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Another year, another theme! This year the Uks annual desk
- diary focuses on Violence against Women, an issue that we feel
needs to be exposed and documented more carefully as an
important step towards gender equality. This approach will also
help increase public awareness of this crucial, but often neglected,
Issue.

Uks diary examines the issue of violence against women through
coverage It was a very difficult task to select unbiased, non-
sensational material on a topic that often receives irresponsible
treatment by our press. But we did manage to find many examples
when the press has actually been supportive to women who fell
victim to acts of violence, especially domestic violence. During our
research we also realized that although the press has continued to
give some responsible coverage to issues of violence against
women, in earlier years, it only covered domestic violence
occasionally. The scenario began to change slowly with UN's
declaration of Women Decade in 1975.

After the declaration, the world and to some extent the Pakistani
media started to focus more on issues pertaining to women's
development. Until then, violence was not included in the
mainstream agenda. By 1985, when Nairobi's Forward Looking
Strategies, were formulated, women around the globe had come
to identify gender violence as one of the major obstacles to all
three — equality, peace and development -- of the goals towards
women's development in the past decade.

In the 1980s--a time when women around the world were trying to
highlight the problem of violence in order to help devise ways to
improve women's status--women in Pakistan were facing
overwhelming challenges. After three decades of fairly liberal and
favourable governments, there was a comeback of state-
sponsored Islamization in the form of discriminatory laws against
women. The Hudood Ordinances [1979] and Law of Evidence
[1981] pushed women against the wall. For the first time in
Pakistan's history, women were liable to receive punishments of
lashes and stoning to death. Jails slowly filled with women
charged with adultery, even if they were the victims of rape.
Violence against women increased. As a result of state-sponsored
discrimination, and propagation of Chaddar and Chardewari
policies, women were discouraged to enter the public sphere.
Cases of harassment increased, including acid attacks on women
in educational institutions, an attempt to make women retreat to



the safety of the four walls of their homes. This diary, with its
reproduction of this passion, will give you a glimpse of that
groundbreaking era.

With the restoration of democracy in 1988, and international
pressure on subsequent governments, the issue of violence
against women has made it in almost all official and non-official
Pakistani policy documents. It now stands fourth out of the twelve
key areas for women's development, identified by the government.

This year's diary recognizes the fact that women of Pakistan have
come a long way since the dark days of the 1980s. Though still
victims of violence in our society, they are also familiar with
various faces of violence and are prepared to raise their voices
against the acts and the perpetrators. This has not been easy.
Religious, traditional and cultural backlash are the biggest
impediment for women to fight suppression. The press, by and
large, has become increasingly responsive and responsible.
Today, we find a number of publications, mostly from the English
press, but some Urdu publications as well, leading to better
_understanding issues of violence against women. The  ever-
* increasing incidents of Karo kari, Seha Kari or so-called "Honour
Killing" are now reported regularly in the press. There is a growing
awareness that all the cases of stove-burning are not accidents.
Uks does acknowledge the role of the press in the shaping of
public opinion on women's issues including violence, but would
like to comment that the area that still lacks media sensitivity and
sensitization is reporting on women-related crime stories,
particularly sex-crimes.

Today, the women of Pakistan, hundreds of thousands of whom
are victims of domestic or other violence, need more support than
ever before. A lot can be achieved with the help of non-
government organizations -- national and international-- that are
actively working on the issue. However, the steps being taken by
the present government for gender equity and equality, though
commendable, are not enough. More commitment is required to
curb violence against women at all levels. A more fearless
approach is needed.

Can we begin with the repeal of the discriminatory laws?
Wishing you a Happy New Year,

Tasneem Ahmar



1947

The most gruesome accounts of marauding invaders in all
mythologies and chronicles put together will not, | believe,
compare with the blood-curdling horrors of this historic year. Tale
after tale, each more hair-raising than the last, would take a whole
lifetime to retell. Uprooted from Lahore, | had rehabilitated myself
at Dehradun for a while, but later went to Delhi for work and a
place to live in. On my return journey, | could not get a wink of
sleep on the train. The pitch-black darkness of the night was like a
sign of the times. So piercing were the sighs of the winds carried
and echoed it seemed we were back in mourning over this
Watershed of History. The trees loomed larger and larger like
sentinels of sorrow. There were patches of stark aridity in between
like the mounds of massive graves. The words of Waris Shah,
“How’ll the dead and departed meet again?” surged back and forth
through my mind. | thought, a great poet like him alone could
bewail the loss a Heer once had to bear. But who could lament the
plight of millions of Heers today? | could think of no one greater
than Waris Shah to chant my invocation to. In the moving train, my
trembling fingers moved on to describe the pangs | went through-

From the depths of your grave,
Waris Shah,
Add a new page to your saga of love
Once when a daughter of Punjab wept
Your pen unleashed a million cries,
A million daughters weep today, their eyes turned
To you, Waris Shah.

The Revenue Stamp-An Autobiography, Amrita Pritam 1994
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