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SHEEMA Kermani is an active member
of Tehrik-e-niswan (literal meaning:
“women’smovement” ) , awomen’s
organization in Karachi. She was in Delhi
a few months ago, and talked to us about
women’s situation in Pakistan and some
new efforts by Pakistani  women to
organize themselves. Sheema teaches
history of art at a coeducational institution
in Karachi.

Sheema, will you tell us how women
in Pakistan are organizing themselves,
and what are the main issues around
which they are struggling?

For a long time, there has been a
growing resentment against the
discrimination and repression that women
face in Pakistan. Under the present regime,
existing social taboos and prejudices are
being legalized. For instance, it is a
common prejudice that women should not
go out of the house. Women should stay
at home, stay in purdah. Now this
segregation is being legalized in all spheres
of life. The concept of chardiwari
(seclusion) is being pushed down people’s
throats, particularly through the media.
The few coeducational schools which did
exist, are being shut down. They are even
establishing a separate university for
women.

The taboo on women mixing with men
outside their families is being given legal
sanction. Some time ago, a rule was passed
in Karachi university, that male and female
students should at all times maintain a
distance of three feet between them.
Similarly, chador has been legally enforced.
It has become part of the uniform of
schoolgirls. Nationalized schools have
also made a rule that female teachers must
wear a white coat. Such rules are intimated
to women by official circulars.

On the national level, women have
been banned from participating in
spectator sports. The Pakistani women’s
hockey team was not allowed to go for a
sports meet in Japan, on the ground that
“women should not be seen by any man
outside their family.” On the same ground,
a total ban has been imposed on women’s
participation in cultural activities in
colleges.

University admission policies blatantly

discriminate against women. A small
number of seats are kept for girls and the
rest of the seats are for boys only. Girls
cannot compete for those seats. The
justification for this policy is the popular
prejudice that “girls study and then get
married, so education is wasted on them.”
There was a lot of resentment among girls,
particularly in medical and other
professional colleges. Many of them

who had been working to organize factory
worker women in their own trade unions.
Women have always been part of people’s
movements on general issues such as
restoration of democracy. They have
demonstrated in  thousands. But they
have never spoken about their problems
as women, their issues have been ignored
even by trade unions. So we felt the need
for an independent women’s organization.
There are also the women employed in
offices who face harassment on the streets
and discrimination on the job. They are
restricted to a few low-rung jobs such as
typists, and receptionists. The women
occupying managerial posts can be
counted on one’s fingertips.

Some women from these three sections
initially came together and formed Tehrik-
e-niswan.

The organization was formally
launched on March 8, 1981. We have
opened a women’s centre in a working
class area. We started adult literacy classes
to which we have a very positive
response— about 50 girls in three months’
time. These are girls who are not allowed
to go out of their area to study, but within
their area there is only a primary school.
The women also wanted to learn some
income-generating skill, so we have now
started an industrial home. Various people
including some trade unions have donated
sewing machines and bales of cloth. We
plan to teach a regular sewing course and
issue certificates so that the women can
get jobs in garment factories. We hope that
eventually a cooperative will be formed,
so that women can be employed at non-
exploitative wages. The profits of this
cooperative will help to expand our work
at the centre.

Sheema Kermani

protested, demanding that admission be
on merit. Some of them refused to wear the
chador but the college gates were closed
on them, so finally they were forced to put
on the chador. It is very inconvenient—
worse than the burqa. One young girl’s
chador got caught in a bus wheel and
dragged her down, so that she fell and died
on the spot. Then there were some of us
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Apart from this, we have enacted two
plays and held two seminars. One seminar
on “chador and chardiwari” was presided
over by a woman who used to be a
television announcer but resigned in
protest when the rule was made that
women appearing on television must cover
their heads.The other seminar was on
“vio lenceaga ins twomen.”Women
psychiatrists spoke about the problems
faced by women, such as sexual abuse and
physical violence by husbands, and
isolation at home. Another issue we
discussed was the violence we all face on
the streets.

 What forms does this violence take?
 In Pakistan, there are very few women

on the roads at any time. In the daytime,
they are usually seen in groups or with a
brother, a husband.  Even in the daytime
one hardly sees a woman on her own, and
never after dark. Until recently, I used to
go out alone, at night too. But now I find
that I am afraid, because I have been
attacked several times, when walking from
the bus stop to my house. Those of us
who don’t wear the chador have to hear
all kinds of comments but even if you are
very “respectably” dressed, men come up
and pinch you, pull your dupatta, spit at
you, throw cigarettes at you.

Can you tell us about the zina
ordinances, and how they affect women’s
lives?

Zina means illicit relationships with
women. The zina ordinances were passed
as part of the so-called Islamization
process. The implication of these laws is
that if a man and a woman have any
relationship which is not legalized by the
nikah lor marriage ceremony, they can be
sentenced to death by stoning.

The police have been given a mandate
to stop any man and woman walking
together on the street, and demand to
know how they are related to each other.
This leads to a lot of harassment and
humiliation. There was a case of a father
and daughter being detained in a police
station until they could prove their
relationship.

 What are the other changes in the law
which are being made?

In the fifties, family laws had been

amended so as to safeguard women to
some extent. For example, the law allows a
man to have four wives. This law was
amended so that it became compulsory for
a man to get his wife’s permission in court,
before remarrying. They are now planning
to repeal this amendment—on the pretext
that since Islam allows a man to have four
wives it is unnecessary for the first wife’s
permission to be taken.

