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ABSTRACT

Pakistan stands among the worst performers when it comes to the equal opportunities for women. The
Sustainable Development Goals (2015-30) have rightly prioritized women’s empowerment to provide them
with equal opportunities. The empowerment of women brings about significant positive changes in the
socio-economic aspects of the family and women’s status. The patriarchal nature, socio-cultural conditions
and feudalistic mode of fabrication in Pakistani society has always kept women marginalized and have
restricted them to participate along-with men in communal activities. This study was conducted in
Peshawar Khyber Pakhtunkhwa. At the first stage, a purposeful sampling technique was applied, and then
convenience sampling was used for final data collection. The data was collected through a semi-structured
interview guide, Students, government staff and employees of private organizations were involved. The
study shows that socio-cultural factors have significant implications for the development of gender and
empowerment of women.
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INTRODUCTION

During the 1970s, women’s organizations working in developing countries floated the idea of women’s
empowerment (Mosedale, 2005). Women’s empowerment has recently gained widespread interest in global
development literature (Akram, Hamid, & Bashir, 2011). In view of the all-important role of gender equality
in economic development, at Millennium Summit in 2000, the world community pledged to empower
women and strengthen gender equality (UN, 2000). As there is a significant variance in its theorization, the
definition of women’s liberation is challenging. For instance, Bennett (2002) defines empowerment as
“improving the assets and skills of different individuals and groups to participate, control and keep
the organizations accountable that engage them.” According to Malhotra, Schuler, & Boender (2002:4),
empowerment is rooted in two essential components, i.e. “method or transition and organization,” which
separate it from the “power” classification. The first aspect of “method” is indicative of the fact that equality
is an enhanced state and brings social participation to women. It is not only important to be allowed to have
options, but also important to have the right to execute them (Kabeer, 1999). This feature is protected by
the second component “human agency,” which refers to the right to choose, without serious consequences.
The Sen (1985) illustrates these two aspects in definition of skills or “the capacity of people they have for
leading the lives they desire.”

It can be inferred that empowerment requires three aspects: (a) capital (preconditions), (b)
institution (process), and (c) accomplishments (results) (Andrea, 2014). Not only financial capital, such as
income, property, etc., but other social and human resources, such as specialized knowledge, schooling,
encouragement, etc., also play a significant role in strengthening empowerment in this regard. Some
meanings equate empowerment with the force or liberty used to achieve the desired results. For instance,
Safilos-Rothschild (1982) describes the role of women as, her cumulative role in society, whereas “power”
refers to the capacity of women to manipulate and regulate at the interpersonal level. Krishna (2003)
identifies the liberation of women as “the method of increasing women’s right to make choices and in turn
these choices into desired acts and effects.”
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Study Objectives
Objective of the present study was to understand the major socio-economic impediments of women’s
development and empowerment in KP, Pakistan.

REVIEW OF LITERATURE

Empowerment is attributed in South Asia as “the mechanism in which women oppose established standards
and society to increase their well-being adequately” (Sida, 2006:14). Nabeela Kabeer (2001)
notes empowerment as the “enhancement of the capacity of women to make strategic life decisions in a
context where this capacity was historically inaccessible to them.” According to the Department for
International Development (DFID), empowerment is “a method of changing gender ties by groups or
individuals who raise consciousness of and construct their right to challenge women's subordination”
(Waterhouse & Neville, 2005).

The comprehensive and multifaceted aspects of women’s empowerment and its presence at
different levels makes it impossible to quantify empowerment for researchers (Alsop, Bertelsen, & Holland,
2006). To assess empowerment, multiple substitute metrics are used, such as schooling and job status;
however, while linked to it, these features do not reflect empowerment (Malhotra et al., 2002; Mason &
Smith, 2003). Malhotara, Schuler, and Boender (2002) propose calculating the general growth of
empowerment at various levels and in six divisions or measurements, providing one of the most detailed
mechanisms for measuring women’s empowerment: physical, socio-cultural, family/ interpersonal,
psychological, legal, and political (Malhotra, Schuler, & Boender, 2002).

