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Abstract
The paper sets out to discuss impact of socio-cultural barriers on social
empowerment of rural women in term of decision making related to their
personal as well as social life in Sahiwal division. Pakistan is a patriarchal
society characterized by patri-local residence and exclusion of women from the
right of inheritance and succession, which pave ways for male-headed society.
In addition, socio-cultural factors strongly favour male-dominance and an
inferior status of females in all walks of life. A quantitative approach was
adopted for carrying out current study. A survey instrument was designed and
employed for data collection from 384 respondents from rural areas of Sahiwal
division. The findings of the study revealed that less than one third (31.25%) of
the respondents were consulted in decision-making about domestic matters.
Likewise, more than half (51.8%) of the respondents were not independent in
moving out of home for meeting any social need. Similarly, more than one third
(41.4%) of the respondents were not free to visit their friends in the
neighborhood. The study concludes that women in the rural areas are less
empowered and still suffering socially, economically and psychologically in
their day to day life. The study provides an insight for professional social
workers, policy makers and stakeholders in public and private sectors for
influencing policy-making and planning for revisiting and redesigning existing
policies and plans intended for empowerment of rural women in Pakistan.
Introduction
Currently, social empowerment of women is one of the most discussed
issues among the stakeholders of socio-economic development at
international as well as national level. Globally, women empowerment
and gender equality are two main objectives of the UN and other
humanitarian organizations working across the world. UNESCO has
termed gender equality as one of two of its global priorities®. Women
empowerment has been described as following:
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Women’s empowerment has five components: women’s
sense of self-worth; their right to have and to determine
choices; their right to have access to opportunities and
resources; their right to have the power to control their own
lives, both within and outside the home; and their ability to
influence the direction of social change to create a more just
social and economic order, nationally and internationally.?

For women, empowerment is a process to get them recognized,
give them freedom to have their own choice and control their rights and
resources by own self.> Women are one of the disadvantaged groups in
the rural areas of Pakistan in particular, because there are visible
inequalities in imparting education, exercising their choice for life
partner and participating in certain economic activities.*

The Punjab province is divided into four regions, namely
northern, central, southern and western. This division has been made on
the basis of geography, economic differences, cultural variation and
linguistics differences.® Sahiwal division is located in central Punjab and
consists of three districts: Sahiwal, Okara and Pakpattan. This region is
mostly characterized by agricultural activities and livestock-raising and
economically it is placed at medium level.

The paper has been divided into three sections. The first section
contains overview of social empowerment of women in the Pakistan, variation
in status of women across the country, various dimensions of social
empowerment of women and its relationship with the rural economy. Second
section explains the methodology and presents data in tables and also explains
them. The last section encapsulates discussions and conclusion.

An overview of social empowerment of women in Pakistan
Empowerment is the process by which choices can be made by those
who have been denied such ability before this. It has three dimensions:
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resources, agency and achievements.® In the South Asian region,
Pakistan is one of the countries with acute discrimination against women
prevailing in all walks of life. Generally males are holding important
positions and females are at the suffering end in most of the cases.’
Though, owing to variance in sociocultural factors, patriarchal structure
is not uniform in Pakistan, but on the whole it is a male-dominated
society. Owing to a long history, gender gap is deep rooted and laws
devised to bridge this gap are widely violated in the Pakistani society.®
As quoted above, the term ‘women empowerment’ has been defined
differently by scholars on this subject. In the context of Pakistan, women
empowerment has been defined as, ‘the ability to choose to make the
following choices: buying food, decision about family size, selection of
school for children, selection of spouse for the children, purchase of
important household items, working out of home, selling and/or
purchasing livestock, running household expenditures, selection of
clothes and jewelry and buying gifts (decision of minimum and
maximum price) for relatives of wife.® But overall, women
empowerment is a broader concept and entails several other factors such
as opportunities to work, education level attained, and access to health
services and media, among others.°

Since birth, women start facing multiple disadvantages in
Pakistan. The birth of a baby girl is considered a sign of disappointment
and sometimes the mother is held responsible for giving birth to girl and
she suffers deeply on this account. Consequently, the girl child receives
less education, food and health facilities. Generally, family investment in
girls’ education is much less because they are considered temporary
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members of the family.™ Furthermore, for the girls of rural areas primary
education completion rate is three time lower than the rural boys; it is
twice as low in urban areas.*?

