender-based violence is any abuse resulting in physical, sexual or 

psychological harm or suffering, including threats of coercion, arbitrary deprivation of liberty, or 

violence. The media reported 65,316 cases of violence against women over a three year period 

from 2008 to 2011, while the Aurat Foundation, a publication and information civil organization 

fundamentally involved in empowering women in Pakistan, reported that 7,571 cases of VAW 

were reported in 2008 (Zia & Butt, 2012). This number increased by almost 13% to 8,548 cases 

in 2009, possibly a cause of greater media awareness and victim reporting (Zia & Butt, 2012). 

These forms of violence are predominately “anti-women customary practices,” traditional 
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practices which are biased against women and result in negative outcomes; these include, but are 

not limited to, honor killings (karo-kari), child marriage and forced marriage (vani, swara 

respectively), and depriving a woman of her right to inherit (Zia & Butt, 2012). The Human 

Rights Commission of Pakistan (HRCP) (2012) noted that in 2011, domestic violence was a 

factor in nearly 4,500 reported violence cases, and that at least 943 women were killed in the 

name of honor. 

 In instances of honor killings, family members or relatives feel dishonored or disgraced 

by a “karo” or a “kari”; Sindhi terms meaning a disgraceful man or woman, respectively (Zia & 

Butt, 2012).  ‘Karo-kari’ traditionally means the right of the community or a near relative to kill 

a girl who has had an illicit relationship (Aziz & Hughes, 2011). According to cultural tradition, 

in order to redeem the family’s honor, this disgraceful man or woman must be killed (Zia & Butt, 

2012). The HRCP noted a total of 1,957 honor killings from 2004 to 2007 (Nasrullah, 2009). In 

92% of the cases, the major reason for the killing was an alleged extramarital relation, with about 

half of the perpetrators being husbands, about a quarter being brothers and a smaller percentage 

being other relatives such as cousins, uncles, grandparents, and nephews (Nasrullah, 2009).   

 Sometimes women are given as compensation through child marriage or forced marriage. 

Such compensation can be an attempt at ending tribal feuds or compensating a family for a crime 

committed against them (Zia & Butt, 2012). This custom is called vani in the Punjab province, 

sang-chatti in Sindh, irjaai in Baolchistan, and swara in Kyber Pakhtunkhwa (Zia & Butt, 2012). 

While outlawed in Islam and State law and prohibited by other laws governing the age of 

marriage and consent requirements, these harmful practices are still perceived as religiously 

sanctioned because they aim to bring peace among feuding parties (Abbas & Riaz, 2013; Zia & 

Butt, 2012).  
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 These harmful practices can also be meted out by jirgas and panchayats, separate, 

informal governing bodies held in rural, tribal regions of Pakistan. Made illegal by the Sindh 

High Court, they still may mete out justice using women as a bartering tool and means of 

punishment (Mai, 2006; Zia & Butt, 2012). Jirgas or panchayats settle all disputes in their 

respective region according to traditional or customary laws which may go against State laws, 

such as forced marriage. All jirgas and panchayats are comprised of only male members and 

women are not allowed to attend nor have a say in the outcome (Aziz & Hughes, 2011). In one 

famous case, Mukhtar Mai was sentenced to gang rape by a jirga due to a crime her young 

brother was accused of committing, as compensation to a powerful family. Mukhtar Mai, like 

many others, was seen as a commodity (Abbas & Riaz, 2013; Mai, 2006). More than a violation 

of a woman’s right to freedom, life, and consent, vani, as well as other verdicts handed down by 

jirgas and panchayats, encourage crime and violence against women; perpetrators go unpunished 

while girls and women pay the penalties (Abbas & Raiz, 2013).  

 However, VAW is integrated throughout Pakistani society in various other forms, such as 

sexual harassment and arbitrary rape, acid violence, and violence against schools. The HRCP 

(2012) found various instances of sexual harassment in educational institutions, which can be a 

huge detriment to educational success. In February 2011, the Higher Education Commission 

(HEC) sent an anti-harassment policy to all universities, but within months it had been found that 

none of the public sector universities in Khyber Pakhtunkhwa had complied with the policies 

(HRCP, 2012). 

