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ABSTRACT

This  review  paper  aims  to  highlight  numerous  socio-cultural
hindrances to women’s economic empowerment in Pakhtun society
in Khyber Pakhtunkhwa with special focus on Islamic perspective. It
is revealed from a comprehensive review of literature on the issue at
hand, that there are different socio-cultural impediments in way of
women  mobility  towards  achieving  economic  empowerment  in
Pakhtun culture. The  partaking of women in different sectors like
agriculture, industries etc. are very significant but they are mostly
secluded  from  their  basic  rights.  Women  in  Pakhtun  culture  is
absorbed by number of barriers like  lack of  education,  decision
making,  employment  openings,  inheritance,  land  ownership;
access to other economic assets, male dominated hierarchy in
business,  patriarchal  family  structure,  gender  biasness,
discrimination,  misinterpretation  of  observing  pardah  (veil),
negative  societal  perception  regarding  women  mobility, societal
misinterpretation of religious injunctions, cultural taboos,  lack
of safety at workplace etc. are the major hindrances in the way of
women economic empowerment. 
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INTRODUCTION

In  global  scenario,  the  role  of  women  in  different  walks  of  life  is
significant particularly in the production. The contribution of women in
food growing is half, but still they are deprived from lands/property or
they have rarely owned land. The proportion of women in world’s paid
labor force is one-third (Schaefer, 2004; and Besheer, 2007). According
to Khatoon (2008) women covers only 14% of the total workforce. This
proportion becomes high up to 40% if we include in it those women who
are self-employed or unpaid family workers who are not often accepted
as  profitably  laboring.  The  ratio  of  women  participation  in  informal
sector  is  gigantic,  where;  eight  women  are  involved  in  the  informal
sector out of ten. 
On other hand, if we see globally, the situation is much tragic because on
the basis of involvement of women in economic sector in Pakistan, we
are at 128th out of 130 countries surveyed, highlighted by The Global
Gender Gap (GGG) Report 2008 issued by the World Economic Forum. 
Industrial revolution has signified the role of a woman both at rural and
urban level of a society to work shoulder to shoulder with men to avoid
the concept that men are meant for paid work in public sphere while
women  for  unpaid  jobs  confined  to  household  chores  as  private  to
replace the past cultural perspectives of different societies towards an
open market economy (Hattery, 2001). Apart from this dynamic shift,
women, as an entity with both biological and social characteristics, this
role naturally assigned i.e. a mother role is also being performed by her
across the globe (Jeoldgreat, 2010).
In  Pakistan,  the  situation  of  women  is  still  not  good  in  different
dimensions like social and economic empowerment and still there is a
long way to go (Augusto & Saadia, 2005). The role of Pakistani women
in the development process is evident. They give much contribution in
different spheres of life like agricultural production, livestock rising and
cottage  industries  (Anonymous,  2003).  But  unfortunately,  besides  of
then important role women farmers in the development of agriculture
sector, they are not facilitated in terms of access to security of tenure or
ownership of land.  The tendency of gender based inequalities is higher
in Pakistan and North West India, which incline to lower down towards
the southern and northeastern segments of the area (Besheer, 2007).  In
developing countries poor people mostly depends on livestock (World

