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Preface

Preface
The Gender Equity Program (GEP) is a fundamental part of Aurat Foundation’s long-term commitment 
to serving the cause of women’s empowerment and advancement in Pakistan. GEP aims to minimize the 
gender gap in Pakistan. Implemented with the collaboration of Asia Foundation, GEP strives to facilitate 
behavioral change, enable women to access information, resources and information, acquire control of 
their lives and improve societal attitudes towards women and their issues.

The objectives of GEP are:

1. Enhancing gender equity by expanding women’s access to justice and women’s human rights

2. Increasing women’s empowerment by expanding knowledge of their rights and opportunities to 
exercise their rights in the workplace, community, and home

3. Combating gender-based violence

4. Strengthening the capacity of Pakistani organizations that advocate for gender equity, women 
empowerment and the elimination of gender-based violence. 

During the initial years, GEP carried out extensive research on its core objectives covering women 
empowerment, access to legal rights and justice and GBV issues. However we felt the need to further 
explore the crucial underlying concepts that underpin gender behavior. In this regard research studies 
were commissioned on gender identities, as under:   

• Formative Research on Femininity in Pakistan

• Formative Research on Masculinity in Pakistan

• Qualitative Comparative Analysis of Femininity and Masculinity in Pakistan

• Research Study on Transgender Community in Pakistan

The first two formative research studies on femininity and masculinity in Pakistan, while exploring 
gendered norms for both women and men, indirectly explored socio economic context and relations 
that shape women’s lives, their current subordination and evolution of changing gender norms. A third 
consultant was hired by GEP at the recommendation of USAID to carry out a comparative analysis of 
the femininity and masculinity studies. These are very important and complex concepts and enhancing 
their understanding will go a long way in determining societal and cultural norms that impact lives, 
behaviors and relationships in the context of gender. 

The fourth study investigated the vulnerabilities, consequences and challenges associated with the 
transgender community in Pakistan. This research study highlights specific advocacy initiatives towards 
realization of equal citizenship and dignity for transgender community. Given that this subject was very 
sensitive, GEP ensured that the selected researchers were ready to undertake this study with sensitivity 
and empathy.
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The studies make recommendations based on understanding of key issues surrounding gender identities, 
which will help in holistic designing of gender related interventions in Pakistan in the future.      

We would like to acknowledge and appreciate USAID in reposing confidence in GEP for undertaking this 
important piece of research in Pakistan. 

Simi Kamal

Chief of Party (CoP)

Gender Equity Program
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Executive Summary
Femininity is generally understood to reflect the 
attributes, behaviors, and roles usually ascribed 
to women. It is a social construct, but actually 
constitutes both socially defined and biological 
factors. The understanding of this concept 
varies across cultures as well as individuals. It is 
therefore imperative to enhance the normative 
understanding of “femininity” in Pakistan, defining 
its impact on women, highlighting the advantages 
and challenges of being a woman in a traditional 
society, such as role expectations of being a care 
taker, wife and mother. 

The Formative Research on Femininity was 
commissioned by the USAID’s Gender Equity 
Program being implemented in Pakistan by 
the Aurat Foundation. This study aimed to 
explore the construct of femininity in Pakistan 
with regards to its manifestations, associated 
behaviors, evolution and implications. 

The study methodology used both secondary 
and primary based data. A qualitative survey 
was conducted across all provinces of Pakistan; 
Punjab, Sindh, Balochistan, Khyber Pakhtunkhwa 
(KP), Gilgit-Baltistan (GB) and Azad Jammu 
and Kashmir. Research was also conducted in 
Islamabad, the federal capital and in major cities 
such as Lahore, Karachi, Quetta and Peshawar. 
One rural area in each province was also 
covered. A total of 42 FGDs and 60 IDIs were 
conducted across Pakistan.

The key informant interviews were carried out 
with the legislators, government representatives, 
media personnel, healthcare providers, teachers, 
academics, judges, and NGO representatives, 
and members of the Human Rights Commission 
of Pakistan, and National and Provincial 
Commissions on the Status of Women as part 
of the investigations. In parallel, Focus group 
discussions were conducted with mothers, 
fathers, youth and community leaders. One 
rural area in each province was also identified 
for FGDs; Multan (Punjab), Mirpurkhas (Sindh), 
Pishin (Balochistan) and Abbottabad (KP). FGDs 

and key informant interviews were conducted in 
Muzaffarabad in AJK and Gilgit.

The study focused on four key themes:

1. Definitions and perceptions of femininity

2. Societal roles and behaviors in terms of 
the impact of femininity on men, women, 
family, and society

3. Gender based violence and femininity

4. Sexuality and femininity

The research explored perceptions surrounding 
women’s roles in decision-making, and their 
access (or lack thereof) to economic autonomy 
and mobility. The positive and negative aspects 
and social impact, particularly on gender based 
violence and women’s rights, of this identity 
were probed.  Additionally, attitudes towards 
sexuality were explored, including perceptions 
of femininity related to women’s initiation of 
or active participation in sexual activity, and the 
perception of fertility as an important aspect of 
femininity.

Each theme was explored using primary and 
secondary research. The research revealed a 
range of perspectives on the topic of femininity. 
In some geographical locations and with certain 
target groups, participants found it difficult to 
understand the concept of femininity, despite 
lengthy discussions. In many areas, especially 
KP and Balochistan, perspectives surrounding 
femininity were more traditional, with greater 
expectations of women being veiled, staying 
home, and fulfilling their primary roles as 
mothers, wives and homemakers. In urban areas, 
particularly Karachi, Lahore and Islamabad, there 
was greater influence of feminism and a greater 
understanding and support for the need to 
enable women to emerge from within the home 
and challenge existing social norms. 

Interestingly, respondents across all regions 
believed that educated women could play a 
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better role in the upbringing of children, and 
therefore, in social development. The lack of 
women’s education was considered a threat 
to society. However, this research has covered 
such an extremely varied group of respondents, 
from diverse socio-cultural and socio-economic 
backgrounds, with varying levels of education, 
from urban as well as rural areas, that it is almost 
impossible for this research to point to any one 
definitive perspective about femininity. Many of 
those interviewed believed that a woman’s place 
was in the home and her primary role was that 
of mother and homemaker. Others believe that 
women should play more active roles in society 
through their professional development. Some 
identified women with beauty, softness and 
appearance, and as guardians of the moral fabric 
of society. A majority of respondents, whether 
stating their own views or those of others, 
thought that society perceives that there is a 
strong link between fertility and femininity, and 
that many women feel pressure by society and 
their in-laws to prove their fertility after marriage 
by having children.

One aspect that has emerged through these 
interviews and the FGDs is that despite a wide 
range of perspectives, almost all respondents 
seemed to be of the opinion that women play 
a strong role in society, and in the creation and 
raising of future societies and generations. While 
men are considered providers, income earners, 
protectors, their role is considered more 
important at the family level, while women’s 
role, whether it is ascribed to traditional norms 
and customs, or to social mores that encourage 
education and professionalism, is perceived as 
having a significant impact on children, families, 
society and future generations.

The foremost conclusion that can be drawn 
from this research is that at the end of the day, 
few women are actually able to make their own 
choices and decisions about their own lives. 
Whether they are educated or not, or whether 
they are allowed to work, families and society 
decide how they should behave, including how 
they should dress. Women are expected to be 

the primary homemakers, whether they wish to 
take on that role or not, and whether they work 
full time or not. A woman’s biological and social 
role as a mother is fortified. 

Due to varying perspectives, it has been 
challenging to state a conclusion for this research. 
However, we believe that initiating such research 
has highlighted a significant lack of knowledge 
about the topic, and it is hoped that this is one 
step forward. There remains a need to conduct 
more in-depth research, by region as well as by 
target group, so that gaps in understanding can 
begin to be addressed.



Executive Summary

Femininity in PakistanXIV



Femininity in Pakistan 1

Chapter - I

Introduction
Chapter -1

1. Introduction

This study, Formative Research on Femininity, was 
commissioned by the USAID’s Gender Equity 
Program, being implemented in Pakistan by the 
Aurat Foundation. 

Femininity is generally understood to reflect the 
attributes, behaviors, and roles usually ascribed 
to women. It is a social construct, but actually 
constitutes both socially defined and biological 
factors. While the understanding of this concept 
varies across cultures as well as individuals, 
general perceptions of femininity include being 
delicate, soft spoken, visually pleasing, emotional, 
vulnerable, weak, and talkative. 

This perspective is further enhanced by the 
strongly patriarchal culture that is predominant 
in Pakistan. Men are primary decision makers 
regarding property, marriage, finances and 
women’s life choices. These include mobility, 
financial autonomy, decisions about marriage 
and reproduction. This reality permeates all 
socioeconomic classes.

This study, therefore, aims to gain an insight into 
these perceptions and practices to enhance 
the normative understanding of the concept of 
femininity. The study explored four key themes in 
relation to femininity: 

1. Definition and perceptions of femininity

2. Societal Roles/Behaviors including the 
impact of femininity on men, women, 
family, and society

3. Gender Based Violence 

4. Sexuality

1.1 Research Objectives

The objectives of this formative research were 
to:

• Enhance the normative understanding 
about feminine identities in Pakistan 

• Define the impact of the concept of 
femininity on women in Pakistan. This 
includes the consequences of being a 
woman who expected to fulfill pre-
defined roles such as caretaker, wife, child 
bearer and rearer in a traditional society. 
It also includes exploring women’s role 
in decision-making, their access (or lack 
thereof) to economic autonomy, issues of 
mobility, etc.

• Identify the negative and positive aspects 
of femininity 

• Describe the social impact of the positive 
and negative aspects of femininity, 
especially on gender based violence and 
women’s rights 

• Identify ways to enhance the positive 
aspects and minimize the negative ones

• Explore ways in which emerging 
variances in gender roles are challenging 
the notion of femininity 

• Explore the effect of femininity on 
women’s sexuality across socioeconomic 
and geographic backgrounds

1.2 Secondary Research

The desk review aimed to map existing 
researches, interventions, and policy actions 
undertaken on femininity in Pakistan, and 
determine linkages with thematic areas such as 
violence and sexuality. The detailed literature 
review is given below, in Section 2.

1.3 Primary Research Methodology

In order for the study to be fully participatory 
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and holistically representative, a significantly 
representative sample was included in the 
qualitative methodology approach. A 
descriptive study was conducted using mixed 
methods m data collection through a literature review, 
Key Informant Interviews (KIIs), and FGDs.

The research was inclusive of i) a gendered 
perspective and ii) Geographical/ Demographic 
representation.

The focus groups included individuals from 
different socio-economic strata, locations, 
urbanities, employment statuses, and GBV 
occurrences. This included FGDs with men and 
women, including spouses and family members, 
community leaders, and university students. (The 
sample was purposively selected to reflect the 
perspectives of, both, women and men, variations 
in socio economic status, occupation, age, and 
geographical area

The KIIs were conducted by researchers who 
had worked on gender issues in urban and 
rural areas. These individuals included NGOs, 
subject specialists, selected policy makers and 
media representatives. A major focus was on 
thematic perceptions and content analysis of 
existing programs, literature reviews, curriculum 
evaluation, and training and advocacy/IEC 
material related to femininity.