 Acid violence is a form of torture characterized by throwing corrosive acid at the victim’s 

face or body (Zia, 2013). The acid burns and melts through skin and bone, burning the skin first 

on contact, and then beginning to disfigure the face and body, eyes and possibly organs (Zia, 
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2013). Subsequent infections such as septicemia and gangrene, and psychological and social 

trauma can continue to affect the victim (Survivors Foundation, n.d.; Zia, 2013). To exacerbate 

the physical ailments of victims, only three recognized Government Burn Units in civil hospitals 

and three Burn Units in military hospitals exist in Pakistan; some District Hospitals provide burn 

treatment, but are poorly equipped to handle serious cases (Zia & Butt, 2012).  Acid violence is 

often used as a social weapon to punish women for dishonoring their family or failing to follow 

gender roles or limitations (Khan, 2012; Zia, 2013). The Aurat Foundation says that acid attacks 

have become an accepted social phenomenon, and campaigners estimate that as many as 200 

acid attacks occur every year (Solberg, 2010; Zia & Butt, 2012).  

 Attacks on all-girls schools have been reported in Pakistan. Human Rights Watch (2013) 

notes that there are ongoing violent attacks on students, teachers, professors, schools, and 

universities, which have targeted girls. Such attacks are carried out by various non-state armed 

groups, such as the Islamist armed group Tehreek-e-Taliban Pakistan, who, on October 9th, 2012, 

shot and attempted to kill Malala Yousafzai, a 15-year-old girl who publicly championed 

children’s education (Human Rights Watch, 2013; Yousafzai, 2013; Zia & Butt, 2012). The 

Taliban, an Islamist militant group acting in Pakistan, has destroyed approximately 200 girls’ 

schools, and public threats against schools have led to 900 closings of government and private 

schools, leaving 120,000 female students without educational facilities (Zia & Butt, 2012).  

 

Domestic Violence 

 Domestic violence (DV) is an overarching umbrella term which includes intimate partner 

violence (IPV), honor killings, and extended family violence. According to recent estimates from 

the HRCP (2012), domestic violence is one of the greatest threats to Pakistani women’s security, 
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health and well-being. Types of violence can range from physical, sexual, emotional or even 

financial abuse, and perpetrators can be male or female, the husband, or even extended family 

members such as in-laws (Khan & Hussain, 2008). DV is the culmination of interactions 

between individual factors, culture, economic standing, and the legal and political atmosphere in 

Pakistan, and has become socially acceptable and prevalent (Khan & Hussain, 2008). Boys 

internalize masculine and violent behaviors, communities tolerate VAW, and discriminatory 

laws allow perpetrators to go unpunished (Zakar, Zakar, & Kraemer, 2013).  

 Domestic violence in Pakistan is interconnected with cultural mores of honor and socially 

acceptable gender roles. Men can use DV as a way to socially stigmatize a woman through 

tainting her honor as a pure woman, especially so when a woman is accused of adultery. To defy 

the social norm and fight back against violence as a woman is to face further social ostracism by 

residing alone and by losing her children to her husband; she will lack social support and even be 

cast out by her own family (Khan & Hussain, 2008). DV and intimate partner violence are 

founded on the patriarchal system in Pakistan which has put men in power, built the State on 

men’s decisions, and which values male aggression and women’s subordination (Zakar et al., 

2013). The social norm of familial violence has been taught to each child and to each generation. 

The roles of woman and man dictate that the duty of the wife is to not provoke her husband, and 

the duty of the husband is to control his wife to preserve his honor (Zakar et al., 2013). Men and 

some women view domestic violence a product of the woman; if the woman simply followed her 

husband’s instructions and conducted herself in a submissive manner there would be no 

provocation (Khan & Hussain, 2008; Zakar et al., 2013). Violence in the home may be seen as a 

disciplinary tool in which husbands and other family members can punish a female for wrong-

doing, in order to teach her more acceptable behavior (Zakar et al, 2013). 
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 Almost no difference is seen among ethnic or religious groups in Pakistan in reference to 

the prevalence of domestic violence; however, generational differences have surfaced. Older 

women have more accepting views on domestic abuse and do not consider minor incidents of 

physical violence, such as slapping, as domestic violence (Khan & Hussain, 2008).  

 

The Spread of VAW in Pakistan  

 While many influences in Pakistani culture, society, and law have sustained VAW, a few 

main forces will be discussed in detail. The first and most evident factor sustaining VAW is 

silence. The voices of suffering women go mainly unheard, but in recent years reporting has 

increased (HRCP, 2012; Zia & Butt, 2012). The media and human rights groups have raised 

awareness, domestic and international, for VAW, and some barriers to reporting, such lack of 

resources and fear of further violence, are being rectified by stronger prosecution measures, laws, 

and services available to women (Hirani, Karmaliani, McFarlane, Asad, Madhani, Shehzad, Ali, 

2010; Zia & Butt, 2012). However, high illiteracy rates and the compounding issues such as 

social discrimination, purdah, or seclusion in the home, and lack of awareness of laws and 

services still prove a strong deterrent to reporting crimes.  