78



Bank, 2009; and  Murphy & Allen,  2003) which is an important source
for  getting  nutrients  and  their  livelihood (Iddamalgoda,  et  al.,  2000;
Moll, 2005; and Affognon, 2007). According to an estimate that there
are approximately 600 million women are the livestock owners around
the world. Also, women are involved in two-thirds of world’s workforce,
so far they earn only 10th of the world’s income and own less than a
hundredth of the world’s property (ILRI, 2008). Apart from agriculture,
Chawla (2006) pointed out that for women uplift,  tourism industry is
very  attractive  as  large  of  number  employment  opportunities  are
available for them. 
There are number of instances in the prevailing customs and tradition
and stereotypes which works as hindrances to the upward mobility and
in achieving equal openings in work sector, which cannot be achieve
unless they block discrimination on all facades (Ramachandran, 2006;
and Annual Plan, 2007-08). Gender-centered dimensions dominated in
the provision of  services  and facilities.  However, the  participation of
women in the managerial set up of business has not only exposed the
unfair and discrimination based business practices of the prevailing male
dominated  society  but  also  boosting  women  position  and  value  in
various  ways  like  politically  and  strategically  (Cho  and  Huh,  n.d).
Parrillo (2008) found that the concept of  “glass ceiling” is in practice,
where,  in  job  market  people  prefers  male  as  compare  to  female  for
different  positions  particularly  in  administrative  positions  where  they
need leadership attributes and there is abundance of female in low paid
jobs (Nazli, 2004; Siddiqui & Hamid, 2003). 
In  addition,  while  talking  about  the  menace  of  poverty, the  ratio  of
women and girls is three-fifths of the world’s poor. Their poverty level is
shoddier as compare to men, which can be seen in the shape of clear
gender disparities in education, job openings and the power of taking
decisions in their daily social life (Siddiqui and Nasir, n.d). Jehan (2000)
elaborated that restrictions on women originate from cultural dogmas and
practices.  The societal  makeup is  based on male dominancy in every
walk of life to greater extent. Male dominancy is exercised on the basis
of cultural approval, which is the multifaceted of customs and traditions,
beliefs,  norms  and  values,  folkways,  mores  and  even religion  which
explains and patriarchal controls are exercised and justified on the basis
of culture,  a  composite of tradition, custom, and religion which defines
and decides the set role of women in society, their movement, freedom,
involvement and approach to economic affairs and say in different social
and political issues. It is usually believed that female is secluded from
the decision making process pertaining to her life, even in the marriage;
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she is supposed to surrender before family decision. Once affianced, she
belongs completely to her family of orientation. 
As  for  as  religious  stance  is  concerned,  the  Khyber  Pakhtunkhwa  is
considered as much religious centered province as compared to other
provinces  in  the  country. Although religion  (i.e.  Islam)  has  given  to
female  the  right  of  earning  livelihood,  and  the  Prophet  Muhammad
(P.B.U.H) himself made a business partnership with a female Khadija
who  became  his  wife  thereafter,  but  the  religious  stakeholders
continuously  opposing  the  economic  activities  of  women  in  Khyber
Pakhtunkhwa in particular and in rest of the country in general. 
Subsequently, the decision making process in job market, most of the
high positions are occupied by men, where it’s become much difficult
for female officers to propose, initiate,  organize or make application of
those methodologies which are  related to gender in particular and even
they face for gaining of finances for doing so (Augusto & Saadia, 2005;
and Cho & Huh, n.d). There are number of barriers which women face
in  the  course  of  their  job.  These  problems  include  unmannerly
hierarchical  management  structures;  disregard  from  male  coworkers;
they don’t  feel  the sensitivity of barriers  prevailing in  culture  on the
basis of gender; skirmish between the household chores and job tasks
and duties; and meager availability of infrastructural support (Mumtaz et
al., 2003).
Unfortunately, due to globalization it increases pressures on women folk
around  the  globe.  Due  to  lack  of  education  and  skills  it  results  in
deploying women in informal  or  in  the  secondary sector. Among the
South Asian nations, the involvement ratio of women in economic sector
is much meager and the ratio of unemployment is highest  (Ali,  2004).
Pakistan Labor Force Survey 2008-09 pointed out a big difference in
male (69.3%) and female (44.7%) education (Government of Pakistan,
2009). Also, it is vital investigate women empowerment in Pakistan in
different dimensions (Government of Pakistan, 2004).
In Pakistan, women are now struggling to utilize their potentials and get
rid of the shell  in which they were griped under customary laws and
traditions, but there is a big difference in the living patterns of urban and
rural  setups.  In  rural  areas  female  are  still  struggling  to  achieve