Similarly, changes are being proposed
in divorce laws. According to our laws, a
woman can obtain a divorce only on
grounds of her husband’s insanity,
impotence or physical abuse of her.
Originally, a man could divorce his wife by
merely saying “talaq” three times to her,
in the presence of witnesses. In the fifties,
this law too was amended. Now, a man has
to send a notice to his wife, informing her
that he wishes to divorce her. He has also
to register this notice in court. He has to
mention some reason for divorce, though
it could be very flimsy. One friend of mine
was sent a notice by her husband, saying:
“She does not live according to my wishes.
She is too self-centred and eccentric. We
cannot live happily as man and wife.” If
the man does not withdraw this notice, the
divorce automatically takes place in three
months’ time. The three months’ period

was instituted to allow an opportunity for
reconciliation to take place. We now hear
that the repeal of the provision for a three
month period is also underway, so we will
return to the situation of a man being able
to get an immediate divorce by saying
“talaq” three times.

The whole situation is rife with
hypocrisy. There is a big facade that
women in Islam are given great respect,
they are the equals of men. Motherhood
is constantly extolled: “Jannat ma ke
pairon ke neeche hai” (heaven is under
the mother’s feet). So prostitution has been
banned and the redlight area has been
sealed up. But of course, this is only an
outward show-- prostitution exists all over,
with the active connivance of the regime.
The ban has only led to more corruption.

On the one hand, woman’s role as wife
and mother is glorified. On the other hand,
abortion is totally illegal. Even married
women are not allowed to have abortions,
except on certain very restricted medical
grounds. A lot of backstreet abortions do
take place but if the woman is caught, she
will be punished. Contraception is available
only to married women, and only with the
husband’s permission.

Could you tell us something about the
other women’s organizations in the
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country?
After the formation of the women’s

action forum and its campaign, an uproar
has been created and people are thinking
of organizing. There is a group in
Islamabad which brings out an Urdu
magazine called Aurat (woman). There is
also a research oriented centre in Karachi,
called Shirkat Gah (literal meaning,
“women’s gathering place”). They have
prepared a bibliography on Pakistani
women, and are currently collecting
information on women’s working
conditions in industry and agriculture.

Does the dowry system exist in
Pakistan?

Yes, the girl’s parents have to give
jahez, which  is on the increase nowadays.
Boys’ families have started demanding
money, clothes, gold, car, scooter, sewing
machine. Many families can’t afford to get
their daughters married. The legal age of
marriage is 14 for girls and l6 for boys.

How has the government reacted to
your activities ?

There is a great deal of harassment.
We can’t print anything without getting it
passed by the censor office. The women’s
action forum brings out a newsletter for
free circulation among members only, but
even that is censored. Pages and pages
are deleted from it. A year ago, we applied
for permission to bring out a women’s
magazine. A lot of magazines have been
banned and they have almost stopped
giving permission for new ones. We made
a special request saying that ours would
focus on  women’s problems and would
not be at all “political.” That’s what we
were forced to say. But we still haven’t
got permission. All cyclostyling and xerox
machines have to be registered. It is a
punishable offence to cyclostyle anything
without permission. Even to hold a seminar,
we have to take permission from the district
commissioner, the district magistrate and
the local police.

What kind of deletions are made by
the censor office ?

We can’t print anything against the
police, the army, the ruling regime. Police
harassment and rape are widespread but
no one can write about it. It is not possible

to register a case against the police. We
can only write about very personal things,
the life of a woman, the oppression she
faced from her husband. We can appeal to
the government.

The plays we staged were also heavily
censored, so we had to make several
changes in the script. Can you imagine,
they said : “You can’t say ‘uterus’ on the
stage. It’s pornographic. You can’t say
‘pregnancy.’ You have to say
‘motherhood.’ ”

 What was the response of the audience
to the plays ?

During the Urdu play which was based
on Amrita Pritam’s story “Five Sisters”,
many women stood up and clapped at

I had a hard struggle because I rebelled
against the idea of an arranged marriage. I
felt thoroughly humiliated by the idea of
somebody coming to “see” me. Later, I did
decide to marry someone, my parents
disapproved of him because he was from
a working class family so I had to leave
home and married on my own. I didn’t take
this step for a man, a particular person. I
left home as a rejection of the way of life
and the norms that were being imposed
on me. I didn’t want to have an upper
middle class life and a marriage in which
there is no concept of an equal
relationship—he earns and you rear his
children.

It has been relatively easier for me to

certain points, like when  one woman
character says : “I am not anyone’s
servant. I have not become anyone’s wife.”
After the performance, some women came
up to us and said they wanted to join the
organization.

This response showed us that the
feeling of resentment exists among women.
A lot of people say: “Pakistani women
don’t want the kind of independence you
are talking about. They don’t feel
oppressed.” I think this is not true. I think
women definitely know that they are
oppressed, and they do want to be free.

Tell us about yourself, Sheema.
 I think every girl growing up in

Pakistan faces discrimination. For instance,
priority is always given to the boys’
education. My parents too were much more
concerned with my brother’s education.
They didn’t understand why I wanted to
be economically independent. They
wanted me to get married at the age of 18.

find the life I wanted because my parents
didn’t try to lock me up at home. They
gave me the opportunity to study abroad,
where I got out of my sheltered life and
was exposed to many new ideas.

Madhu, Ruth

Kishani, a 38 year old widow, of Harijan
Basti, Sarai Rohilla, wo had reportedly
strangled her newbon illegitimate child in
December to save herself from social
ostracization, was arrested yesterday. The
police said that when confronted, the
widow broke down and confessed to
having killed the child.  She had been
having a clandestine affair and had
conceived.  Unable to have herself aborted,
she delivered the child alone in her house
and then strangled it.  The police said a
case of murder had been registered.

The Times of India, March 5, 1982
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