 Awareness, however, is only one small part of a larger puzzle. VAW has spread due to 

societal pressures to oppress women, from male patriarchy to Islamic fundamentalism. From 

2008 to 2009, an increase of 13% was seen in VAW cases reported, increasing from 7,571 in 

2008 to 8,548 in 2009 (Zia & Butt, 2012). This increase may be from raised awareness about 

violence issues and increased reporting from victims (Zia & Butt, 2012). Each level in society in 

Pakistan has supported the suppression of women in the public sphere, has supported the 

informal and discriminatory sentences meted out by local jirgas and panchayats, and has 
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supported the traditional familial structure, putting women at a significant disadvantage. An 

interaction between all socio-cultural factors and macro systems result in the VAW seen in 

Pakistan.  

 In a historical context, violence has always been used as a tool to conquer women and 

secure a superior position in society. In a patriarchal society, not only are women seen as inferior 

commodities of men, but sons are the symbols of economic and social utility and the continuance 

of a family’s lineage (Aziz & Hughes, 2011). Daughters are liabilities: they get married, take the 

family’s scare monetary resources in their dowries, and live to serve their husband’s parents 

(Aziz & Hughes, 2011). Male dominance in all social realms results in the commoditization of 

women as male property, and women hold an inferior social position (Zia & Butt, 2012). 

Through generations of oppressive, patriarchal systems which treat women as inferior, women 

have come to be denied legal and protective rights. 

 In 1979, General Zia ul Haq began the process of Islamizing Pakistan; the process 

included rescinding many rights of women through the introduction of Hudood Ordinances and 

other discriminatory laws (Malik, 2006; Khan & Hussain, 2008). Under the new laws, two 

female witnesses were needed to provide the same level of testimony as only one man and zina 

(adultery) was not distinct from rape (Malik, 2006). The new laws made it easier to sentence a 

woman accused of zina because without evidence of two women or an upstanding male citizen 

she could not prove her innocence. Subsequent Pakistani leaders Benazir Bhutto and Nawaz 

Sharif tried only to appease conservatives rather than overturn discriminatory and dangerous 

laws against women (Malik, 2006). As a result, men secured the superior social role and sent 

women into seclusion. 
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 Pakistani society has cultivated stereotypes and gender roles which leave women 

disenfranchised and vulnerable. Both the expectations of men and those of women perpetuate 

VAW. Men are viewed as the protectors of family honor, breadwinners for the family, as well 

the head of the household; it is socially permissible to protect one’s honor through violence 

(Zakar et al., 2013). Women, on the other hand, are the providers of family honor, the keeper of 

children and housework, as well as the caretaker of husband and family (Zakar et al., 2013). In 

discussing domestic violence through a male lens, Zakar and his colleagues (2013) found that the 

ideal woman is defined by her fulfillment of submission and inferiority. The ideal wife is mother, 

companion, caretaker, all roles tied to her honor. The woman must be submissive, patient and 

sacrificing, act timid, be well-dressed, and follow the orders of her husband and his family 

(Zakar et al., 2013). To actualize these roles and produce a healthy family system, the woman 

holds a strict place in society. The logical solution is for the woman to remain in the home to 

supervise the children, support her husband, and care for her in-laws (Zakar et al., 2013).  

  Violence against women, including DV, has become a factor in women’s participation in 

the labor market. In Pakistan, women’s roles have long been relegated to the home, and now that 

more women than ever before are entering the formal and informal labor markets in Pakistan, the 

gender status quo has been disrupted in society. What was once thought of as impossible for 

women to endeavor has now become a reality; women can work outside of the home and may 

even need to support the family financially. In the context of DV, men of all ages and educations 

have noted that a woman’s wisdom is inferior to a man’s, that her words are never truthful, and 

her emotional state unstable (Zia & Butt, 2012; Zakar et al., 2013).  To work outside of the home 

questions these common perceptions of women, and defies male honor as well as his masculinity 
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(Zakar et al., 2013). One respondent in the study conducted by Zakar and his colleagues (2013) 

noted that “earning money through women” is humiliating (p. 254).  