The preliminary qualitative fieldwork consisted of 
a series of structured key informant interviews, 
and FGDs. These were conducted in each 
province, including Gilgit-Baltistan (GB) and Azad 
Jammu and Kashmir (AJK). 

FGDs were conducted across six provinces 
in Pakistan: Sindh, Balochistan, Punjab, Khyber-
Pakhtunkhwa (KP), Gilgit-Baltistan (GB) and Azad 
Jammu and Kashmir (AJK), in one urban and one 
rural area in each province. In GB and AJK, FGDs 
were conducted in one urban area each. Two 
FGDs were also conducted in Islamabad, with 
one group each of mothers and fathers. In the 
rest of the provinces, FGD respondents included 
mothers, fathers, community leaders and youth. 
In addition, Key Informant Interviews (KIIs) were 

conducted in Islamabad and the capital cities in 
each province: Karachi, Quetta, Lahore, Peshawar, 
Gilgit and Muzaffarabad. Respondents included 
representatives of NGOs working on women’s 
rights and human rights, psychologists, academics 
(sociologists/gender specialists), health care 
providers, school teachers, individuals working 
with GBV survivors, media representatives, 
members’ of the Human Rights Commission of 
Pakistan, government representatives, National 
& Provincial Commissions on Status of Women 
representatives, judges, and legislators/MNAs/ 
MPAs.

The breakdown of the numbers of FGDs and key 
informant interviews, based on the information 
provided by the Aurat Foundation and the 
Gender Equity Program is given below.1

1.4 Development of Tools

Tools for data collection were developed 
following an interactive, participatory approach, 
in partnership with the Gender Equity Program. 
A research framework was first developed, based 
on which questionnaire guides were drafted 
for each target group. Researchers and GEP 
representatives provided inputs throughout 
the formulation process. Materials were first 
developed in English and then translated into 
Urdu (Annexures A and B). 

1.5 Training of Field Team 

Prior to beginning field work, all fieldworkers — 
supervisors and enumerators — were trained 
to have a clear understanding of the research 
objectives, data collection instruments, their 
roles in the research process, the need for good 
quality data, and the principles and procedures 
related to research (Annexure D). 

1 It is important to note that the interview for the 
representative of the Sindh Provincial Commission on the 
Status of Women in Karachi could not take place as no 
representative had been identified at the time this study 
was completed. Recommendations were put forward to the 
government by the Women’s Action Forum, but no decision 
was taken.
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The training sought to achieve the following 
objectives:

Develop a common understanding of the 
objectives of the research.

 Familiarize researchers with data-collection 
instruments and the type of data collected; relate 
instruments to research objectives and revise 
draft instruments as needed.

Develop a shared understanding of the ethical 
and confidentiality issues involved in conducting 
research.

Develop a shared understanding of the roles of 
field workers (supervisors and interviewers).

1.6 Data Collection

The questionnaire was administered by trained 
researchers. The completed questionnaires were 
collected on the spot. Interviews were tape-
recorded with participant consent, and when 
sound quality was not affected by background 
noise.

Informed verbal consent was obtained from all 
the study participants for the qualitative and 
quantitative aspects of the research. All Key 
Informants and FGD participants were briefed 
about the research objectives, their roles and 
rights, and were assured of confidentiality. The 
different categories of respondents and FGD/
KII participants were allowed to participate 
in the study only after they had given consent. 
Participation in the research was strictly 
voluntary.Several quality assurance measures 
were adopted to ensure that data was of high 
quality. In addition to the training described 
above, a supervisor monitored the fieldwork 
in each district to ensure homogeneity, 
completeness, accuracy, and consistency of data, 
and adherence to protocol. Field teams met 
at the end of each day to review activities and 
achievements’ discuss problems and challenges, 
explore ways to improve data-collection 
activities, and plan work for the following day.

1.7 Data Compilation and Content 
Analysis

The present research is based on preliminary 
qualitative fieldwork that cannot be used to make 
statistical inferences. However, research findings 
can shed light on a diverse range of individuals’ 
and groups’ perspectives on femininity.

The tape-recorded qualitative data was 
transcribed and translated into English. The 
transcripts were summarized manually by 
grouping them into similar thematic areas. 

While the analysis was primarily qualitative, 
researchers attempted to record the frequency 
of recurring themes. 
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Table 1: KII Table; Geographical Breakup, Professional Segregation, Sex

City Type of Respondents Male Female Total KII

Islamabad 

Representatives of NGOs working on women’s rights 
and human rights

1 1 2
Karachi 1 1

Lahore 1 1

Muzaffarabad 1 1

Peshawar 1 1

Gilgit 1 1

Quetta 1 1

Islamabad

Psychologists

1 1

Karachi 1 1 2
Lahore 1 1

Quetta 1 1

Islamabad

Academics: Sociologists/Gender Specialists

1 1

Karachi 1 1 2
Lahore 1 1

Muzaffarabad 1 1

Peshawar 1 1

Gilgit 1 1

Quetta 1 1

Karachi Health Care Providers 1 1

Lahore 1 1

Karachi School Teachers 1 1

Lahore 1 1

Islamabad

Individuals working with GBV survivors

1 1

Karachi 1 1

Lahore 1 1

Muzaffarabad 1 1

Gilgit 0

Quetta 1 1

Islamabad

Media representatives

1 1

Karachi 2 2

Lahore 1 1

Muzaffarabad 1 1

Peshawar 1 1

Gilgit 1 1

Quetta 1 1
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Islamabad

Human Rights Commission of Pakistan

2 2

Karachi 1 1

Lahore 1 1

Peshawar 1 1

Karachi

Government Departments

1 1

Lahore 1 1

Peshawar 1 1

Quetta 1 1

Islamabad National/Provincial Commissions on Status of Women 1 1

Karachi 0

Islamabad

Judges

2 2

Karachi 1 1 2
Lahore 1 1 2

Islamabad   

Legislators/MNAs

1 1 2
Karachi 2 2

Lahore 1 1 2
Totals 23 37 60

Table 2: FGD Table; Geographical Breakup, Type of Area/locality

Sr No City Division (urban/rural) Total FGD*

1 Karachi Urban 4
2 Mirpurkhas Rural 4
3 Quetta Urban 4

4 Pishin Rural 4
5 Gilgit Urban 4

6 Muzzafarabad Urban 4

8 Peshawar Urban 4

7 Abbotabad Rural 4

10 Lahore Urban 4

9 Multan Rural 4

11 Islamabad 2

Total 42
*Married men, married women, society/key influentials, students/youth
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2. Desk Review Findings

It is very important to clarify that there is an 
almost complete dearth of material on the 
topic of femininity. While some research has 
been conducted on masculinity by local NGOs 
such as Rozan (in collaboration with Partners 
for Prevention and the International Center for 
Research on Women)1, similar efforts have not 
been made regarding femininity. 

Much has been written on feminism by women’s 
rights activists. Many are researchers and scholars 
themselves, and/or work with likeminded 
organizations. 

It is, therefore, important to keep this significant 
limitation in mind. It is hoped that this study, 
which reveals varied perspectives, will help 
contribute to filling the gap on this topic.

2.1 Definition of Femininity

Femininity (also called womanliness or 
womanhood) is a set of attributes, behaviors, and 
roles generally associated with girls and women. 
Femininity is socially constructed, but made up 
of both socially-defined and biologically-created 
factors. Though there are cultural variants of 
femininity, some of these features are almost 
universal. For example, women everywhere 
are assumed (or preferred) to be delicate, 
emotional, soft-spoken, vulnerable, weak and 
talkative. On the other hand men are thought 
to be strong, rational, protective and tough. It is 
by not possessing supposedly masculine qualities 
of rationality and strength that women are 
feminine. When we look at our family settings, it 
is clear that male has a very dominant position 
while making any kind of decision. Females 
are there just to support the decision or give 
their suggestions, but in the end it is the male’s 

1 http://www.partners4prevention.org/sites/default/files/
resources/understanding_masculinities_pakistan.pdf

choice whether to accept this or not. This 
practice is very common in all type of classes. 
Another assumption related to the supposedly 
feminine nature of women is that being a wife 
or mother is the ultimate goal or ambition of 
every woman’s life and that family life is what all 
women want. Furthermore, it is thought that the 
characteristics of men and women are essentially 
opposite to each other. It is these assumptions, 
norms and practices that need to be explored 
in order to bring a new generation with the 
framework of gender equity.

The definition of femininity is affected by region 
and culture and keeps evolving over time. Gender 
roles based on sex, as well as stereotyping of 
both sexes through custom, tradition, language, 
clothing, etc., are phenomena that have occurred 
all over the world. Many masculine and feminine 
traits have evolved culturally and sociologically in 
male dominated cultures. However, even today, 
certain traits such as being assertive or ambitious 
are considered as non-feminine, a perception 
that can create conflict, particularly in modern 
society. While this is changing and stereotypes 
are gradually eroding, much more work needs 
to be done for these perceptions to change at a 
wider level. For example, even in this day and age, 
including in modern cultures, strong women are 
still often portrayed in traditionally female roles 
such as mother, teacher or nurse.2

Concepts of femininity and masculinity are social 
(gender) rather than biological (sex) constructs. 
Femininity and Masculinity may also be referred 
to as ‘Gender Identity’, meaning the extent to 
which people identify with being male or female, 
based on how masculine and feminine identities 
are perceived in a given society. Women and men 

2 https://www.quora.com/What-are-the-archetypes-of-
femininity
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who identify with being feminine and masculine 
connect this identification to gendered identities. 
Therefore, different people will define themselves 
according to different traits and decide whether 
these traits make them feminine or masculine, 
such as passive, dominant, passive, strong, brave, 
emotional, etc. Since femininity and masculinity 
are based on gender identities, it is possible for 
a person to be one sex, for example, female, and 
see herself as masculine or having masculine 
characteristics (Stets and Burke, 2000), or for 
others to see that person as having masculine or 
feminine characteristics.

Gender identity therefore indicates the different 
ways in which individuals perceive themselves 
on the basis of their gender identification. This 
self-perception triggers certain behaviors. For 
example, a person who identifies more with 
the masculine is likely to engage in behavior 
that is typically considered ‘masculine’, such 
as being dominant and competitive. In many 
cultures, behavioral expectations are based on 
stereotyping women and men and ascribing 
female and male characteristics to each sex. 
For example, men are considered aggressive, 
unemotional and competitive, and women 
are considered to be passive, cooperative and 
emotional (Stets and Burke, 2000). When these 
behaviors are reinforced from childhood, they 
result in the development of certain traits 
that eventually become personality traits in 
individuals. For example, in many cultures, boys 
are told from childhood that ‘boys don’t cry’, 
which may result in men, experiencing difficulty 
expressing their own feelings or relating to 
others’ feelings, as they grow older.