The National Study for the Fourth UN World Conference on Women in 1995, almost half a century
after the establishment of Pakistan, had to accept that women continue to struggle in the face of hierarchical
patriarchal systems, restrictive conservative norms and repressing socio-cultural traditions and practices in
Pakistan (Sachet, 2002). Women make up to 49 percent of Pakistan 's workforce, being unused in national
growth due to their low skills, less schooling and less empowerment in the field of politics, according to
the World Bank’s 2011 population indicators survey (Ali & Akhtar, 2012). In their way of empowerment,
patriarchal system and social stereotypes disregard their strengths and create enduring barriers. Usually,
Pakistan’s political sphere is still seen as males and politicians as masculine, and significant political roles
are mostly in the hands of men, while women are restricted to soft profiles that eventually endanger
Pakistan’s level of empowerment (Rasul, 2014).

Pakistani culture is male-dominated and violence against women and gender disparities in all
industries remains in place (UNICEF, 2006). Women’s rights are abused in most of the areas of the region
and they have very little voice or critical opinion, in many cases, they are denied the freedom to make
choices about their personal lives, such as their own marriage decisions (Madhani, 2007).

In the Pakistani and regional contexts, various essential studies such as Chaudhary, Nosheen and
Lodhi (2012), Desai (2010), Kabeer (2012), Sohail (2014), Khan (2007), Weiss, Hussain, and Sathar
(2001), Noureen (2011) and Chaudhary, Chani and Pervaiz (2011) have elaborated the fundamental notion
of women’s empowerment. Women’s empowerment in various countries and regions was evaluated in the
studies listed above, although others contained separate indexes with different variables. Male supremacy
in Pakistan, along with social norms, limited role of women in paid employment (Klein & Nestvogel, 1992)
and they are largely denied of their share of ancestral land. In short, there is a need for women in Pakistan
to be motivated not only to boost their status, but also for overall economic growth.

MATERIALS AND METHODS
This research used the qualitative method with descriptive research design to present the barriers and
indicators influencing the growth and advancement of women in KP. The goal of the present research was
to portray the attitudes, goals, understanding, emotions, and feelings of the study participants. In order to
gather the most important results, the study used semi-structured interviews and focus group discussions.
For interviews, a two-tier sampling methodology was practiced in order to obtain primary research
data from women. This research used a purpose-based sampling methodology at the first phase and chose
public sector universities/development organizations for female respondent collection. Similarly,
depending on the intent of the study, High Court, KP Department of Planning & Development, KP
Department of Finance, KP Department of Social Welfare, Agriculture, Department of Establishment, KP
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community organizations working for gender development and empowerment in KP were also considered
for sample selection.

A sample was chosen using a convenience-based sampling methodology in the second phase of the
study, based on the population, and the study used a different collection of questions for participants from
government departments in KP. This interview was focused on the issues such as the inclusion of women’s
empowerment, political and structural impediments, awareness, implementation, initiatives and the path
forward in government departments. A different series of questions that included topics of knowledge,
political position, impediments, and advice were often used for non-governmental working women or
students.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSIONS

All participants in the study predominantly supported the importance of women’s empowerment and it is
stated that women must be provided equality in their personal financial and social choices that can play an
important role in defining the growth of the society and the region. One of the respondents mentioned that,
“Women empowerment is important, individually for the woman herself to be independent in her personal,
social and financial decisions, and important for the community and economic development of the country
as a whole” (Respondent A, KP-Health Department). Another respondent from the Gender Unit of KP
Planning and Development Department stated that, “Empowerment makes human beings, be it male or
female more self-reliant and independent.” Similarly, another respondent (Student) states that “without
gender equality and empowerment, the country could not be just, and social change wouldn't occur.”
Women's equality is seen and, furthermore, the fundamental right of women is central to sustainable
progress in a nation. “The empowerment of women in all spheres especially social, cultural, political,
economic, legal and personal life is fundamental right of women” (Gender and earning Specialist).

While the steps are being taken to include women in the socio-economic development process, the
participants accept that these efforts are not yet incredibly significant. Certain variables impede the socio-
economic advancement of women in KP, as one of the participants mentions that “KP is well behind in the
socio-economic growth process for the women. The advancement of women and socio-economic growth is
often taken as an additional activity during development planning” (Gender & Learning Specialist).
Participant 5 emphasized that: “Women should have equal access to buy and sell property on her own will
and choice therefore law of inheritance should be strictly imposed by the government so that women could
also enjoy same benefits.” Comparably, it is stated that women's empowerment is critical in enhancing
women's sense of duty as a responsible citizen in the country and feeling that their voice and work always
counts. “I believe; women empowerment is a very key tool for the progress of a country. It provides the
women and girls of the population with the sense of being responsible citizens, and gives them realization
that they matter, their work matters, their voice matters, that their being matters” (Student).