 Between 1999 and 2005-06, there was a 5.9% increase in labor force participation among 

women (Committee on the Elimination of Violence Against Women [Committee on the 

Elimination], 2011). However, an overwhelming majority of women are still working in the 

informal sector, either in agricultural labor or home-based work, and in rural regions over 70% 

of women are working in agriculture and livestock (Committee on the Elimination, 2011). In 

urban Pakistan, over three-quarters of women in the work force work in the informal sector, 

lacking training, legal and social protection, and health benefits granted under labor laws 

(Committee on the Elimination, 2011). While the lack of legal protection for women employed 

in the informal sector has resulted in violations of their basic rights to fair wages and treatment, 

in the formal sectors, social restrictions, such as having to balance work and life as well as 

answer to prevailing views from men about female employment, deter women from employment 

(Committee on the Elimination, 2011). In their rising numbers, working women are adopting 

new societal roles that both question and debunk stereotypes and expectations about women in 

Pakistan. 

 These expectations for women have been fostered by Pakistan’s pervasive Islamic 

identity. The Pakistani State is irrevocably tied to Islamic identity, and it has become difficult to 

implement social change because it is difficult to separate religion from politics (Zia, 2013). 

“Islam” literally means “submission, peace, and safety,” and in practice, has resulted in the 

submission of women to men, the struggles to maintain peace through harmful customary 

practices, and keep women safe in the home through purdah (seclusion) (Malik, 2006). Muslim 

traditionalists and revivalists believe that following the early Islamic scriptures to the letter will 
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bring submission, peace and safety into Pakistani society (Malik, 2006). Islamic scholars believe 

that if the state were to establish pristine Islamic order, gender inequalities would vanish.  

However, some also believe that the male interpretation of the classical Islamic sources have 

resulted in some of these serious gender inequities (Malik, 2006). 

 Islam as a religion is believed to give significant rights to women. In fact, a common 

adage by the Prophet Muhammad states that “The best among you are those who treat women 

well” (Malik, 2006, p. 127). Early Islam and the Prophet Muhammad granted women the right to 

seek divorce, share in property, and even represent the religion as female Sufis, writers and 

architects (Malik, 2006). Malik (2006) reports that Islam as a religion prioritizes family and 

reproduction, but does not prohibit family planning and in emergencies allows abortion. After 

patriarchy took the primary role in Pakistan, the reforms introduced by the Qur’ān and the social, 

political, religious, financial, and economic rights safeguarded by early Islam began to be 

dismantled (Abbas & Raiz, 2011). Prophet Muhammad’s mother Aminah acts as a role model for 

motherhood, his wife Khadija as the wife, and his daughter Fatima as man’s companion (Malik, 

2006). Through male interpretation and implementation, the liberal mother, based on Khadija, a 

former divorcee, 15 years Muhammad’s senior, and the proposer of marriage to Muhammad, was 

warped into the submissive, docile, and domestic woman favored today in Pakistan (Malik, 

2006).  

 Social limitations, such as lack of awareness of true Islamic principles and male 

interpretation of Islamic scriptures, as well as patriarchy and harmful customary practices, have 

ensured unequal treatment of women in Pakistani society. Social forces have undermined the true 

teachings of Islam and the new statutes and amendments instituted in Pakistan in recent years, 
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which will be discussed in turn, fail to completely protect women or change social views towards 

women. 

 The predominately rural nature of Pakistan isolates men and women from urban 

communication methods and resources. Rural communities lack quick methods of 

communication and, thus, knowledge of new laws, policies and services, and education, just law 

enforcement, and access to social resources. While more urban women in Pakistan have gained 

some level of citizen rights and equality, women in rural areas remain vulnerable to traditional 

practices, unequal social structures, and lack of social protection (Aziz & Hughes, 2011). Most 

rural areas lack transportation infrastructure and may live as closed communities, still following 

old traditions (Aziz & Hughes, 2011). Provincial or local governments in particular tend to lack 

necessary resources, knowledge of new laws or how to implement them, or fail to see violence 

against women as harmful, especially in the form of intimate partner violence, which occurs 

under the privacy of the family (Aziz & Hughes, 2011; Zia & Butt, 2012). These rural areas may 

still operate through tribal jirgas or panchayats, regardless of State laws outlawing the practice 

(Aziz & Hughes, 2011; Mai, 2006). The rural nature of Pakistan makes awareness campaigns, 

prosecution, and protection of women difficult; traditions are strictly followed and rural poverty 

leaves women even more vulnerable to violence and maltreatment, especially at the hands of 

corrupt provincial law enforcement and Jirga decisions (Zia & Butt, 2012). State law changes 

and prosecution of crimes in rural regions are at odds. Mukhtar Mai (2006) initially lost her case 

due to intentional lack of diligence on the part of the provincial government. Government 

support structures are very weak, and in lacking victim services and funding for social services, 

the Pakistani government needs to do more to combat VAW. 
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Why VAW in Pakistan Matters 