Therefore, femininity and masculinity are not 
inborn or innate, but are based on social and 
cultural environmental factors. In 1935, well-
known anthropologist Margaret Mead examined 
the differences in male and female temperaments 
in her study, Sex and Temperament in Three 
Primitive Societies, and concluded that there are no 
significant differences in traits or temperaments 
between the sexes. Similarly, differences in the 
temperaments of males and females were the 

result of differences in socialization and cultural 
expectations for each sex, rather than from 
biological differences. Mead’s research led to 
the realization that femininity and masculinity 
needed to be reassessed. Differences among the 
genders in terms of character and personality 
traits, temperaments and roles could no longer 
be attributed exclusively to biological factors. 
Much research has been conducted since this 
study, and the issue of nature vs. nurture has 
been examined in detail, and has often created 
controversy, but no firm conclusions have been 
reached as yet (Stets and Burke, 2000). 

Later research, however, has also suggested 
that differences in personality traits between 
women and men may be biological and rooted 
in genetics. A study by Penn State (2005) 
indicates that the female genome differs 
from the male genome in at least four ways. 
Since males have an X and a Y chromosome, 
and females have two X chromosomes, it is 
possible that this chromosome distribution 
also leads to differences in personality traits 
and behavior. Typically, it was believed that since 
females have two X chromosomes, one of them 
remains inactive (Hernandez and Blazer, 2006). 
While the Penn State study indicates that the 
Y chromosome gives males several genes that 
are absent in the female, it also indicates that 
some genes on the inactive X in women are, in 
fact, expressed, indicating that approximately 15 
per cent of the genes are expressed at higher 
levels in females than in males. The study also 
reveals that an additional 10 per cent of genes 
on the inactive X show variable expression 
levels in females, while men have a single copy 
of these genes. The study states that: “Although 
we’ve shown sex-specific differences, the 
clinical implications remain unexplored. We can, 
however, conclude that these differences should 
be recognized as potential factors for explaining 
normal differences between the sexes but also 
gender differences in how certain diseases are 
manifested, progress and respond to treatment. 
Further studies will be required to establish 
such a role for these genes (Penn State, 2005).” 
Therefore, while there are suggestions that 
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behavioral and personality traits may have their 
basis in genetics, there is a need to explore this 
idea further.

Stets and Burke (2000) cite three major theories 
that explain the development of femininity and 
masculinity. They are Freud’s Psychoanalytic 
Theory from 1927, the Cognitive Developmental 
Theory by Kohlberg, 1966, and learning theories 
that emphasize Direct Reinforcement (Weitzman 
1979) and Modeling (Mischel 1970). Kohlberg 
identified two critical stages of gender identity 
development: 1) acquiring a fixed gender identity, 
and 2) establishing gender identity constancy. The 
first stage starts when a child hears the labels 
‘boy’ or ‘girl’ applied to himself or herself, and as 
a result, by the time the child is about 3 years old, 
she or he is able to apply the appropriate gender 
label to himself or herself. At this time, the child’s 
gender identity is fixed, and by the time the child 
reaches the age of 4, she or he is also able to 
apply these gender labels correctly to others. 
Within a year or two after this stage, the child 
reaches the second critical phase of gender 
constancy, whereby she recognizes that her 
gender will not change even if there are changes 
in her outward appearance or age.

Of the theories that focus on gender identity 
development, the learning theories focus the 
most on the social aspects. They emphasize that 
the child’s social environment, including parents 
and teachers, help form the gender identity 
of a child. Parents and teachers guide children 
towards femininity and masculinity, or feminine 
and masculine traits, characteristics and roles, 
directly through rewards and punishments, or 
indirectly by acting as role models that children 
imitate. Rewards or punishments may be given 
for outward appearances in terms of clothes, 
such as girls wearing dresses and boys wearing 
pants or shorts. Children are encouraged 
to select certain toys to play with based on 
gender, such as dolls for girls and trucks for 
boys. In addition, certain behavioral traits are 
encouraged depending on whether a child is a 
girl or a boy, such as passivity and dependence 
in girls and aggressiveness and independence in 

boys. Boys may also be encouraged to engage 
more in outdoor activities and sports and girls 
may be encouraged to play indoors. Through 
reinforcement of these behaviors, children learn 
appearance and behavior considered appropriate 
for their sex. These gender-based roles and 
behaviors are further reinforced through role 
models such as same-sex parents, teachers, peers, 
or same-sex models in the media. A child may 
imitate a rewarded model’s thoughts, feelings, or 
behavior because she or he thinks that that is 
the appropriate way to behave and that she or 
he will receive the same rewards that the model 
received.

Many concepts associated with femininity are a 
direct result of what men consider to be ideal 
in male dominated cultures and what traits men 
historically think a woman should have. This leads 
to behaviors or traits associated with women 
that are restrictive and discriminatory towards 
them, but are gradually losing popularity as they 
are increasingly associated with misogyny and 
sexism, especially in many developed countries. 
These behaviors include inferiority, passivity, 
housework or cleaning, obedience, being a good 
homemaker, long, flowing hair, light skin, a narrow 
waist, and little or no body hair or facial hair, and 
being sexually submissive.3

Spence (1985) proposes that the terms 
masculinity and femininity, as they relate to 
a person’s self-concept, be retained and re-
conceptualized as gender identity, which she 
refers to as an individual’s phenomenological 
sense of maleness or femaleness that is 
established early in life and is parallel with 
awareness and acceptance of one’s biological sex.

Second-wave feminists, who were inspired by 
Simone de Beauvoir, believed that while women 
and men were born with biological differences, 
the concepts of femininity and masculinity 
were been culturally constructed, and certain 
characteristics such as passivity and tenderness 
were considered ‘feminine’ and aggression and 
intelligence were considered ‘masculine’ (Millett, 

3 https://www.quora.com/What-are-the-archetypes-of-
femininity
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1968). Girls were also socialized to adopt 
popular ‘feminine’ traits through games, television 
programs, toys (such as dolls), and school. The 
feminist Betty Friedan, in her famous book, ‘The 
Feminine Mystique’, wrote that “… no biological, 
psychological or economic fate determines the 
figure that the human female presents in society,” 
and that “… one is not born, but rather becomes, 
a woman,” (Friedan, 2013). Second-wave feminists 
also said that the basis for women’s subjugation 
lay in the social construction of femininity as 
“childlike, passive and dependent” (Jaggar, 1989).

According to Jasbinder (1991), modern 
women face a paradox whereby, in order to 
liberate themselves from the constraints of the 
traditional, subservient perspective of femininity, 
they also reject its positive aspects, such as their 
mothers and the maternal role. This rejection 
of femininity is also of femininity collectively, as 
a whole, instead of only of its negative aspects. 
This results in women distancing themselves 
from their emotional and instinctive side and 
therefore, it is important for women to reconcile 
the changes brought about by modernity with 
the positive aspects of femininity that include 
their biological role and their ability to nurture. 
Traditional feminist theories have often caused 
negativity because they have suggested that 
women can only succeed on men’s terms. 
This perspective was essential at the time to 
counteract women’s oppression. However, it is 
now “time to explode the fallacy that men and 
women are the same. Being equal does not mean 
having to be similar. Perhaps the time has come 
when we can afford to be different yet equal.”4

2.2 Empowerment

The notion of empowerment is closely linked 
to the concepts of masculinity and femininity, 
and the gender roles defined by these concepts. 
Consequently, gender equality and empowerment 
are also impacted by masculinity and femininity, 
as is women’s ability to exercise choices and be 
decision makers. Empowerment is an extremely 

4 http://iahip.org/inside-out/issue-7-winter-1991/rescuing-
the-feminine%E2%80%A8-the-problem-of-the-animus-
%E2%80%A8in-women%E2%80%A8

complex concept, to which different individuals 
relate in different ways. Thus, empowerment 
comes from within because it is a state of 
mind, and cannot be given externally. However, 
external entities such as the state, civil society, 
educational institutions, donors, etc., have the 
ability to provide women with an enabling 
environment so that they can make their own 
decisions and exercise their own life choices in 
an informed manner. These institutions have the 
ability to provide spaces for women that are 
free of violence, stigma, fear and discrimination, 
and where women have access to opportunity. 
Women’s ability to make choices and informed 
decisions is negatively affected by the gendered 
perspectives of masculinity and femininity in any 
given society. Women’s empowerment enables 
them (and others) to confront and eventually 
change the influence of patriarchal beliefs 
especially within institutions such as the state, the 
community, and the home, where inequalities are 
perpetuated (Saigol, 2011).

Poststructuralist feminists have taken up 
Foucault’s re-definition of power to view power 
in a positive light, as ‘power with’ rather than 
‘power over’ another person. This concept 
refutes the idea that power can only exist when 
exercised over another person, often to their 
detriment. This re-definition of the concept of 
power helps make power available to women as 
well as to all those who are disenfranchised and 
marginalized. It therefore enables us to think that 
women’s empowerment has the possibility to 
move from being a concept to a reality (Saigol, 
2011).

“The past three decades have witnessed a 
steadily increasing awareness of the need to 
empower women through measures to increase 
social, economic and political equity, and 
broader access to fundamental human rights, 
improvement in nutrition, basic health and 
education” (Lopez-Claros and Zahidi 2005). This 
definition of women’s empowerment has been 
put forward by the World Economic Forum, 
and encompasses the need to empower women 
across the three important dimensions: social, 
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economic and political. It also addresses the 
question of basic human rights including health 
and education, with an emphasis on nutrition.

Women’s lack of empowerment also has a 
significant impact on their reproductive health, 
sexuality and reproductive choices. These, 
particularly in traditional cultures, are often 
controlled by families, particularly male relatives, 
and women are not usually allowed to play a role 
in decisions concerning their own lives, bodies 
and sexuality. Women are often not allowed, 
nor are they able to, make decisions about 
when and whom to marry, and whether or not, 
or how many children they can have. Yet, the 
ability to control one’s own body and sexuality 
is fundamental to the notion of empowerment. 
Because of this disempowerment, women may 
not be able to school or be made to drop out to 
get married early or because they are sexually 
harassed on their way to school; they may be 
raped by someone and then killed by their own 
families because their violation has destroyed 
the family’s honor. Such cultural prejudices, often 
intertwined with traditional and religious beliefs, 
lead to women’s sexual and reproductive rights, 
as well as their violation, being cloaked in silence, 
and their existence denied (Zulfiqar, 2010).

2.3 Femininity in Pakistan

According to Mumtaz and Salway (2007), 
Pakistani society is commonly believed to be 
extremely patriarchal, with clearly defined gender 
roles. The feudal sociopolitical system is prevalent 

at both the macro and micro levels, and plays 
a strong role in the functioning of society. At 
the macro level, there is inequitable sharing and 
distribution of resources which is also supported 
by Islamic ideology, and which results in inflexible 
class and gender hierarchies. At the micro level, 
women’s lives in particular are affected because 
marriages are arranged mostly within families 
or neighboring tribes, and because giving birth 
to sons thereby carrying on a family’s patrilineal 
linage is essential for a woman to live securely in 
her marital home. 