Participant 7 was of the view “for the woman herself to be effective in her personal, social and
financial choices and important for the society and economic growth of the nation as a whole, women's
empowerment is necessary. A society’s growth and its advancement rests in the proper empowerment of
both sexes.” Women's liberation is often considered important because it will make it easier to raise
awareness of the issues and problems women face in society. "It is crucial that they play a significant role
in the functioning of a community to address gender insensitivity and to increase awareness of the issues
and problems women face” (UET Peshawar). “It is important for women to engage in achieving this very
sustainable growth, and it can be achieved by introducing gender equity and disowning social and cultural
taboos” (Student). Participant 9 being an educationist articulated her views in a way that “There are a
number of challenges faced by women, such as gender inequality, violence, domestic abuse and considered
to be mentally inferior to men, as we live in a male dominated culture. The reasons are that women are not
expected to work culturally and are simply good at caring for domestic tasks (stereotype).”

Tradition and cultural factors also present significant obstacles to the participation of women in
KP's socio-economic empowerment process, as one of the respondents’ states that:

“The long-lived tradition of keeping women at home, usually depriving them of their

fundamental educational, political and economic rights both at home and at national level,

is the main obstacle to bringing more women into the socio-economic development process.

The deep-rooted reason of the violence is that some cultural norms have been built up by

our community that suppress the socio-political and economic equality of women.

Culturally, our community deprives women of fundamental rights on the basis that women
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are represented by their male counterparts in any forum that excludes women from their

rights (political, economic, etc.)” (NGO)

Nearly all the study participants highlighted social, sexual, political empowerment as the key
obstacles for women's social and economic empowerment, along with other factors such as cultural
patriarchy, lack of emphasis on women's education, financial dependency on male family members, lack of
work prospects and early marriages. The advancement of women leads to the growth of the country, as the
progress of any person adds to the social, political and economic progress of the country.

“Vice President Saeeda Bano of the Federation of Pakistan Chambers of Commerce and

Industry (FPCCI) has claimed that if women are granted as many possibilities as the male

population of the country, the gross domestic product (GDP) would increase by at least

10%. Only after women entered the fight did all developed nations achieve those

benchmarks. It is difficult to press forward without women. It is us women who will help

change the folks. Culture must be ignored, society must change its mentality, and the bonds

of inferiority must be lifted. It is important to conquer the fear of women succeeding in life!

Men ought to quit behaving like kings and realize that, if not better, we are equally fine.”

(Participant 12)

Similarly, Participant 10 (Student) states that “When it comes to schooling for girls, the government
needs to pay more interest. They need to have the resources offered. It is necessary for the government to
take account of the families who are unable to provide education for girls because of economic issues.”
Regarding women's empowerment, most participants report that education is something that needs to be
addressed more actively in order to achieve the desired outcomes for women’s growth. In addition,
particular aspects of women's education still require critical attention to raise women's knowledge levels
and produce the required outcomes by women's participation and in decision-making engagement.

“To encourage women to make choices at all levels, an important process should be

perpetuated. Subjects of gender studies from the secondary level should be incorporated

in the course curriculum, the provision of women-friendly workplace facilities and

environment, study and documentation on women's accomplishments and the launch of

citizens' awareness-raising initiatives on gender and progress among citizens.”

(Participant 11, Student)

Participant 13 was of the view that:

“Although women shrug off the chains of illiteracy and step on, as they strive to move

forward in their lives and attain excellence, they still face obstacles and barriers. They are

either rejected by their relatives, or their in-laws do not encourage them to continue

working. Men, however, do not consider women as their own peers and view themselves

as the Supreme Being. They do not think of women as competent as they are and do not

expect them to perform as well as they do, although it is women who take the lead in most

situations. They are, though, held back by society and they are denigrated and degraded

instead of being promoted.”

Correspondingly, it has been stated that women’s growth and empowerment should not be
dependent exclusively on education and employment, and that the government should promote women’s
development by supplying women with entrepreneurial funds.

“Under the current situation, it appears unlikely for the government to make a substantial

improvement in the basic budget for women, but it can work to incorporate women 's

growth into the overall development portfolio by choosing favorable projects for women.

In addition, donors, private sectors and NGOs should be empowered to advocate with

women. ” (Population welfare Department, KP).