 Violence against women is a form of gender-based violence which aims to undercut 

women’s rights and maintain women’s subordinate social position. The global world recognizes 

that women’s rights are a direct factor in peace and security internationally. Based on the United 

Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR) (1948), being human entitles one to certain rights that 

even society cannot infringe upon. The Convention on the Elimination of Discrimination Against 

Women, better known as the CEDAW Protocol, was implemented in response to continued 

discrimination against women. VAW in Pakistan can be considered a direct violation of various 

articles held within CEDAW, but most importantly to Article 3 concerning women’s 

fundamental right to equality in political, social, economic and cultural spheres. Stemming from 

this violation, VAW denies women equal access to employment, medical care, full political 

participation as well as economic and cultural lives.  Harmful anti-women customs such as 

giving girls as compensation for murders, feuds or debts violate women’s rights to life, to safety, 

to free and consented marriage, and the right of inheritance (Abbas & Riaz, 2013). VAW 

oppresses women and limits their potential to live fulfilling lives in society.  

 Short-term consequences of injury or death are simply symptoms of the long-term 

consequences of such violence. Women may not attend school for fear of violence, and, thus, 

remain illiterate. Poor health is caused and exacerbated by violence, showing increased 

depression and suicidal ideation among women in Pakistan, and generational impacts on children 

exposed to familial violence (Human Rights Watch, 2013; Hirani et al., 2010; Garcia-Morenoa & 

Watts). VAW is considered a significant health priority for women and children, whose support 

and empowerment is a Millennium Development Goal (Garcia-Morenoa & Watts, 2011). The 



  13 

VIOLENCE AGAINST WOMEN 

health burden has created large economic and social costs, boosting health, legal, law 

enforcement and other service costs, such as social assistance (Garcia-Morenoa & Watts, 2011).  

 

The System Responds  

 Systems in Pakistan have responded in similar ways to restore homeostasis to their 

cultural and social traditions. Religious factions have turned to either reactionism to reinstitute 

traditional Islamic scriptures, or to liberal modernization, to create a modern synthesis between 

traditional Islamic teachings and the modern empowerment of women (Malik, 2006). Tribal and 

feudal responses are consistent with this reactionism, and have continued to define punishments 

through jirgas and panchayats in terms of local customs irrespective of many new State laws 

governing human rights and the judicial process in prosecution. The Pakistani government has 

turned to the expertise and opinion of the Council of Islamic Ideology (CII) in determining what 

laws and policies are respectful of Islamic teachings, in order to respect the religious tradition of 

the nation. However, the Council makes it possible to block bills which aim to dismantle 

“Islamic” traditions. In 2013, a bill was introduced into the legislative bodies to require DNA 

testing in reported rape cases, but the Council denied the validity of the bill because DNA was 

not an acceptable form of evidence according to Islamic teachings (Habib, 2013). 

 International responses have put pressure on the Pakistani government to implement laws 

and enforce social changes to eradicate discrimination and VAW. The United Nations, in 

partnership with both the Pakistani government and organizations operating in Pakistan, is 

monitoring the country on its implementation of CEDAW protocols. Country Reports have 

allowed Pakistan to respond to questions and concerns raised by the Committee to Eliminate 

Discrimination against Women.  Shadow Reports from civil organizations in Pakistan have 
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documented social and legislative changes and their social impact as identified by the 

organizations themselves.  

 

Government Actions 

 The Pakistani government has responded to the CEDAW review and the calls in its own 

society for change, beginning to implement and support overarching legal reforms. Legal reform 

is making progress, albeit through arduous and at times, adverse, implementation. The Criminal 

Law Amendment Act of 2004 defines ‘honor killing’ in the law as a punishable offence 

(murder), and provided a minimum penalty of 10 years (Committee on the Elimination, 2012). In 

implementation, though, the act has met resistance in the courts and there have been few 

prosecutions of those who carry out honor killings. More recently, Pakistan has implemented the 

Criminal Law Amendment Act of 2009 which outlaws sexual harassment and raises the 

punishment for forms of sexual harassment to three years imprisonment and a possible fine 

(Committee on the Elimination, 2011). The new amendment protects all women employed in the 

country, from domestic workers and agricultural laborers to home-based workers, privately or 

publically and formally or informally employed (Committee on the Elimination, 2011).  