The overarching culture is traditional, and 
women’s and men’s roles are fairly clearly 
defined. Men are considered the primary income 
earners and economic providers for the family 
as well as the main decision makers, and women 
are viewed as economically dependent with their 
primary role being that of homemaker. While 
some commonalities exist across the country 
regarding women, femininity and perceptions 
of gender roles, variations exist across the 
provinces. For example, there are relatively fewer 
rigid gender-based rules and regulations for 
women in the Punjab, than in Balochistan, Khyber 
Pakhtunkhwa and Sindh, and women in Punjab 
women have fewer restrictions on mobility, 
greater involvement in decision-making and more 
access to information than their peers in other 
parts of the country (Mumtaz and Salway, 2007). 

Keeping women within the home, and often 
veiled, is closely linked to the concept of family 
honor and women who try to leave their family 
home without permission, especially to marry 
someone of their own choice, may result in their 
being forced into marriage, being kept in isolation 
within the home, or even being killed by their 
own families on account of bringing dishonor to 
the family name.

2.4  Violence Against Women

In those parts of the country where the concept 
of honor is given paramount importance, 
concepts of hegemonic masculinity and 
emphasized femininity may be intensified. 
As a result, protection, or more specifically, 
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restrictions, on women and girls may be given 
greater emphasis. Practices such as veiling for 
women may increase, and there may also be an 
increase in the incidence of honor killings. This 
is also likely to result in men increasing the level 
of control over the women in their households, 
resulting in women’s emotional and often physical 
suffering. 

In Pakistan, control over women’s femininity is 
exercised in different and often violent ways. 
The concept of honor is particularly prevalent in 
Sindh and southern Punjab, where many women 
live under a perpetual fear that they will be 
declared ‘kari’ (someone who brings dishonor to 
her family because of an illegitimate relationship 
with a man). If a woman is accused of being a 
‘kari’, the local council of village elders, also 
known a ‘Panchayat’ or ‘Jirga’ has the right to 
make the decision whether the girl in question 
should remain alive or be killed. 

Another example of the way in which women’s 
femininity is controlled is of another age-old 
traditional practice, of marrying young girls to 
the Quran. If no suitable relative is available to 
marry a particular girl, she may be married to the 
Quran in order to keep the property within the 
family, because marrying her to someone outside 
the family would mean that her share of the 
family inheritance would go to her in-laws and 
would not stay within the family.  

This practice is particularly predominant in Sindh, 
and girls who are married to the Quran live their 
lives in celibacy and relative isolation and are 
expected to spend most of their time in prayer. 
It is also important to note that this practice 
is cultural and is in fact contrary to Islamic law 
(Bari, 2005).

The situation for women becomes worse 
because the state either lacks the capacity or 
the will to ensure that all its citizens enjoy their 
human rights, especially women. Even where 
laws exist, their enforcement is weak, due to 
lack of capacity on the part of law enforcers, and 
because, in a culture as strongly patriarchal as 
Pakistan, preservation of women’s human rights 

is not considered a priority by many (Moghadam, 
2007).

As discussed above, lack of women’s 
empowerment leads to lack of control over 
their own lives and bodies. It affects their ability 
to exercise choices and make decisions about 
their own lives, and for mothers, this lack of 
empowerment may extend to their inability to 
protect their own daughters as well, such as in 
being able to provide them with an education, 
adequate nutrition, and prevention of early 
marriage. 

According to the Human Rights Commission of 
Pakistan Annual Report (2013), less than 20 per 
cent of women were able to attain secondary 
or higher education. 18.3 per cent of women in 
Pakistan studied at the secondary or higher level 
of education, as opposed to 43.1 per cent of 
men; only 28 per cent of women were formally 
considered part of the work force (HRCP, 2013, 
P. 168).

Women’s health indicators are also weak in 
Pakistan. The maternal mortality ratio (MMR), is 
276 per 100,000 women, indicating that out of 
every 100,000 women, 276 die due to pregnancy 
and maternal health-related causes. Roughly 
translated, this means that one out of every 89 
women runs the risk of death for this reason, 
or that a woman dies every 30 minutes due to 
maternal health-related causes. Most of these 
deaths are preventable and the women whom 
the country loses are between the age of 15 and 
49 and at the prime of their lives (PDHS 2012-
13).

Families with women who own land have 
greater prosperity and less poverty. Women 
who had control over the household finances 
were more likely to invest in healthcare and 
send their children to school, as opposed to 
households where men controlled the finances. 
While Pakistani law does not discriminate against 
women in terms of land ownership and women 
are legally allowed to own property in their own 
names, Muslim women inherit half the share 
of Muslim males, as accorded by Shariah law. 
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Women, even when they hold title to land, do 
not usually have control over it (HRCP, P. 169).

Women in Pakistan face a high rate of gender 
based violence. The Aurat Foundation’s annual 
report, 2012, based on data compiled from 
reported cases of violence as published in the 
media nationwide, revealed that 8,539 women 
faced violence in 2011. This was an increase 
of 6.74 per cent from 2010 in the reported 
cases of violence in the country. The report 
also indicated that the number of cases of 
gender based violence had remained mostly 
consistent over the past four years, without any 
significant decrease in the number of incidents 
of gender based violence.  These numbers are 
also indicative of the state’s inaction in curbing 
violence against women; in fact, certain types 
of crimes against women indicated an increase. 
Cases of sexual assault increased by 48.65 per 
cent, acid throwing cases by 37.5 per cent; 
‘honor’ killings by 26.57 per cent, and domestic 
violence, by 25.51 per cent. The Aurat Foundation 
also indicated that these numbers were probably 
a small proportion of the actual incidents of 
violence, since their report was based only on 
the cases reported in the media, and a majority 
of such cases are not reported.5

The HRCP Annual Report also stated, “… too 
many incidents of violence against women and 
young girls—including rape, murder and often 
burning of victims’ bodies—were reported 
during 2013 (HRCP, 2013, P. 168). The province 
of Sindh introduced legislation on domestic 
violence; a Bill on Child Marriage was also 
passed in 2014 in Sindh, raising the minimum 
age of marriage to 18 for both girls and boys, 
and declaring marriage below 18 years to be a 
punishable offense.6 This is a step forward from 
the Child Marriage Restraint Act 1929, which 
was previously the law in place regarding the 
age of marriage, and which stipulated that the 
minimum age of marriage for girls should be 16 

5 http://www.pakistantoday.com.pk/2012/02/14/city/
islamabad/aurat-foundation-launches-report-on-violence-
against-women/
6 http://tribune.com.pk/story/701321/sindh-assembly-
passes-bill-declaring-marriage-below-18-punishable-by-law/

and for boys, 18. Sindh is the only province in 
the country so far to have passed legislation on 
Domestic Violence and Child Marriage.

Fifty-six women were women were murdered 
solely for giving birth to girls in 2013. Media 
reports indicate that 150 women were burned in 
acid attacks, gas leakages and stove burning, out 
of which 44 died. Three hundred and eighty-nine 
incidents of domestic violence were reported in 
the media, most of which occurred at the hands 
of husbands. Over 800 women committed suicide 
in the same year, primarily due to domestic 
problems.

In a research study conducted by Rutgers-WPF 
in Dera Ghazi Khan, Muzaffargarh, Jacobabad, 
Kashmore, Jaffarabad, and Naseerabad, 66 per 
cent of the women interviewed said that they 
had experienced sexual violence, and 93 per 
cent reported that they had to face marital rape, 
which is a form of violence that is not recognized 
in the Pakistan Penal Code (PPC). The same study 
also found that 77 per cent of the marriages 
that took place involved traditional customary 
practices such as vani and wattasatta, etc. (HRCP, 
P. 177).

Eight hundred and sixty-nine women were killed 
in the country in the name of honor in 2013, of 
which 359 were cases of karokari (HRCP, P. 180).

According to the 2013 Global Gender Gap 
Report, Pakistan ranked second lowest from the 
bottom, preceding only Yemen. The country came 
down three places from the previous year. This 
report assesses gender inequalities in four areas: 
economic participation and opportunity, including 
salaries, participation and skilled employment, 
educational attainment, i.e., access to basic 
and higher education, political empowerment, 
especially representation in decision-making 
structures, and health and survival, measured by 
life expectancy and sex ratio. The Global Gender 
Gap Index also indicates that Pakistan ranks is 
second from the bottom in terms of economic 
participation and opportunity, eighth from the 
bottom when it comes to equality of educational 
opportunity, and 13th from the bottom in terms 
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of health and survival (Dawn, 2013).

According to Bari (2005), women are considered 
subordinate to men across the world, although 
the nature and extent of the subordination 
varies across countries and cultures, creating 
a hierarchical situation in which femininity and 
women are valued less than men. Women’s 
subordinate status is maintained by institutions 
across the board – the state, the community 
and the family. At the state level, especially in a 
country such as Pakistan, resource allocation for 
women’s development remains low as is evident 
through its social indicators that reveal show 
varying levels of gender disparities in education, 
health, employment, ownership of productive 
resources and politics. Within the home, the 
domestic arena is considered to be women’s 
legitimate space while public space is considered 
to be the domain of men. For women to enter 
public spaces, they have to negotiate and justify 
their entry, while for men entry into these spaces 
occurs naturally (Bari, 2005).

Given the relative paucity of research and 
literature that exists in Pakistan on femininity, 
it is extremely important to start studying 
this topic in more depth and detail. Much has 
been written on feminism and its application 
to Pakistan, as well as on gender, but very little 
literature is available on femininity per se. A 
deeper understanding of the way that femininity 
is perceived by various members of society, will 
help enhance our understanding of how gender 
roles and relations are shaped, which have a 
significant impact on women’s decisions and 
choices (or lack thereof) and life outcomes. It 
is also essential to place women at the center 
of analysis because women have been denied 
equality, autonomy and power, throughout 
history, across the world and across cultures. 
Women’s lack of power has also resulted in 
high rates of violence, and this lack of power is 
exacerbated by states’ failure to provide women 
with protection or equal rights, especially in 
countries such as Pakistan (Moghadam, 2007).
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Qualitative Survey
3. Findings & Analysis from Qualitative 
Survey

This section presents findings and analysis 
from qualitative surveys covering four themes 
presented in the graph below.

3.1 Definition and Perception of Femininity

Definitions and perceptions of femininity are 
given below.

3.1.1 Understanding of the Term 
Femininity

Femininity is commonly understood to refer 
to a collection of qualities or attributes 
associated with women in distinction from 
men. Yet precisely what qualities as feminine 
(or masculine) is subject to discussion and 
contention, as is whether such qualities should be 
considered innate essences or cultural norms. 

Women appeared to have dichotomous views 
on what constituted femininity. This was 
evidenced by their responses in which most said 
that women are emotionally weak and at the 

same time, they have the strength to bear a lot, 
including the labors of child birth. 

In defining femininity, there was an inherent 
urge to define what ‘female’ is — this is colored 
by the imposition of gendered definitions. It is 
important to distinguish gender identity from 
other gender-related concepts such as gender 
roles, which are shared expectations of behavior 
given one’s gender. For example, gender roles 
might include women investing in domestic roles 
and men investing in the work role.