The research participants overwhelmingly accept the argument that without social and economic
empowerment they could not have accomplished what they are. Consequently, challenges to women's
social and economic advancement continues to exist. Some of the obstacles found in this regard by the
respondents include: i- poverty ii- llliteracy, iii- Cultural barriers, iv- misunderstanding of religion about
women's empowerment, v- Lack of government attention on the issue, vi- Male controlled social norms
and resource management, and vii- Workplace assault. Participant 8 was of the view that:

“In KP, in fact, a significant number of working women who work full time with men have

been found to perform equally well, thereby adding to the development of a community.”

Participant 16, a doctor by profession added that “KP is an area filled by individuals full
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of unidentified abilities and undiscovered capacity. Its women can hit the highest peaks.
They will become tomorrow's leaders if supplied with high quality education and the same
possibilities as for men.”

DISCUSSION

In culture-sensitive areas such as KP, women's advancement has always been a problem due to many
significant reasons found by the study findings. The study examined that the visualization of women in the
rate of growth was not only due to cultural sensitivity and inequality of women over men, but that the KP
government itself struggled to achieve the desired outcome in supporting women in socio-economic and
political development.

In addition, Success is an important variable with respect to socio-economic empowerment. The
respondents, who were well associated with the sector, reported that the creation process is an essential
element and that its indicators are interlinked. Cultural modernity carries extremely optimistic and
important meanings for women in real terms, according to Inglehart, Norris, and Welzel (2002). The only
translator of the percentage of women in politics/parliament during the control of alternate theories is known
to be their practical degree of attitudes towards gender equality. In their later publications, Inglehart &
Welzel (2005) updated the conclusions of their research.

In addition, the respondents overwhelmingly accept that the position of women in the
developmental field cannot be subsidized, because women make up almost half of the KP population and
their participation in the development process should not be ignored. These points are supported by various
studies that show country’s growth parameters: the levels of non-agrarian development in particular
regions, the percentage of women in the workplace, the per capita gross domestic product and the number
of housewives certainly influences the per capita gross domestic product and female college & university
graduates (Kenworthy & Malami 1999; Reynolds 1999).

Cultural and religious obstacles have produced the biggest hindrance. Women have been relegated
to domestic tasks by established societal expectations and the primary duty of women is to look after
children and their families without realizing their services. Established gender stereotypes and interactions
and the formation and influence of class inequalities in the construction field need to be changed.
Ambivalence is seen among some women who reject these traditions, and there is often a shame associated
to women who wish to develop their careers after marriage. In addition, rigid and radical religious beliefs,
especially in rural areas of the KP, have derailed women's dreams. They are handled unfairly without
equality, without freedom of choice, and without access to the fundamental rights and services that could
encourage them. As well as Shaheed et al. (2009) noted that these social and religious arguments have been
viewed as some of Pakistan's greatest barriers to women's empowerment. In comparison, the Patriarchal
mind-set restrains social empowerment. In our culture, male chauvinism prevails. It sabotages the pathway
that provides women with a voice for equal opportunity. Last but not the least, political empowerment itself
is the greatest obstacle in raising women's overall status and they are underrepresented in all facets of life
in KP society, but the research findings indicate that the idea of politics and a woman in KP’s culture is
viewed as disrespect in politics.

The respondents believed that women who come to politics come from familial political systems,
others are from the privileged class of society, and those from mediocre families are regarded as average
women and are never given the opportunity to be active in legislation making and the male counterparts
hear deafly to their demands, thus including the women who are in the current system. Darcy (1994);
Kenworthy & Malami (1999) women's participation in politics has since been promoted in order to help
acknowledge women’s support and focus on women's isSUES.

CONCLUSION
The main barriers to women's advancement in KP are stated to be social, cultural, religious and economic
factors. The fundamental elements lack the key ingredients for the system's integrated enhancement of
opportunity and growth for women. In almost all the fields of socio-economic, religious and political life,
impediments to women's equality and gender advancement exist. While the governmental and non-
governmental organizations funding the mass-media persevere in improving the role of women and their
general equality, they are not prostrated in achieving the necessary goals.

In the phase of socio-economic growth for women, KP is well behind. The empowerment of women
and socio-economic growth is often taken as an additional role during development planning. Our culture
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needs to be sensitized to socio-economic - political issues by awareness-raising activities and educating the
masses about women's rights. These aspects have their own meaning, and each one contributes in its own
way. If both sectors are left behind, the other side of the growth cycle would have a negative effect, because
there is a divide in culture and the idea of inequalities in empowerment and gender development remain
unfulfilled.
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