 Public and private organizations must now adopt an internal Code of Conduct and a 

mechanism for complaints in order to establish safe working environments through the 

Protection against Harassment of Women at the Workplace Act of 2009 (Committee on the 

Elimination, 2011). The Senate in Pakistan failed to pass the bill in 2009 to criminalize domestic 

violence, but, passing in 2012, the amended Domestic Violence Prevention and Protection Act 

now recognizes domestic violence as illegal and wrongful (Committee on the Elimination, 2011; 

Weiss, 2012).  The new law provides a list of possible remedies such as protection, monetary 
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relief and custody orders, and in what ways the Courts must ensure legal aid to the aggrieved 

(Committee on the Elimination, 2011). However, for women this law still lacks overarching 

protection. Only the first act of violence results in protection orders; penalties and prosecution 

are only legally possible after the second act of violence is reported (Weiss, 2012). Furthermore, 

a new clause was added that can penalize the aggrieved for failing to prove an accusation (Weiss, 

2012). 

 Perhaps the most awaited for legislative changes were major amendments made to the 

discriminatory Hudood Ordinances through the Protection of Women Act of 2006. The Law 

removes the act of rape from connection to zina, saving many women from false imprisonment 

and maltreatment from accusations of adultery (Weiss, 2012). The new amendments also help 

courts prosecute perpetrators of sexual violence. However, a recent decision of the Federal 

Shariat Court (FSC) at the end of 2010 declared sections 11, 25, 28 and 29 of this Act in 

violation of Article 203DD of the Constitution and some tenets of Islam (Weiss, 2012). The FSC 

advocates to restore provisions of the Hudood Ordinances which have been repealed, including 

the lack of distinction between zina and rape; these provisions would require women to produce 

four witnesses to support her testimony in a case of rape, as well as reestablish the right of the 

police to arrest a woman accused of adultery through her own report of rape (Weiss, 2012).  

 

Social Action 

 In response to this arduous legislative process, Pakistani society is moving forward with 

social movements to end violence. Women in urban and rural areas have begun stepping forward 

to push for greater education, more urban women are entering the workforce, and women are 

taking seats in the government (HRCP, 2012; Zia & Butt, 2012). Mukhtar Mai and Malala 



  16 

VIOLENCE AGAINST WOMEN 

Yousafzai, as victims of gender-based violence, have shown that advocating for education 

among girls and women in Pakistan can be a dangerous but life-changing enterprise (Mai, 2006; 

Yousafzai, 2013). In an even greater social effort to advance the rights of women and further 

defy both illegal and harmful local traditions, the first all-woman jirga has been held in Pakistan 

(Guerin, 2013). 

 The media in Pakistan, both conservative and liberal, continue to publish stories about 

violence against women, increasing domestic and international awareness of such issues (Zia & 

Butt, 2012). The media has increased global awareness of acid violence in Pakistan, and now 

there is an important piece of legislation called the Acid Control and Burn Crime Prevention Bill 

of 2011, which would tighten control over the sale of acid, a readily and cheaply available 

product in Pakistani markets (Solberg, 2010; Weiss, 2012). Other resolutions since 2011 have 

been demanding action on the part of the federal government to implement and enforce women’s 

rights, in the maintenance of the National Assembly’s Standing Committee on Women’s 

Development and National Commission for Women (HRCP, 2012).  

 Men and women have had mixed attitudes about empowerment and the attainment of 

equal rights in Pakistan. Some men try to return masculinity into the home and into society, 

through media portrayal of female stereotypes and increased violent acts against women, 

domestic violence in particular. Some men have stigmatized working women and constrained 

women in strict purdah (Zarak et al., 2013). Women have adopted many roles - as activists, as 

survivors, as mothers, as employees, as educators and as proponents of traditionalism. While 

new roles vary across Pakistan, women have begun to balance and juggle all roles, family and 

otherwise, while facing stigmatization and negative treatment. 
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Social Solutions to Combat VAW 

 The social movement has resulted in both governmental and NGO involvement in 

empowering and protecting Pakistani women from violence and discrimination. Female 

development schemes, plans to increase school enrollment for girls and adult literacy, as well as 

increasing country-wide awareness of social problems, new laws and policies, and available 

services for women and girls are among the social solutions implemented in Pakistan 

(Committee on the Elimination, 2011).  