secondary level education. Khyber Pakhtunkhwa province is portraying
the same picture where women is gripped by false and rigid customs and
traditions,  cultural  taboos  and  patriarchal  nature  of  living  restricted
female upwards mobility and mostly they limited to their houses as there
is a common proverb is  Pakhtun society “Khaza Ya Da Kor Da Ya Da
Gor”, (woman is only for house or for grave and nothing else).
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Highly educated and skilled people are very vital for Human resource
development. Unluckily, the state of women education is very low which
is alarming one. This can be due to incongruous socio-cultural practices
in Pakistan in general and particularly in Khyber Pakhtunkhwa province.
Also, there is lack of peaceful conditions, physical and the moral safety
due to which parents become reluctant to send their daughters to schools
which sometimes located in remote areas from homes which make the
situation further deplorable (Rashid, 2010).
Almost, 68 percent women who are living in rural areas are subject to
vulnerable  conditions  in  number  of  ways  like  lack  of  job  openings,
assets and access to services. Those who are in slums are lacking basic
needs and living below or just above the poverty line. The problem of
gender biases is prevailing in both rural and urban setups (Annual Plan,
2007-08).  In  urban  areas,  particularly  in  big  cities  now  women  are
becoming  more  independent.  They  are  getting  education  and
participating  in  job  market  in  different  sectors  like  engineering,
architecture, communications and information technology.
Women are advancing at different speeds across the Muslim world. In
Saudi Arabia, the birthplace of Islam, and the pace of modern change is
coming more slowly, with women still denied the right to vote or drive
but a long road still stretches ahead (Besheer, 2007). Women can adopt
any profession. In those days women were nurses attending patients in
battles.  According  to  the  sayings  of  the  Holy  Prophet  Muhammad
(P.B.U.H)  every  man  and woman  should  acquire  knowledge.  No
marriage  is  valid  without  the  consent of  both  man  and  the  women.
Women should  get proper  healthcare,  proper  nutrition  and any work
which impairs her health should not be allowed. Islam says that man
shall take full care of women. They must take care of their needs and
ensure women’s psychological and mental  wellbeing.  Women used to
control the markets where people like Hazrat  Ali, Hazrat  Usman and
others used to work. Islam says do not adopt careless attitude. In some
bounties  women  are  favored  and  in  some  men are  more  favored
(Pakistan Journal of Medical Sciences, 2005).
The  Sunni  and  Shia  jurists  worked  separately  to  set  up  their  own
schemes  of  inheritance.  The  basis  of  both  the  schemes  is  the  same.
However, the general principles of Islamic law of inheritance followed
by  both  the  sects  are;  applicable  law,  heritable  property,  birthright,
vested  inheritance,  primogeniture,  separate  devolution  on  heirs,  the
principle of representation, the allocation of shares between males and
females, the rule of proximity, and presumption in favor of a Muslim
child (Khan, 2007). 
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“Unto men (of the family) belongs a share of that which parents and
near kindred leave, and unto women a share of that which parents and
near kindred leave, whether it be a little or much, a determinate share”
(Al-Quran 4:7). The law of inheritance is so formulated in Islam that the
property left by the deceased cannot become concentrated at one place.
It is distributed in such a way that all near relatives get their shares. Son,
daughter,  wife,  husband,  father,  mother,  brother,  and  sister  are  the
nearest relatives and their share in the inheritance comes first (Maududi,
2003).
There  is  no  decree  in  Islam  which  forbids  woman  from  seeking
employment whenever there is a necessity for it, especially in positions
which fit her nature and in which society needs her most. Examples of
these  professions  are  nursing,  teaching  (especially  for  children),  and
medicine. Moreover, there is no restriction on benefiting from woman's
exceptional talent in any field. Even for the position of a judge, where
there may be a tendency to doubt the woman's fitness for the post due to
her more emotional nature, we find early Muslim scholars such as Imam
Abu-Hanifa (Died. 767 CE) and Al-Tabary (Died. 923 CE) holding there
is nothing wrong with it (Badawi, 1980).
The situation of women is still not satisfactory particularly in the third
world countries like Pakistan,  India,  and Bangladesh etc.  The role of
women  in  our  economy  is  excellent  and  evident  especially  in  non-
tradable  services  like  household  chores  gardening/planting  household
sewing/stitching and child care which are without any nominal value but
unfortunately this is rarely acknowledged where female are far ahead
than male. The condition of basic rights of daily life for women is no
satisfactory in Pakistan. Mostly, it is generally supposed that in Pakistan
women are restricted within four walls of the house, although, generally
it true, but the situation is now changing in favor of women (Gender
Voices Magazine, 2003).