Variation in status of women’s social empowerment

As mentioned earlier, the term women empowerment has conceptual
variation in it, therefore in different societies, different statuses of
women are considered as an indicator of their empowerment. It is
recognized that variation lies in exclusion of the women from
mainstream decision-making which results in great inconsistency in their
status. There is noticeable diversity in the socio-economic status of
women across social classes, geographical areas, ethnicity, urban and
rural origin, culture of the tribes or castes, and social structure of
feudalism or industrialization.™® Generally, the women belonging to the
upper class have choices to pursue economic opportunities because they
have access to educational opportunities and also family members in the
upper class encourage women’s participation in entrepreneurship.*
Moreover, across various societies, status of women is defined
differently because it cannot be defined on a single scale. It can be
viewed as a composite of different type of statuses; some of them are
high and some of them low.*® As a girl child, she has a lower status and
enjoys fewer rights than her male counterpart. In most parts of the world,
right from childhood, women have to face socio economic inequality and
they find it difficult to overcome it throughout their life.'® Gender bias is
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Conference on Critical Issues Concerning Women in Education (Women
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even prevalent in the textbooks which reflect dominant role of men as
compared to women’ hence it is internalized in the young minds through
education. Access to information is one of the prerequisites for ensuring
women’s empowerment in the rural areas, because only a well-informed
person can make right decisions.

Dimensions of social empowerment of women
According to United Nations, there are five components of women’s
empowerment: (a) women’s sense of self-esteem; (b) awareness about
their rights; (c) access to opportunities and rights; (d) having power to
control their own lives; and (e) power to bring social change at national
and international level.’®* Empowerment is also expressed through
autonomy, explained as:
Autonomy can be defined as the degree of control which
women have over their own lives, it also includes the level to
which wives can equate their voice with their husbands in
domestic matter which directly or indirectly affects their
personal and their family life. These factors include access
over material resources, knowledge and information, power
to make independent decisions, freedom of physical mobility
and equal status with rest of the family members.?°
Such kind of autonomy is not available to rural Pakistani women across
the board. The crucial fact about the Pakistani women is their lack of
knowledge about their rights given by the local laws. According to the
survey of Human Rights Commission of Pakistan, 90 percent women of
the country did not know that they have several rights enshrined in the
constitution of the country.? This lacking makes the rural women one of
the most disadvantaged groups in the rural areas of Pakistan.
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because there are visible inequalities in imparting education, selection
for life partner and participating in certain economic activities.??

Politically, women are not granted their rights and roles in letter
and spirit. Apparently, there is women quota in all tiers of government,
from national assembly to counselor level, but in most of the cases
women there are just like puppets. Pakistani cultural environment puts
immense restrictions and creates innumerable hurdles in the way of
women’s true participation in the political process.?

Rural economy and social empowerment of women

In the rural areas of Pakistan, there is shortage of much needed
information for solution of their common problems. General problems of
the rural areas include: lack of education and awareness, lack of quality
health services, and little availability of income generation opportunities.
Besides this, presence of poverty, high rate of health problems, ignorance
and lack of basic infrastructure keeps the rural people constrained and
stagnant, thus unable to utilize their potentialities and availing of the
opportunities.?

Just like many other developing countries, a larger proportion of
population in Pakistan is also dependent on agriculture as being their
major economic activity.?® According to an estimate, 60 per cent of the
population in Pakistan relies on agriculture for its livelihood.?
Agriculture is major source of income in the rural areas of Pakistan. A
greater proportion of rural population is engaged with farming and its
survival is directly or indirectly linked with this occupation.?” In the
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developing countries, there is thought greater dependency on agriculture
because of its long-standing contribution in addressing rural poverty.?®

Agriculture consists of several activities, and both men and
women in Pakistan partake in farming. Women are considered as
backbone in the agriculture occupation as they work shoulder to shoulder
with their men alongside performing domestic chores, as well. But
ironically, contribution of women is least recognized, and they are not
direct beneficiaries of agricultural income.?® Rural women of Pakistan
are facing numerous challenges such as socioeconomic and cultural
restrictions which adversely affect their contribution in the process of
rural development and specifically economy. Women are thought to be
more vulnerable than men to poverty and insufficiency of amenities of
life. Women in the rural areas have little access to resources despite their
extensive contribution in the rural economy. That is why they are
excluded from the process of rural development hence they remain
ignored and neglected.® It has been noted that agriculture extension just
targets men for raising awareness and sharing best practices, women are
entirely ignored, despite having a greater contribution. Such policies and
plans ignore the fact that female constitute 70% of the workforce in the
agriculture sector.®® Women, despite having major role in the rural
economy, are denied access to certain services such as loan and other
financial services offered to men working in this field.*