 In order to increase women’s involvement in the government, Pakistan has reserved 33% 

seats reserved for women in local government, 17% in the National Assembly & Provincial 

Assemblies and 12% in the Senate, but most female politicians still lack the ability to fully 

partake in governmental proceedings and in making their voice heard (Committee on the 

Elimination, 2012). While women are still quieted in the government, more efforts are being 

made to increase the clout of the Ministry on Women’s Development (herein referred to as 

MoWD) and the National Commission on the Status of Women (herein referred to as NCSW), 

and the social activism of Pakistani women, such as the first female Jirga in Pakistan (Guerin, 

2013). The MoWD in Pakistan was established decades ago, but with little financial or 

governmental clout. Pakistan has increased funding, and now MoWD is beginning to fulfill its 

goals for women’s empowerment. Recently, MoWD has created 23 Crisis Centers, now called 

Shaheed Benazir Bhutto Crisis Centers for Women in Distress, which support women who are 

victims of violence, aggression and abuse. These crisis centers offer shelter, medical and legal 

aid, and psychological counseling, in addition to familial support, vocational and computer 

training initiatives (Committee on the Elimination, 2012). 
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 The NCSW, first established in the year 2000, reviews laws, rules and regulations 

affecting the status of women. The NCSW was provided more political influence in past years 

and now provides recommendations in the repeal or amendment of legislation, and supports new 

legislation which would eliminate discrimination and safeguard women’s rights; their 

recommendations have resulted in amendments to the Protection of Women Act of 2006, 

Hudood Ordinances and criminal law amendments (Committee on the Elimination, 2012; HCRP, 

2012).  

 Education initiatives have been aimed at increasing female literacy. Since 1998, the 

national enrollment rate for girls has increased from 37% to 52% (Committee on the Elimination, 

2012). To support adult women, the Government’s National Commission on Human 

Development has established a country-wide Adult Literacy program along with several other 

programs which aim to increase women’s literacy across Pakistan (Committee on the 

Elimination, 2012). The Tawana Pakistan Program in particular has increased rates of enrollment 

for girls in primary school, benefiting close to a half million girls with a nutritionally balanced 

meal each school day and a 40% increase in enrollment rates across the Districts (Committee on 

the Elimination, 2012). By funding and supporting education, Pakistani society is acting against 

militarism and tradition to further the rights of women, to increase their social knowledge and 

involvement.  

 Both governmental and private organizations have reached out to media outlets to 

increase awareness about VAW, new laws and policies protecting women, as well as altering 

stereotypes about women as they are portrayed in the media. Through the Public Awareness 

Program, the MoWD and NCSW commissions have handed out brochures and posters to 

disseminate information about new and amended laws (Committee on the Elimination, 2012). To 
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inform the public as well as lawyers in Pakistan, new or revised laws are published in the official 

Gazettes, newspapers, television programs, and in monthly Law Journals referred to by lawyers 

(Committee on the Elimination, 2012; Zia & Butt, 2012). Training of judges, magistrates, law 

officers and court personnel has been achieved through the Federal Judicial Academy, through 

the syllabi of the National Police Academy and the Police Training Schools, as well as through 

refresher courses (Committee on the Elimination, 2012).  

 In an effort to reach multiple groups of people, private media sources have begun to 

branch out. Some now broadcast in Urdu, Pushto, Sindi, Punjabi, and in English, to reach more 

culturally and linguistically diverse groups in Pakistan, and some international television 

programs are now hosted by women (Committee on the Elimination, 2011). Private television 

channels sensationalize instances of VAW in order to increase viewership and profit, but in this 

way law enforcement is prompted to focus on VAW cases and to arrest perpetrators (Zia & Butt, 

2012). The Ministry of Information and Broadcasting has provided Pakistan with numerous 

programs on gender equality, women’s empowerment, rights, and job opportunities; these 

programs are also broadcast on the government-owned Pakistan Television Corporation (PTV). 

PTV broadcasts ‘situation comedies’, dramas and talk shows portraying issues affecting women, 

most of which were previously taboo in society. However, some private television outlets 

continue to perpetuate sexist gender differentiation through gender-biased language and reliance 

on stereotypes to reinforce women’s subordinate status in society (Zia & Butt, 2012). 

 While Pakistan has implemented various other interventions to combat VAW, by making 

jirgas and panchayats illegal groups the government is reaching out to rural locales. However, 

jirgas continue to mete out archaic and violent justice. To show its dedication to combating 

VAW, Pakistan established the Gender Crime Cell (GCC) within the National Police Bureau in 
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April 2006. GCC collects and analyzes gender-aggregated data on VAW and sexual harassment 

in the workplace, and informs policy-makers on effective measures to combat violence 

(Committee on the Elimination, 2012).  While the government created the National Forensic 

Science Agency in 2006 to identify through forensics the perpetrators of physical crimes, as 

previously discussed, the CII has blocked the passage of a bill which would require DNA testing 

in cases of rape (Committee on the Elimination, 2012; Habib, 2013). Views on Islam and the 

power of the state continue to be at odds. 

 Social development programs aim to increase the economic and employment skills of 

women to build their capacity for social and economic support. Economic skill-building 

initiatives were implemented in Karachi and focused on training women for employment and 

family management (Hirani et.al, 2010).  