The term for femininity in Urdu is “Niswaniat”, 
which is derived from Arabic word “Nisa”, 
which means woman and is also mentioned in 
the Quran. Another response indicated that the 
word Niswaniat (femininity) is derived from the 
word Ans, which indicates the difference between 
males and females. Another perception was that 
the word is related to sinfenazuk, which means 
physically and emotionally weak. The youth, 
especially women, staunchly opposed the fact 
that women were considered the weaker sex 
as evidenced by a quote from a female student 
in Gilgit-Baltistan: “Femininity means torture, no 
equal rights, discriminations, injustice, restrictions, 
and lack of decision making power.”

Femininity was also referred to as seduction and 
roles such as mother, sister, daughter, and wife. 
It was primarily viewed as being emotive and is 
associated with being a woman. More often than 
not, femininity was considered synonymous with 
submissiveness, delicacy, and demureness. 

Common examples of feminine traits include 
being verbal and communicative, emotive 
or effusive, being nurturing and having an 
appreciation for beautiful or aesthetically pleasing 
things. Most respondents pointed out that all 
men have some so-called feminine traits, and all 
women have some so-called masculine traits.  
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These may be shown at different times. 

Patriarchal cultural conditions prevalent in 
Pakistani society determine ideal feminine 
appearances and character traits to be those that 
make a woman sexually attractive to a man as 
well as most trustworthy to mother his children. 
Thus physical beauty, both natural and artificial, 
balanced by character traits of sexual modesty, 
nurturing kindness, and a strong sense of duty to 
family has become widespread hallmarks of ideal 
femininity. 

Influences of nature and nurture create 
a preference or a default “set point” on 
the masculine-feminine continuum. Different 
approaches show up along a continuum, from 
extremely masculine to extremely feminine. If 
we map a particular population, two overlapping 
bell curves emerge: one representing masculine 
approaches, and the other, feminine approaches.

The bell curves overlap because men and women 
are more alike than they are different. The tails 
of the bell curves are rather long but the centers 
of the two bell curves fall on different spots on 
the continuum. The “tails” of both bell curves 
represent the extremes. The extremes do not 
define “masculine” or “feminine.” The centers 
of the bell curves do. The center of one bell 
curve represents how most men do things (the 
“masculine” approach). The center of the other 
bell curve represents how the average woman 
does things (the “feminine” approach). People 
may operate at various points along the 
continuum depending on the circumstance. 

Some saw femininity as the antithesis, and others 

as the embodiment of feminism. Femininity was 
considered to be about embracing the natural 
qualities of a woman while feminism is focused 
on proving that there is equality between the 
sexes. However, some believe that men and 
women are opposites and equality is mistaken 
with being ‘the same’. It is perfectly possible for 
two things to be equal and opposite. 

In fact, in Chinese philosophy, yin and yang can 
be thought of as complementary (rather 
than opposing) forces that interact to form a 
dynamic system in which the whole is greater 
than the assembled parts. It describes how 
seemingly opposite or contrary forces are 
actually complementary, interconnected, and 
interdependent. 

Many tangible opposites such as light and 
dark, fire and water, and male and female, are 
considered physical manifestations of the duality 
denoted by yin and yang. Everything has both 
yin and yang aspects, (for instance shadow 
cannot exist without light). Either of the two 

major aspects may manifest more strongly in a 
particular object, depending on the criterion of 
the observation. 

The yin yang symbol shows a balance between 
two opposites with a portion of the opposite 
element in each section.
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Reliable translation equivalents for the terms are: 

Yin 陰 or 阴 ① [philosophy] negative/passive/female principle in nature ②shaded orientation ③ 
covert; concealed; hidden ④ vagina ⑤ penis 
⑥sinister; treacherous

Yang 陽 or 阳 ① [Chinese philosophy] positive/
active/male principle in nature ②the sun ③ 
male genitals ④open; overt ⑥ belonging to this 
world ⑦ [linguistics] masculine 

There is no single understanding of femininity. 
It depends on the individual’s perspective, for 
example, those who emphasize family values, 
say that it is about domesticity and being a child 
bearer and rearer, playing a secondary role in 
the family as that of home maker.  The main 
responsibility of the woman was to entertain her 
husband, work in the home, and cook food for 
the family members and guests. 

It is a concept society uses to define the softer, 
more malleable nature of women. Some terms 
used to describe femininity are:

Tender Beautiful Innocent

Soft spoken Sincere Flirtatious

Gentle Dependent Nurturing

Weak Emotional Sexually 
submissive

Helpless Passive Accepting

Shy Sensitive Cooperative

Obedient Quiet Modest

Delicate Graceful Caring

3.1.2 Definition of Femininity (traits, 
physical appearance or occupation)

Femininity in the context of traits, physical 
appearance or occupation, as defined by 
respondents is given in table below.
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Table 3: Femininity defined by traits, physical appearance or occupation

Category Traits & Behaviors Appearance Occupation 

KIs Caring, loving, submissive, un-
derstated, soft, gentle, tolerant, 
virtuous, painstaking, graceful and 
selfless.

Delicate, well groomed, 
beautiful, soft. 

Homemaker, nurse, 
teacher, fighter pilot, taxi 
driver, banker, etc. 

Married Males Caring, loving, decent, shy, un-
derstanding, tolerant, soft, polite, 
intelligent, tolerant, brave, shy, 
flexible, mild tempered, innocent, 
kind, helpful, cool tempered, 
selfless, helpless, soft spoken, 
hospitable, diligent, hardworking, 
sincere, punctual, careless.

Simple, well mannered, 
beautiful, homely, God-fear-
ing, decent.

Sexual entertainer, 
mother, wife

Married Females Soft, gentle, non-argumentative, 
enduring, polite, clever, patient, 
reserved, shy, dependent, obedi-
ent, emotional, strong, loving, car-
ing, modest, soft hearted, afraid.

Delicate, physically weak, 
beautiful, pleasant, down-
cast eyes, veiled.

Home maker, child bear-
er and rearer.

Influential Affectionate, kind, punctual, re-
sponsible, loving, caring, passion-
ate, sensitive, loyal,

Delicate, soft spoken, weak, 
shy, shapely.

Home maker and child 
bearer.

Youth Fiery, loving, hardworking, caring, 
sensitive, responsible, intelligent, 
nurturing, sensitive, emotionally 
strong, hardworking, polite, soft.

Beautiful, delicate, decent, 
well dressed, attractive, 
modest, well groomed, 
physically weak, noble, mod-
est, simple

Home maker, domestic 
role.

Persons high in feminine orientation are 
described as gentle, sensitive, caring. Passivity, 
submissiveness, and compassionate, caring, 
nurturing behavior toward others, especially 
children, are widely accepted to be feminine 
traits in comparison to masculine assertiveness 
and competitiveness. This is based on the 
premise that such traits are rooted in female 
biology or by divine decree or perhaps even 
natural selection. As a matter of interest, 
theory postulates higher rates of reproduction 
for passive women, who could most easily be 
sexually subdued, and higher survival rates for 
babies born to nurturing women. However, even 
the most widely shared so-called feminine traits 
are not universal, and differ across cultures, 

groups or individuals within a given society, 
and even different periods of history. Since 
Margaret Mead’s (1901–1978) groundbreaking 
anthropological study in 1936 first demonstrated 
that culture is a strong determinant in behavior 
and temperament for both sexes, previous 
presumptions about a universal feminine (or 
masculine) essential nature have been challenged. 

Femininity refers to traits and behaviors 
attributed by a particular culture to be ideally 
associated with or especially appropriate to 
women and girls. Even though it is distinct from 
femaleness, which is a biological and physiological 
classification concerned with the reproductive 
system, femininity has often been used 
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interchangeably with women or females. 

In our discussions, the distinction was also made 
that traits ordinarily associated with femininity, 
such as being caring, gentle, considerate, 
and other attributes depicting gender role 
differentiation, beliefs, values, occupational 
interests are not necessarily exclusively feminine 
or masculine and could just as well be present in 
members of the opposite sex. 

Femininity is defined above all by traits and 
personality ‘type’, rather than looks. It principally 
refers to socially acquired traits and secondary 
sex characteristics. However, in many cases, 
women are still objectified as sex objects and 
defined by their looks, as vocalized by many. 

Traits that are traditionally considered feminine 
may be categorized into biologically-based 
physical differences (such as narrower faces and 
shoulders, larger breasts, wide hips, less body 
hair, larger amounts of body fat, psychological 
and behavioral differences (such as a concern for 
relationships, empathy, sympathy, better verbal 
skills), which are the result of the interaction 
between biology and the social environment; and 
purely social differences (such as ornamentation 
of home and person; career preferences, and 
means of recreation).

Femininity in our society is a means of gauging 
a woman’s sexual appeal and even though what 
constitutes a feminine look might vary depending 
on whose opinion is sought, but common among 
them were long hair, fair, tall, thin, dressing 

stylishly, curvaceous, etc. 

The construct of feminine looks varies greatly 
from one culture to the next, from one ethnic 
group to the next, and from one social class to 
another. Every culture has predefined notions 
of what constitutes femininity in terms of dress, 
behavior and looks. For instance, even though 
purdah (or the veil) is considered extremely 
feminine in the rural areas, when you go across 
the urban-rural divide, especially in the upper 
strata of society, the concept of femininity is 
completely different. 

Anthropologist Margaret Mead addressed 
the differences in temperament for males 
and females in Sex and Temperament in 
Three Primitive Societies (1935). This early 
study led to the conclusion that there are no 
necessary differences in traits or temperaments 
between the sexes. The differences observed in 
temperament between men and women were 
not a function of their biological differences as 
resulting from differences in socialization and the 
cultural expectations held for each sex. However, 
since most of the cultures are patrilineal (men 
have more power), most of the cultures have 
dominant males and submissive women as their 
ideals.

In fact, it is at birth that meanings regarding one’s 
gender are formed in social situations, stemming 
from ongoing interaction with significant others 
such as parents, peers, and educators (Katz 
1986). Our shared cultural conceptions of 
what it means to be male or female in society 
are transmitted through institutions such as 
religion or the educational system and form the 
feminine cultural model. A stereotypical female 
manner is being expressive, warm, and submissive 
(Ashmore, Del Boca, and Wohlers 1986) and our 
social conditioning gear us towards accepting 
this. 

In terms of traits and behaviors, the ones found 
to be most aligned to femininity were a lack of 
aggression, demureness, vulnerability, fragility, 
delicacy, and dependence on a man. Traditionally, 
women are seen as expressive (emotional and 
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nurturing). Women are often wives, mothers and 
homemakers. They are nurturing, compassionate, 
and patient, and so, it is no wonder that the 
adult roles they choose in society correspond to 
helping professions that emphasize nurturing and 
caring (teaching, nursing).

Even though a majority of men found these 
traits appealing in women as a manifestation of 
femininity, these very same traits in men had 
negative connotations. The standards for both 
are different; women who make constructive 
arguments are considered masculine (and 
negative), while the same traits in men are 
considered positive. In fact, a strong, powerful 
woman is defined as a woman who acts like a 
man. 

Women come to participate in upholding 
standards culturally deemed feminine for 
behavior and appearance through mechanisms 
of socialization that are multiple and not always 
obvious. Enforcement is the most obvious. As 
is understood widely understood, Islam has 
directed that women’s primary social duty is to 
be obedient wives and devoted mothers. Legal 
and paralegal constructs derived from religious 
and moral traditions have played a role in 
enforcing these directives.