In South Asia, vast majority of population is living in the
developing areas where the patriarchal system prevails and agriculture is
major source of livelihood. In all such countries, women are left behind
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the development process by being ignored.®® The existing gender gap in
Pakistan is characterized by a number of factors including social,
economic and cultural hurdles. It is well recognized that women
empowerment is one of the central goals of development, yet there are
number of challenges because of sociocultural and religious factors in
the country like Pakistan. Although Pakistan is an Islamic state but still
Sharia laws could not be implemented because in most cases cultural
values dominate over religious ones. Although, Islam gives socially
equal status to both man and woman but practically in Pakistan there is
patriarchy which subjugates equal status of women. The Pakistani
culture inculcates in the girl child obedience to males such as father,
brother(s) and husband. That is why females have to look towards males
for important decision-making such as getting education, or choosing
their career, life partner, family size and also for moving out of home.
This gender discrimination particularly prevails in rural and remote areas
of Pakistan.®

Methodology

The major aim of the current study was examining how socio-cultural
barriers have impacted the social empowerment of women in Sahiwal
Division. For fulfilling the study objectives, quantitative approach was
adopted and a survey was conducted. Participants of the survey were
adult women living in the rural areas of the Sahiwal division which
consists of three districts: Sahiwal, Okara and Pakpattan. Both married
and un-married women age between ages 20-50 years were recruited as
respondents for the current study. As the study is quantitative by nature,
the quantitative cross-sectional research design was applied. A survey
guestionnaire was constructed for data collection from the respondents.
A sample of 384 respondents was taken proportionately from each of the
districts through multi-stage sampling technique. The questionnaire was
translated into Urdu for making it easy to understand for the respondents.
The data collection took six months, i.e., from January-June. 2018. The
data was analyzed through SPSS (Version 25) and descriptive statistics
was applied for calculation of frequency and percentages.

% Ibid.
3 Imran Sharif Chaudhry, Farhana Nosheen, and Muhammad Idrees Lodhi,
op.cit., 171-83.
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Findings
Table 1
Demographic Profile of Respondents
(n=384)
Category Frequency Percentage
Age in Years
15-24 90 23.43
25-34 120 31.25
35-44 110 28.64
Above 45 64 16.68
Educational Status
Iliterate 70 18.22
Religious education 80 20.83
Primary Level 15 3.90
Middle Level 35 9.11
Matric Level 100 26.04
Above Matric 84 21.87
Family structure
Nuclear 160 41.66
Extended 224 58.33

Table 1 presents demographic profile of the respondents. Regarding age,
23.43 per cent of respondents had age between 15-24 years. Similarly,
31.25 per cent were of age between 25-34 years. 28.64 per cent of
respondents were between 35-44 years of age. Considering educational
status of the respondents, 18.22 per cent of the respondents were
illiterate; 20.83 per cent had obtained religious education; 26.04
respondents got education up to matric and 21.87 per cent had
qualification higher than matric. When respondents were asked about the
family system, 41.66 per cent were living with nuclear family system
whereas 58.33 per cent were part of extended family system.
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Table 2
Measures of Social Empowerment of Women
(n=384)
Category | Frequency | Percentage
Access to basic amenities
Yes 160 41.66
No 224 58.33
Consideration of opinion in domestic matters
Yes 120 31.25
No 264 68.75
Freedom to move out of home
Yes 185 48.17
No 199 51.82
Freedom to visit parental home
Yes 70 18.22
No 104* 27.08
Independence in interacting with neighbourhood
Yes 225 58.59
No 159 41.40
Freedom of casting vote
Yes 70 18.22
No 314 81.77

*This question was applicable to 174 respondents out of total 384.

Table 2 contains findings on consideration of respondent’s opinion while
decision making about domestic matters. It was revealed that opinion of
68.7 per cent respondents was not given importance w

hereas only 31.2 per cent of the respondents were listened and given
consideration. Regarding freedom to move out of home in case of need,
the findings highlight that almost 48 per cent of the respondents were
free to move out of home whereas nearly 52 per cent reported restrictions
over freely moving in this matter. About freedom to the respondents
about visiting their parental home, the responses show that slightly more
than 18 per cent of the respondents had the freedom to visit their parents.
Contrarily, 27 per cent of the respondents reported not having such
freedom. Moreover, nearly 58 per cent of the respondents reported that
they can freely interact within their neighborhood and a little more than
40 per cent of the respondents reported that they were not free to
maintain social relationships with the neighbourers. Concerning freedom
of casting vote for favorite candidate, only a small percentage (18%) of
the respondents was free to vote for their favorite candidate. On the
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contrary, almost 82 per cent of the respondents were not free in making
any such choice.