DISCUSSION 

The evolution of human civilization owes to the construction of both
male  and female.  Neither  one can  flourish to  its  maximum potential
without the support of the other one. It is undoubted that how women’s
due role has always been hijacked by the patriarchal nature of almost
every  episode  of  human  history.  Especially,  after  the  industrial
revolution women faced every sort of discrimination in every walk of
daily life like education, politics, economics and recreation and even in
the religious matters. She has been reduced to only second class citizen.
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There is  equality  in  the  creation  man and women. But  this  is  social
stratification  on  the  basis  of  gender  which  put  women  in  miserable
condition.
The  role  of  women  is  evident  in  all  walks  of  life  particularly  in
production sector. Majority of female they are involved in agricultural
activities from dawn to dusk. Similarly, they also busy in doing domestic
chores  in  the  household  setup  where  she  cook  food,  wash  clothes,
rearing  and  caring  of  children  and  other  family  members.  This  is  a
marvelous contribution on the part of women but unfortunately this role
is  seldom recognized in  our  Pakhtun culture  in  particular  and in  the
whole  country  in  general.  They  face  different  problems  like  lack  of
access to security of tenure or ownership of land, inheritance etc. which
results in women derivation from economic assets. 
In addition, illiteracy is a general concern of our society but if we look
to women folk, the situation becomes much dejected. The ratio of female
education is much lesser as compare to male. Though, the situation is
somehow different in rural and urban areas, but as whole the situation of
female education in our culture  is  not  good.  There  is  another  barrier
which  restrict  women  from  getting  education  is  lack  of  peaceful
environment in the area. Most of the parents they feel reluctance while
sending their  children to schools or colleges or universities.  In many
cases female educational institutions are located in remote areas where
there  is  transportation  and  other  problems  stop  them  from  getting
education. This in turn produced a high dropout from these institutions.  
The grip of socio-cultural barriers is much stronger in Pakhtun culture as
compare  to  the  other  parts  of  the  country  which  stop  women  from
economic  empowerment.  The  presence  of  different  incompatible
customs and traditions hinders the way of women upward mobility. The
concept of  pardah is also prevailing in our culture, but it varies from
class to class. The patriarchal nature of cultural setup where male is the
dominant  one,  women  is  supposed  to  obey  male,  which  results  in
lacking of involvement of women in decision making process of daily
life.  The  consideration  of  women  in  Pakhtun culture  is  different.  In
family of procreation, she is subject to take care of her parents, brothers,
sisters, etc. while, in family of orientation, she is supposed to take care
of husband and his family members. 
The industrial revolution has a great impact on women lives all over the
world. Unluckily, globalization also put burden on women around the
globe.  In  Pakistan,  women  moved  to  industries  for  earning  their
livelihood and to make their destinies prosper. However, again they face
different problems like the concept of glass ceiling is much dominant,
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where;  women  are  kept  aside  from  the  high  rank  positions  which
required leadership qualities. The wages of female workers are very low
as compare to the male counterparts.  There is  also the prevalence of
moral and ethical problems like sexual harassment of women in many
cases at workplace. Majority of the decisions in business are from male
side, where there is a little or no say of women in designing, initiating or
implementing any plan or intervention which discontinue women from
their jobs. 
If  we  categorize  women on the basis  of  geographical  boundaries,  so
those women who are living in rural areas are more vulnerable in term
of  lacking  basic  needs  and  facilities  as  compare  to  urban  women.
Women  living  in  rural  areas  have  less  chances  of  mobility,  getting
education, employment opportunities, involvement in decision making
process, access to economic assets, inheritance, etc. while, those women
who are living in urban areas they are somehow in a good position as
compare  to  the  rural  one,  but  they  are  also  facing  numerous  of
impediments but still they are involved and ensuring their participation
in different sectors like education, business, trade, sports, planning etc.
For  creating  and  maintain  smooth  functioning  of  society,  Islam has
given equal responsibilities to men and women. In Islamic injunctions, it
has  been  declared  more  than  1400  years  before,  that  both  male  and
female  has  the  right  that  they  can  earn  their  livelihood,  and  clearly
pointed out that the share of male is that what male earn and the share of
female is that what they themselves earn (Al-Quran: 4:32). Islam clearly
demarcated the share of women in inheritance but unfortunately socio-
cultural values hinder it, and even she can run a business of her own. 
The above discussion shows that although Islam has given full rights to
men and women, but despite of it women still faces number of barriers
in their daily life particularly in the economic sector which stops their
mobility towards their economic empowerment. And this is because of
the misinterpretation  of  religious  injunctions  of  Islam in our  cultural
setup. 