Throughout history there have always been 
women who were not deemed ladylike enough, 
and men who weren’t seen as tough enough. 
Also, traits that have largely been shown to be 
genetic can vary with surrounding factors. Height, 
for example, is influenced by environment and 
nutrition, although it is inherited. Sex hormones 
have been shown to influence men and women 
to differ on things such as hearing and verbal 
fluency. This suggests a strong biological 
component, but hormonal levels also depend on 
environment, such as the mother’s surroundings, 
health, and nutrition.

In the 2010 review publication “Brainstorm: The 
Flaws in the Science of Sex Differences,” Rebecca 
M. Jordan-Young presents examples of changes in 
popular and scientific views about what it means 
to be female. Jordan-Young, a socio-medical 

scientist and Assistant Professor of Women’s 
Studies at Barnard College says that, contrary to 
popular belief, today’s ideas on feminine behavior 
are not “common sense,” and are not biological. 
These concepts have changed over time 
and across cultures; ideas about what makes 
“femaleness” reflect society.

Social morality is changing by time, culture and 
geography; what may be acceptable or construed 
as a given in one culture may not be acceptable 
in another at a particular time. A current widely 
accepted idea is that men have a greater sexual 
drive than women. However, in the Renaissance 
period in Western Europe, women were believed 
to be the sexually insatiable gender, while men 
were more able to control their desires. In fact, 
a man who had multiple sexual partners was 
considered effeminate, or having more feminine 
traits. Such a man was lacking in basic “manly” 
self-control. The idea that the desire for many 
partners and sexual encounters is essential to 
masculine biology is therefore not accurate.

Societal and developmental changes in a society 
call for realigning certain roles among men 
and women, however there were very slight 
variations among diverse groups of people of 
distinct social classes, education levels, age etc. 

Men and women both were unanimous in their 
opinion that femininity is primarily defined by 
physical differences between men and women; 
the majority was of the opinion that the 
difference is physical, and about a quarter cited 
traits and behaviors as the differentiating factor. 
Interestingly, there was little difference of opinion 
on what occupation was most associated with 
femininity. The overwhelming majority related 
femininity with child bearing and house hold 
chores. A very small minority felt that femininity 
was not negatively impacted by a role other than 
that of the caregiver and a maternal entity.   

Social developments blurring traditional gender 
roles, such as women in sports, or politics, or 
in the military, are helping move the common 
understanding of femininity beyond the dominant 
framework in which femininity and masculinity 
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are conceived as mutually exclusive opposites. 
Some women felt that women and men 
possessed the same abilities; the difference was in 
the opportunities provided. Women were bound 
by the socio cultural and religious norms and had 
restricted freedom and choice. They cited the 
examples of Samina Baig who scaled the Everest 
and Dr. Shamshad Akhtar, ex-Governor of the 
State Bank of Pakistan as prominent women who 
broke barriers and emerged as equal to men. 

Even though some urban men thought women 
should be educated, the overall perception 
was that they belong within the four walls of 
the home and that occupation, in terms of 
employment with financial remuneration, was not 
important to define femininity. 

The community influentials, in particular, believed 
that women should play the role of the mother. 
Despite women playing an active role in income 
generation in the agricultural sector, these 
individuals believed that women should be the 
caregivers as they were better equipped to bring 
up children.

Youth had less stereotypical gender role 
perceptions than their elders. This discrepancy 
might be attributed to the impact of education 
and higher social class membership as a sub-
culture of the general population. The role 
expectations from the young students of middle 
and upper middle classes seem to be becoming 
more egalitarian in a developing country like 
Pakistan, as they foresaw women playing a greater 
role in economic development. 

The youth in particular were less gender 
conscious, and their socialization and life styles 
reflected androgynous attitudes and behaviors, as 
evidenced from their responses.  

Urban/rural trends from FGDs

In terms of the emphasis placed on occupation 
in the rural areas, particularly among low-
income strata, it was predominantly believed that 
women could not express their femininity and be 
autonomous at the same time. In other words, 
women would have to emulate men to have a 

voice, with women working alongside men in the 
professional world and forsaking their home and 
children. 

Even though the attitude in rural communities 
was respectful towards women, there was wide 
spread belief that women were men’s’ properties, 
and that they had to think of the man the man as 
their owner, whether father or husband. At the 
same time, it was incumbent upon the man to 
provide for women and be responsible for their 
wellbeing.

3.1.3 Femininity and Values of IAT (Implicit 
Association Test)

According to Harvard psychology professor 
Mahzarin R. Banaji (1995), everyone carries with 
them implicit biases that may change how people 
perceive or interact with others. Doctors, judges, 
police officers, teachers are all subject to these 
biases, which can lead people to inadvertently 
act in ways that may be discriminatory or are 
influenced by stereotypes that people would 
consciously reject. This means that people may 
not be aware of everything that they think and 
feel. In the 1980s, efficient alternatives to self-
report measures were invented to study implicit 
or unconscious forms of thoughts and feelings. 
One such measure is the Implicit Association Test 
(IAT), developed by Banaji, Anthony G. Greenwald 
of the University of Washington, and Brian Nosek 
of the University of Virginia. It is a general-
purpose procedure for measuring strengths of 
automatic associations between concepts. 

A gender IAT, for example, would provide a 
measure of the relative strength with which 
female and male are associated with family versus 
career concepts. The IAT can thus provide a 
measure of the strength of association between 
mental constructs, categories such as “female” or 
“male” on the one hand and attributes such as 
“family” or “career” on the other. A gender IAT 
of this type functions as a measure of implicit 
stereotype. 

Inspired by this concept, we included a variation 
of this in our research by asking respondents 
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to choose between two statements; 1) career, 
freedom and creative skills nor 2) family, home 
and children.

Respondents were asked to judge rationally and 
intuitively, whether the two sets of attributes 
adequately portrayed behaviors characteristic 
of women’s role in society. Interestingly, we 
found that differences exist between the 
respondents’ rational judgment and self-report 
of their perception of the role of femininity. This 
was particularly the case in KIIs where people 
admitted that even though logically and rationally, 
femininity could be represented by both the 
categories but on an intuitive level, if pushed to 
make a choice, they would lean towards family, 
home and children as the primary determinant of 
femininity. 

This is because there are strongly gendered 
norms that govern the provision of care, and also 
to a great extent work. This, of course, 

Table 4: Values of IAT 

Category Career, freedom and cre-
ative skills

Family, Home and 
Children

Both

FGDs 

Married Males 

Married Females 

Influential 

Youth 

Ratings Low (less than half the respon-
dents) 

High (majority respon-
dents)

Medium (half the 
respondents)

is not a new finding – our fieldwork simply 
confirms a widely-held view. Provision of care 
is almost entirely a female responsibility within 
the household and is almost exclusively provided 
by women - partly due to biological, and partly 
cultural reasons and it is widely accepted that 
women’s involvement in work reduces time 
available for childcare. ”Care is the provision 
in the household and the community of time, 
attention and support to meet the physical, 
mental and social needs of the growing child and 
other household members” (ICN, 1992 cited in 
Engle et al. 1999).

Care behavior may vary across communities as 
social groups or cultures might hold different 
priorities and beliefs concerning children’s well-
being but on the whole, the interpretation of 
women’s work participation is becoming more 
acceptable as seen by increasing trends of the 
feminization of agriculture in rural areas and the 
changing face of the work environment in urban 
areas. 
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First, there is a thesis of the distress sale of labor 
by women (Kabeer 2012). If the household faces 
a decline in its income due to exogenous factors 
– say loss of male members, or the lowering of 
real wages – more adult time may need to be 
supplied as labor in order to maintain resources 
for well-being. In this case, women’s appearance 
in the workforce would signify a household’s 
response to adverse exogenous shock by shifting 
its overall time allocation away from care and 
leisure towards work. Second, women start to 
work (or work more) due to higher demand 
for labor (exogenous), and the availability of 
remunerative opportunities (Kabeer 2012). In 
this case, households are likely to be sacrificing 
care time for higher income. 

According to our results, femininity was neither 
seen distinctly as career, freedom and creative 
skills, nor as family, home and children. However, 
the general tendency was to lean towards the 
latter set of attributes, as the woman is seen as 
instrumental in raising a family.  

In a collectivist society such as ours, there 
is more pressure to conform and there is 
more conflict when the woman challenges 
the definition of femininity if she wants to be 
a mother and have a career. Hence, a woman 
opting for career and freedom is not viewed 
with respect. However, in individualistic cultures 
people are freer to do what they want.

However, according to the majority of 
respondents, there should be a balance: career, 
freedom and creative work should be explored 
whilst taking care of the family, children and 
home.

The reality is that women are juggling multiple 
roles, especially those who engaged in paid 
employment. Even though it was not considered 
particularly feminine, women were valued for all 
the roles they played in society. However, women 
being mother was given first priority. Men on 
the whole appeared to be indebted to mothers 
for looking after children and ensuring strong 
families.

Urban/rural trends from FGD

There are strong gender-based norms in Pakistan, 
particularly in the rural areas, concerning virtually 
all dimensions of social and economic activity. The 
division of public from private domains is closely 
associated with norms relating to the access of 
men and women to various spaces.  In most rural 
settlements the private domain excludes men 
who are not close relatives. Women’s access to 
public spaces, such as markets, urban centers, 
and government offices is usually mediated 
through male family members. These norms are 
widely understood and observed. They strongly 
influence the opportunities available to women 
for economic activity and social interaction. 

There are gendered norms around certain 
tasks but not others.  Cotton harvesting and 
livestock rearing are almost exclusively seen as 
women’s work, and the exceptions underline the 
association of this task with “lesser masculinity”.  
Women, when asked about this gendered 
norm, simply referred to this division as part of 
tradition (rivayat).  Another reason that was given 
when probed further about why it is considered 
women’s work was that “they could do it”. This 
implies that other work which the women were 
considered capable of managing on their own 
might also gain the designation of “women’s 
work”.1

However, there are major gaps in our knowledge 
of the gendered aspects of work and income in 
Pakistan. The essence of it is that when women’s 
earnings represent a lifeline and not additional 
income, they were looked upon more favorably. 

A wide majority of respondents, both male and 
female, said that there is no need for the female 
to work if the male of the family is earning and 
it is not considered good practice for females 
to go to the workplace and work side by side 
with males. A small minority believe that women 
should work, but they have defined certain roles 

1 Overall, there was a perception that women cannot do 
labor intensive work due to lack of physical capacity. 
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for women. They said that males can do any sort 
of work but there are some restrictions for 
females.

Other things being equal, it might be inferred that 
higher educational levels would lead individuals 
to adopt more progressive practices and 
behaviors. 

3.1.4  Femininity Perspectives (Biological 
vs. Social Upbringing)

Participants were questioned about whether 
the differing perceptions of men and women 
were a function of their biological differences 
or a result of differences in socialization and 
cultural expectations. Largely, femininity was 
perceived as a social construct, made up of both 
socially defined and biologically created factors.