 To support women in a holistic manner, one NGO is offering many services to women 

seeking aid due to gender-based violence. The Dastak women’s shelter in Pakistan was 

established in 1990 by the AGHS Legal Group, and legal organization founded in 1986, to 

provide protective and empowerment services to women (Critelli, 2010). The shelter provides 

temporary residence for the women and their children, and helps women to achieve divorce, 

education, and resettlement; but primarily the shelter provides women with psychological 

counseling (Critelli, 2010). Also, the shelter offers employment training in accordance with aims 

to reenter society and support themselves (Critelli, 2010). 

 To increase birth registration among women, new Data Acquisition Centers extend 

registration services to women through mobile registration units and free citizenship registration 

processes. This new campaign coordinates with political parties, civil society, and media sources 

to increase registration among women (Zia & Butt, 2012). By registering more girls and women, 
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laws which require a certain age in which to marry can protect girls who can then prove their 

age. 

 With the help of NGOs and other social organizations, VAW in Pakistan is gaining new 

momentum. The White Ribbon Campaign Pakistan (WRCP) targets men as a means to ending 

violence against women. Rallies are held in which men are informed about social issues and 

gender equality, and they can sign a pledge to combat VAW (“WRCP”, 2013). Changing men’s 

views on women is an integral step in changing social norms in a patriarchal society. Men have 

the majority say in both social and legal standings; as agents of change in Pakistan, men who 

begin to view women as economically able-bodied and worthy of human rights will be the ones 

who make the greatest change in society.  If fathers join the WRCP group, they will begin setting 

an example for their sons, nephews, and in-laws. 

 It is relevant to note that due to Pakistan’s strong cultural mores, interventions put in 

place must subscribe to cultural necessities. The WRCP (2013) considers the patriarchy of 

Pakistan in developing effective interventions. Economic skill-building initiatives, like the study 

implemented in Karachi, Pakistan, as well as micro-credit initiatives, must realize that the 

economic empowerment of women can increase violence in the home and in public (Committee 

on the Elimination, 2012; Hirani et al., 2010; Maldonado, Gonzales-Vega, & Romero, 2002). 

Studies have found that micro-credit programs in Bangladesh and India can result in increased 

domestic violence; women working outside the home or going beyond their set social roles may 

result in husbands feeling emasculated, inducing violence (Angelucci, Karlan, & Zinman, 2013; 

Zakar et.al, 2013). Due to the age-old tradition of the feminine domestic sphere, it is important 

for interventions to offer and consider initiatives which support the family as well as supporting 

and protecting women. Hirani et al. (2010) took notes from mothers in the urban slum of Karachi 
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to inform their training modules to include mothering techniques, conflict resolution, work and 

family time management, necessary skills for working mothers, and to be regionally considerate, 

the employment training modules were informed by local and potential employers (Hirani et.al, 

2010).  

 Even further, the differences between rural and urban locales demand different 

interventions; greater media exposure and methods of communication are needed in rural areas, 

gender-sensitive training and accountability must be increased for provincial law enforcement, 

and training and financial initiatives must be culturally appropriate for local employment and 

entrepreneurship opportunities.  

 Finally, in recognizing the strong role Islam plays in Pakistani society, efforts to alter 

society must, in turn, be cognizant of the potential social response. Some interventions can 

involve Islam and its teachers in order to spread Islamic teachings which support gender 

equality. In doing so, initiatives can alter the grassroots views on men and women. The White 

Ribbon Campaign Pakistan is involving men in combating VAW, aiming to alter the root causes 

of inequality: men’s cultural and social views on women, and their sense of accountability for 

VAW (WRCP, 2013). 

 

Conclusions 

 A complex matter, VAW does not simply cause fear and physical danger for women; it is 

a contributing factor in limiting women’s participation in Pakistani society. Women facing 

violence cannot travel freely, access education or employment, and may even be restricted from 

public services. As the product of both social and institutional factors, VAW can only be 

eradicated through multifaceted and multilevel efforts that focus on dismantling the social 
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constraints against women, in the form of honor, patriarchy, and gender stereotypes, as well as 

the systematic constraints which leave women unprotected. Policies are being implemented and 

legislation inducted. NGOs, governmental organizations, and civil organizations are expanding 

their services to combat the violence on all levels, especially by offering education initiatives and 

empowerment services for women. The Pakistani government has at its disposal the means to 

institutionally protect women, and also the resources to change Pakistani society to combat 

gender-based violence. Continued international support for gender equality in Pakistan and social 

efforts to protect and empower women can make the change needed to combat VAW in Pakistan. 
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