Table 3
Socio-economic Indicators of Women Empowerment
(n=384)
Category | Frequency |  Percentage

Money for meeting household expenditures
Yes 40 10.41
No 344 89.58
Person spending the household income
Husband 138 35.93
Mother in law 20 5.20
Father in law 30 7.81
Brother in law 6 1.56
Father/mother 150 39.06
Participation in economic activities
Yes 264 68.75
No 120 31.25
Opinion sought while deciding about marriage
Yes 169 44.01
No 215 55.98
Perception about equal status
Yes 190 49.47
No 194 50.52

Table 3 presents socio-economic indicators of women empowerment as
per findings of the survey. The findings reveal that only one-tenth of the
respondents have money in hand for meeting household expenditures of
the family whereas the rest reported otherwise. The data shows that 69
per cent of the respondents were participating in outdoor economic
activities. When respondents’ opinion was sought about decision-making
in marriage, only 44 per cent responded positively whereas 56 per cent
response was negative to this question. Table 3 also indicates an
interesting fact that 49 per cent of the rural women perceive themselves
equal to the men in term of social status whereas 51 per cent believe that
they are not equal human beings viz-a-viz men.

Discussions
The major aim of the paper was to examine the impact of socio-cultural
barriers on women empowerment in Sahiwal division. The findings,
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based on sample from Sahiwal division, indicate empowerment of
women in term of consideration of opinion about domestic matters,
freedom for physical mobility, liberty to visit parental home,
independence in interaction with the neighbourers and autonomy to
exercise right of vote for their favorite candidate. The indicators
measured cover the day to day social life on one hand and availability of
right for financial spending and political autonomy.

Going back to the concept and practice of social empowerment,
one would find it as: ‘The degree of women's access to (and control over)
material resources (including food, income, land, and other forms of
wealth) and to social resources (including knowledge, power, and
prestige) within the family, in the community, and in the society at
large’ > When compared with the findings, it becomes evident that in
case of majority of the respondents, their opinion was not sought in
important decisions made at the domestic level. It is a reflection of less
empowerment of women despite the fact that they were married and
were supposed to be central figure in decision-making along with their
husbands. Similarly, half of the sample rural women were also not free to
move out of home. In the patriarchal culture of Punjab, women are not
permitted to freely move because it is perceived to be socially odd and
inviting shame as well. Male members of the family consider it a matter
of dishonor if the females are seen publicly. That is why, in rural and
remote areas of Punjab, physical mobility of the women is restricted, and
they have to limit themselves within boundary walls of the home.

The findings of the study revealed that women in the rural areas
were also not free to visit their neighbourers. As stated by a great
philosopher Aristotle; ‘Man is social animal’, every human needs to
maintain social interaction and have some friends’ circles for sharing
one’s feelings and worries. In the rural areas of Punjab, housewives
rarely get chance to be part of social gatherings and outdoor activities, so
only option left with them for interaction is neighborhood. However, in
typical conservative families, women are not allowed to freely interact
even within the vicinity of neighbourhood. This practice limits women to
their four walls and they feel like a caged bird and powerless in
comparison with male family members.

Results of the study show that larger percentage of rural women
was not free in expressing their political choices while casting vote to
their chosen candidates. In the rural areas, individual choices for voting
are discouraged as head of the household/clan makes decision to support

% Ruth B. Dixon, Rural Women at Work: Strategies for Development in South
Asia (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1978), 6.
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any political candidate; rest of the family members have to support that
particular candidate. Dependent members of the family and especially
the females are bound to obey what the elderly and male family members
decide.

Conclusion

The findings of the study indicate that sociocultural factors have been
putting barriers on empowerment of rural women in the study area. The
centuries old patriarchal culture of the region excludes women from
mainstream socio-economic activities of the society, though, women
enjoy a relatively higher degree of power and autonomy in the urban
areas. Levels and patterns of women empowerment have variation
depending on the geography, educational level, participation of the
women in economic activities, and cultural practices of the area.
Although the government and NGOs have taken number of initiatives for
making the womenfolk active and equal citizens and making them
empowered. However, it is not easy to change the mindset of the people
which has entrenched male dominance in all walks of life.