This invariably led to the Nature (biological) 
versus Nurture (social) debate. Here, many 
believed that sex and gender were for the 
most part, biologically determined and that 
the two sexes thought and acted differently, 
often in opposing ways. The nature argument 
contended that differences in male and female 
beliefs, attitudes and behavior were innate 
(inborn, natural) and accounted for biological and 
physiological attributes. These were mainly due to 
heredity and, therefore, not likely to change. 

The other side of the debate is nurture 
that holds that sex – the physical characteristics 
of a person – may be biological, but gender 
— the way in which men’ and women’s roles 
are defined based on their sex – is socially 
manufactured. This argument says that men and 

women are taught explicitly and implicitly how to 
be men and women. Since they are dependent on 
the environment, they can be changed. Nurture 
has to do with our socialization (the social 
nurturing we receive from our parents, peers, 
school and media).    

Masculine and feminine differences are 
influenced by norms and expectations. These 
are communicated to us early on in our lives 
both directly and indirectly. Examples of direct 
influences on children are parents telling little 
boys, “Boys don’t cry” or little girls, “Be nice.” 

Mothers and fathers treat sons and daughters 
differently. Throughout childhood, parents, 
especially fathers, tend to encourage their boys 
to be active and encourage their girls to take 
a more passive, feminine role. Parents tend 
to encourage males to take risks and foster 
independence, in comparison to females who 
receive more help from parents.

We learn by reinforcement (positive and 
negative) and also by imitating same-sex 
significant others. Boys are rewarded when they 
identify with male models. Girls are rewarded 
when they identify with female models.

Indirect influences from our culture include 
role models and indications of approval and 
disapproval. When one is encouraged and 
rewarded to behave a certain way, he or she is 
more likely to do so. 

Sometimes this is done unconsciously or 
subtly (e.g., by simply expressing approval of 
gender-conforming behavior), and other times 
consciously and blatantly (e.g., by outright 
ridiculing or condemning people who are 
gender-nonconforming). This system has many 
negative ramifications, one of which is that it puts 
pressure on girls and women to express feminine 
traits but not masculine ones. Children behave 
in what are considered to be gender-appropriate 
ways because they are rewarded when they do 
so and punished when they do not by the various 
agents of socialization. 
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For example, a little girl who puts on her 
mother’s make-up or plays with dolls may be told 
she is cute. A boy who does the same thing might 
be scolded. Little girls are being told how nice 
and pretty they are; much more than how smart 
they are.

The media also influences and perpetuates 
gender stereotypes. TV, movies and books 
often portray male figures as aggressive and 
in leadership roles while females are generally 
shown as domestic and obedient.

Boys are encouraged to participate in team 
sports from childhood, which teaches them 
to be tough, competitive, independent, and 
achievement-oriented – qualities that prepare 
them for the real world. On the other hand, girls 
are taught to be nurturing, and more in touch 
with their emotions. 

Traditional boys’ and girls’ activities differ - 
boys’ play involves more independence and 
competition (team sports), whereas girls’ tend 
to focus on dependence and cooperation (jump 
rope and playing house). Traditionally, women 
are seen as expressive (homemaker, emotional, 
nurturing).

Thus, nature and nurture collaborate to create 
differences in masculine and feminine approaches 
to life and work.

Married Males

A large majority of the respondents emphasized 
the biological aspect of femininity and recognized 
that biology played an important role in 
determining identity. A mere 20% perhaps 
believed that socialization played a role in 
determining femininity. One aspect that was 
cited was the physical strength of men and the 
perception of women as the weaker sex. This was 
attributed to nature and biology and there was 
an underlying sense that the superiority of men 
was ordained by a higher decree. 

Married Females

The majority of females were of the opinion that 
the difference between the sexes was due to 
socialization and cultural expectations. The roles 
for girls and boys were predefined and parents 
encouraged gender-typical behaviors by offering 
gender-specific toys such as dolls, tea sets and 
make up kits for girls and trucks, guns and bats 
for boys.
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Community Influentials

There was an equal distribution of views as to 
whether the difference was attributed to nature 
or nurture. Community influentials were of 
the opinion that biological differences did exist, 
but socialization also played a critical role. One 
example was that the physical framework and 
biological differences were owing to nature, but 
the distribution of work was a social and cultural 
outcome.

The community influentials were in favor of 
education for women; in so far it served to 
improve the upbringing of their children. They 
brought a lot of religious references into the 
discussion and believed that Islam had given 
many rights to women but the man was still 
their keeper and protector. One quoted: “If she 
is busy in prayer and her husband calls her, she is 
ordered by Islam to leave the prayer and attend 
to her husband”. 

Youth 

Since childhood a girl is treated in a 
discriminatory manner. This is done to conform 
to the expectations that society has for girls. 
Marriage was viewed as the principal reward for 
successful displays of femininity. Hence, the roles 
for girls were household chores, taking care of 
siblings, and looking after the home. 

Also, young girls were seen as eventually 
becoming someone else’s property and 
particularly in the rural scenario, are geared from 
birth to be subservient and put others’ desires 
above their own. “I do all the house chores from 
morning to night, when my brother comes after 
playing cricket outside, I am asked to serve him 
food first and then continue my homework. I feel 
disappointed every time because for them his 
recreation is more important than my studies, 
and when I come home after school no one 
asks my brother to get me even a glass of water. 
When I complain about this they shut me up by 
saying, “Good girls do not argue”. Gilgit-Baltistan 
– female student

Urban/rural trends from FGD

The strong patriarchal influence in the rural 
communities results in clear demarcations in the 
roles of men and women. In these communities, 
the woman was seen primarily as the mother 
figure and the keeper of the home. Even 
though they were cognizant of the fact that the 
boundaries between gender roles were slowly 
being eradicated in the urban sphere, the general 
opinion was that the environment in the rural 
areas was not conducive to that idea as yet. In 
fact, one FGD respondent also said that the 
manipulation of religion, especially by men, was 
incorrect and resulted in the roles assigned to 
women today. 

3.1.5 Positive and Negative Traits of 
Femininity

Psychologists have explored how the expectation 
to nurture others led legions of women to 
psychologically unhealthy degrees of self-sacrifice, 
also referred to as a “negative feminine trait”. 
Many scholars have written about how, in their 
pursuit of feminine beauty norms, women 
effectively create themselves as objects, rather 
than subjects, and are bound not only to fail in 
this pursuit, but also to be reminded of their 
failure incessantly and distracted repeatedly by 
promises for new ways to succeed. Pervasive 
modern mass media and capitalist commerce 
promulgates a beauty regime that harshly judges 
the femininity of women whose ages, skin colors, 
hair textures, physique types, or fashion  do not 
match the dominant cultural ideal. Each minutiae 
of how a woman’s body looks, feels, and smells, 
how it is clothed, coiffed, enhanced with makeup 
and other adornment, even how it speaks and 
moves or rests, combines to express normative 
femininity successfully.. This form of feminine 
subjectivity is interpreted by some theorists as 
being completely subjected to modern versions 
of patriarchal power.

The positive and negative traits of femininity as 
mentioned by respondents’ are listed in the table 
below.
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Table 5: Positive and Negative Traits of Femininity

Category Negative Positive

FGDs List List

Married Males Fashionable outside the boundaries 
of the home, high cell phone use, dis-
obeying husband, outgoing and social, 
not a good cook or mother, wearing 
modern clothes, immodesty, being 
unveiled in front of other men, impu-
dence, not being sexually available to 
the husband, careless, making undue 
demands, harsh, hasty, thankless, stub-
born, hot tempered, spendthrift.

Compromising, roles like mother, sister, daughter, 
wife, waits on the husband, doesn’t complain, 
works hard, sensitive, polite, sexually attracts 
the man, modest, , coyness, gives birth to and 
nurtures children.

Married Females Envy, jealousy and manipulation are 
commonly associated with femininity, 
and the common perception is that 
women are extremely emotional 
and have loose tongues. They are 
also considered to be argumentative, 
poor decision makers, disobedient, 
and willful. Backbiting, ‘fasaddalna’, 
not observing purdah, being the cen-
ter of attraction, and freedom were 
considered to negative traits.  

Veiled, sensitive, cooperative, and dedicates h 
Caring Caring er whole live to serving her family. 
A woman is considered to be the binding force 
of the family and never complains, waits on and 
for husband.  A woman is decent, shy, has eyes 
only for the husband, is loyal, loving, modest, 
respectful and respectable, responsible, caring, 
sincere, innocent, and weak.

Influential Hasty, sharp tongued, bitter, talks 
first and thinks later, jealous, 
envious, selfish, aggressiveness, 
ungrateful, not observing the pur-
dah, emotionally reckless (jazbati), 
tendency to shop, spending time 
on cell phone

Patient, beautiful, shy, soft hearted, intelligent, 
tolerant, Sharm o haya (prudence and purity), 
sabr o bardasht (patience and tolerance), de-
pendable, cooperative with husband and family, 
respectful of husband and father, loving, caring

Youth Deception, lying, emotional, angry, 
sensitive, jealousy, backbiting, 
proud, inappropriate dressing, 
misguiding, problem creator, “Aik 
aurat dusri aurat ki kamiyaabi 
bardasht  nahi kar sakti”, unable 
to handle stress, quarrelsome, 
disclosing personal matters to 
those outside the family, emo-
tional, over sensitive, irrational, 
impulsiveness – linked to sexual-
ity – not supposed to approach 
men, shamelessness, fighting for 
their rights

Soft spoken, responsible, sincere to family 
and society, hardworking, rehemdil, sense of 
responsibility, honest, sensitive cooperative, 
compromising, do not complain, Being in 
touch with emotions, freedom to express 
and share, saleeqa, order, organized, nurtur-
ing, caring for environment – ‘Mother Earth’ 
concept, reproduction, idea of survival
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In our research, we attempted to match the 16 
personality characteristics structured around 
the ‘Big Five’ widely accepted global factors of 
personality. This model was shaped by Raymond 
Cattell’s research that identified five broad 
dimensions of personality and has become a 
widely accepted model at the base of many 
other trait-based assessments. The five global 
factors give a useful overview of an individual’s 
personality, however, the 16 Primary Factors 
provide better information for predicting 
behavior and performance.

Positive Traits of Femininity

Some additional terms: patient, soft, creative, 
resourceful, delicate, loving, caring, sensitive, 
organized, nurturing, cooperative, compromising, 
compassionate, passionate, prudent, shy, kind 
hearted, enduring, loyal, responsible, sincere, 
innocent.

Table 6:  Positive Traits as per Primary Factors and Descriptors in Cattell’s 16 Personality 
Factor Model

Factor Descriptor

Warmth Warm, attentive to others, kindly, easy-going, participating, likes people

Emotional Stability Reactive emotionally, changeable, affected by feelings, emotionally less stable, easily upset

Submissiveness Deferential, cooperative, avoids conflict, submissive, humble, obedient, easily led, docile, 
accommodating

Liveliness Serious, restrained, prudent, taciturn, introspective, silent

Rule-Consciousness Rule-conscious, dutiful, conscientious, conforming, moralistic, staid, rule bound

Social Boldness Shy, threat-sensitive, timid, hesitant, intimidated

Sensitivity Sensitive, aesthetic, sentimental, tender minded, intuitive, refined

Vigilance Trusting, unsuspecting, accepting, unconditional, easy

Abstractedness Grounded, practical, prosaic, solution oriented, steady, conventional

Private-ness Forthright, genuine, artless, open, guileless, naive, unpretentious, involved

Conservatism Traditional, attached to familiar, conservative, respecting traditional ideas

Self-Reliance Group-oriented, affiliative, a joiner and follower dependent

Primary Factors and Descriptors in Cattell’s 16 Personality Factor Model (Adapted From Conn & Rieke, 1994)
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A media individual in Peshawar said: “The most 
favorable quality is that she is a mother. Give 
me a good mother and I will give you a good 
society”.