CONCLUSIONS

The conscientious study of different socio-cultural impediments to
women economic empowerment in Khyber Pakhtunkhwa, Pakistan
revealed  different  facts.  Thus,  cumulatively  speaking,  that
globalization and industrial  revolution put  pressure  on women in
multidimensional ways. Women contribution in different walks of
life  is  evident  but  unluckily  these  are  not  recognized by society.
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They are involved in number of tasks like agriculture,  industries,
domestic chores which are still waiting for its gratitude in Pakhtun
culture.
Different socio-cultural  barriers are present in the way of women
economic  empowerment  in  Pakhtun society.  There  is  lack  of
education,  decision  making,  employment  openings,  inheritance,
land ownership; access to other economic assets etc. also there is
male  dominated  hierarchy  in  business  which  stops  women  from
getting good positions in job market and to become active member
of  the  society.  Alongside,  patriarchal  family  structure  also
restricted  women  from  moving  ahead  on  economic.  In  majority
cases,  male  head  of  the  family  takes  all  the  decisions  without
taking any consent  from female in this regard.  The same practice
is  followed  in  the  family  of  orientation.  Apart  from  it,  gender
biasness,  discrimination,  misinterpretation  of  observing  pardah
(veil),  negative  societal  perception  regarding  women  mobility
(education,  employment  etc.)  lack  of  share  in  property,  societal
misinterpretation  of  religious  injunctions,  cultural  taboos,  lack of
safety  at  employment/work  place  (harassment  etc.) etc.  further
strengthen  blockages  to  women  economic  empowerment  in
Pakhtun culture in particular and in the country in general.  

SUGGESTIONS / RECOMMENDATIONS 

After in-depth review of germane literature about the issue at hand, the
suggestions and recommendations for addressing the problem is given
below;-
1. The  problem of  illiteracy  is  needed  to  address  on  priority  basis.

Majority  of  the  people  especially  women  folk  are  deprived  of
education, because due to there is a lack of educational institutions
or there is a problem of safety to female while getting education.
Government should take active measures for handling the issue of
illiteracy  through  establishing  new  schools  in  nearby  locations
where  they  can  get  education  easily.  Also  they  should  provide
transport facilities if educational institutes are far away from homes.
Similarly, safety issue should be address in educational institutions,
so that parents do not feel any hesitation in sending their female for
education.

2. Gender  discrimination  and  gender  biasness  should  be  eliminated
from  society  in  all  fronts.  Women  are  mostly  discriminated  and
experience  gender  biasness  in  different  sectors  like  education,
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workplace etc.  so,  government should tackle this problem though
giving  proper  wages,  strict  action  against  harassment,  less  job
opportunities,  lack of high positions in business hierarchy, ensure
safety and honor of women etc.

3. The role of women in non-tradable services should be recognized.
As women often engaged all the time in agricultural activates or in
domestic  chores,  but  this  much  unfortunate  this  is  seldom
acknowledged by the male segment of the society.  

4. There is a need of addressing those incompatible customary ways
and  traditions  which  hampered  the  march  of  women  towards
economic empowerment.  In regard awareness campaigns are very
vital which can be done through electronic and print media. Also
governmental and nongovernmental organizations should play their
due  role  in  enhancing  the  socio-economic  status  of  women  in
Pakhtun culture.

5. There is a dire need of awareness about the religious teachings of
Islam about the women status, because Islam has given all the rights
to  women  which  she  deserves.  This  is  the  duty  of  the  religious
leaders that they spread the message of Islam in true sense.
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