Negative Traits of Femininity

On the whole, respondents had a difficult time 
pinning down what constituted the negative 
traits of femininity. Part of this restraint could 

be because of the strong link of femininity to 
motherhood that is always viewed positively. 
Women that were not ‘feminine’ were perceived 
negatively. It was also widely believed that if 
the positive traits of femininity were taken 
for granted or abused, they became negative. 
One example cited was that a woman’s kind-
heartedness could be a blessing or a bane, a 
privilege or a weakness.

Table 7: Negative Traits as per Primary Factors and Descriptors in Cattell’s 16 Personality 
Factor Model

Factor Descriptor

Reasoning Abstract-thinking, more intelligent, bright, higher general mental capacity, fast learner

Dominance Dominant, forceful, assertive, aggressive, competitive, stubborn, bossy

Liveliness Lively, animated, spontaneous, enthusiastic, happy go lucky, cheerful, expressive, 

impulsive

Rule-Consciousness Expedient, nonconforming, disregards rules, self-indulgent

Social Boldness Socially bold, venturesome, thick skinned, uninhibited

Sensitivity Utilitarian, objective, unsentimental, tough minded, self-reliant, no-nonsense, rough

Radicalism Open to change, experimental, liberal, analytical, critical, free thinking, flexibility

Self-Reliance Self-reliant, solitary, resourceful, individualistic, self sufficient

Primary Factors and Descriptors in Cattell’s 16 Personality Factor Model (Adapted From Conn &Rieke, 1994)

Traits that are viewed as feminine are considered 
to be inferior to those deemed masculine. This 
is apparent in the adjectives that we commonly 
associate with gender expression: the assumption 
that masculinity is strong while femininity is 
weak, that masculinity is tough while femininity 
is fragile, that masculinity is rational while 
femininity is irrational, that masculinity is serious 
while femininity is frivolous, that masculinity is 
functional while femininity is ornamental, and 
that masculinity is sincere while femininity is 
manipulative. Envy, jealousy and manipulation are 
commonly associated with the negative traits of 

femininity. The common perception is that they 
are extremely emotional and have loose tongues.

“Aik aurat dusri aurat ki kamiyaabi 

bardasht nahi kar sakti” 
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The following are some other negative attributes 
of femininity that emerged in the discussions: 

Urban/rural trends from FGDs

Cognitive relativism states that there are no 
universal truths about the world and that there 
are no intrinsic characteristics, but only different 
ways of interpretation (Sterba, 2000). Every 
culture has its own views of the world, what is 
right and wrong, and how people should live their 
lives. Every culture has its own interpretation and 
holds different meanings for various things. 

As quoted by a community influential: “Piety is its 
own reward for a woman of faith who is behaving 
in accordance with divine will. A Muslim woman’s 
femininity is demonstrated by choosing to wear 
the veil, which gives her greater respect by her 
family and the local community”.

Some negative attributes of femininity that 
emerged in the discussions in both rural and 
urban settings are: ‘chughli’, i.e., backbiting, and 
‘fasad dalna’, causing fights. 

3.2 Societal Roles and Behaviors

Societal roles and behaviors accrued to femininity 
are given below.

3.2.1 Impact of Femininity on Men, 
Women, Family, Society

Under this theme, societal roles and behaviors 
in the context of femininity have been probed 
through exploring the impact of femininity on 
men, women, family and society. Each table below 
addresses one of these four groups, by the 
categories surveyed: key informants, mothers, 
fathers, community influential and youth.
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Table 8: Impact of Femininity - Men

Category Negative List Positive List BothLists

KIs There is too much ste-
reotyping of women (e.g., 
women and promiscuity), 
which needs to stop. 

Men feel a greater sense 
of responsibility to look 
after the family. 

Some men behave differ-
ently with women, which 
occasionally happens 
in some work environ-
ments and may lead to 
sexual harassment. 

There is discrimination 
against girls; a family with 
only daughters is not 
considered a complete 
family, and some men 
divorce their wives 
because they only have 
given birth to daughters.

When a woman is veiled, 
it is one step towards 
civilization. If she does 
not wear the veil, men 
are attracted to her 
movements and the parts 
of her body that she 
reveals, because of their 
male instinct, and this will 
cause them to be sexual-
ly stimulated.

Primary education starts 
from home, where the most 
important role is that of the 
mother.

She is a supporter and 
caregiver for her husband’s 
family. She has a great role in 
a man’s life as mother, sister 
and daughter. She is a life 
partner and gives moral and 
emotional support to him.

Men are ruder than women 
and have an animal nature. 
This trait is only controlled 
by femininity. Men become 
kinder and gentler around 
women. They learn to love 
nature and beauty. Men are 
men but femininity makes 
them human.

A man cannot lead the 
family in such a good and 
organized way as a woman 
can. 

It differs with every relation-
ship, i.e., mother, daughter, 
sister and wife.

She is an equal partner in 
the creation of new life. 

A woman is at the center 
of everything, in the home 
as well as in society. Women 
are the main pillars of soci-
ety and the nucleus around 
which other things revolve.

Some men like delicate women, some 
like shouting and fighting, while others 
like calm and quiet. The likes and dislikes 
of the human beings vary.

It depends on the interaction and think-
ing of the other person, it has both good 
and bad impacts.

Femininity frees men from the tension 
of looking after the family, the home and 
children as they know that the woman 
will handle it. This is good because it 
enables men to feel more empowered 
at home, but at the same time women 
feel over burdened with housework 
which most men do not consider as 
much work. 

If there is a good woman there will be a 
positive effect. In its truest sense a home 
can feel like heaven. However, if there is 
unrest it is also the fault of woman; she 
should learn to be patient.

Some men are able to see women not 
just as a feminine entity but as a human, 
though such men are very few. 

Men’s attitude towards a woman in the 
market and at home as daughter, wife, 
mother and sister, is very different. 

The most important impact is that men 
become more powerful. Obviously 
when a person has power he will use it 
and the weaker person is at the losing 
end. On the other hand, woman cannot 
share men’s burdens and they them-
selves become burdens on men. Whie 
tre changing slowly, in ur society they 
are sl almost same  It can’t be uniform; it 
depends on their association in life. If a 
man has a bad experience in a marriage, 
he will blame all women. 
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Married 
Males 

Dangerous; keeps her 
husband in control.

Blackmails emotionally.

Women attract men and 
men spend money on 
them. Educated women 
are not good homemak-
ers; uneducated women 
make better housewives.
Men think of themselves 
as physically and mentally 
superior to women, and 
consider woman to be 
inferior in every way.
They also think of wom-
en as mean, silly, mali-
cious, and powerless.

A woman can make her 
husband successful.

Women have ‘convincing 
power’ and have the poten-
tial to positively influence 
men.

A man’s life is meaningless 
without a woman. She takes 
care of his home. She is the 
beauty of a man and his 
home.

If a woman is attractive 
enough a man will change 
his ways if he is wrong. 

Women can create or eliminate disputes 
according to their wishes.

The interaction between parents sets 
examples for children. If a wife is being 
abused in a marriage, the daughter will 
get affected negatively, and the son is 
likely to grow up and abuse his own 
wife.

Married 
Females 

Men underestimate 
women and look down 
on them. 

They do not like wom-
en’s achievements but are 
also attracted to them. 

Men’s responsibilities in-
crease through marriage 
and they feel burdened 
and tired.

Men take advantages of 
women’s femininity and 
consider a woman to be 
weak; this leads to vio-
lence against women.

A woman’s femininity im-
presses a man.

A woman has no one 
form- she is mother, sister, 
wife and daughter; without 
women a man is nothing. 

Men want everything well 
managed at home by their 
wives.

Women have the ability to 
influence and change men. 

It is wrong to say that 
women cannot do anything. 
They can change society in 
many ways.

Women help extend a man’s 
family tree through mar-
riage.

Women help keep families 
united.

Influentials Men spend time and 
money on women. Men 
fight with their families 
and also leave them on 
behalf of women. Women 
can be a source of help 
and guidance for theirs 
husband and other family 
members. Women can 
make men feel dejected, 
which affects their ego 
and results in dissatisfac-
tion.

If a woman is beautiful, she 
is a source delight and satis-
faction to men.

Behind every successful man 
there is a woman.

If a woman is affectionate, 
kind and sympathetic, it has 
a positive impact on a man.

Women have the ability to create or re-
solve disputes according to their wishes.

Schools, especially government schools, 
are segregated but higher education 
institutions are not, which results in 
problems for girls and boys because 
they do not know how to behave with 
the opposite sex.
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Youth Female attributes are 
considered mostly nega-
tive by men.

There is a pressure from 
society even on little 
boys, e.g., “boys don’t 
cry”.

Women are considered 
aggressive; men who 
behave similarly are con-
sidered men assertive.

When a woman supports 
her family financially a 
man becomes careless 
about his responsibilities.

Men can be over-
whelmed by women 
and end up making fools 
of themselves because 
they do not know how 
to behave in women’s 
company.

Men spend too much 
money on women and 
buy them gifts such as 
mobile telephones.

Men can sometimes fol-
low women blindly and 
get engaged in negative 
activities.

There is a greater burden 
of responsibility on men 
for feeding, educating 
and providing a home to 
their families.

Femininity causes men 
to see women as weak. 
That is why they con-
sider themselves supe-
rior to women and take 
undue advantage of their 
femininity.

A home and family are in-
complete without women.

Female students have 
brought a sense of healthy 
competition to academics, 
which is very positive for 
both boys and girls.

Socialization and upbringing 
of children depends totally 
on the mother.

The mother is the first 
teacher of the child.

Women play a very import-
ant role in the success and 
failure of men.

Men do not face the burden 
of household chores.

People are getting fed up of the dis-
course about feminism – it needs to be 
positioned in a way that it is taken more 
seriously.

Men are taking on feminine traits, and it 
is gradually becoming acceptable.
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Table 9: Impact of Femininity - Women

Category Negative List Positive List Both Lists

KIs Women are each other’s enemies, 
which is evident in cases of domestic 
as well as other types of violence.

Women are not proud of their 
femininity. They aren’t proud of their 
ability to give life, which is such an 
important function. They feel it as a 
burden because they have to suffer 
more than men because of their bio-
logical anatomy. 

Women lose their initiative, and feel 
that they are dependent. This char-
acteristic has been imbibed by the 
environment. There are too many 
limitations – too many don’ts – that 
are placed on women, in all societies. 
Women are expected to look and 
behave like ladies. Many are required 
to wear a burqa or hijab, not come in 
front of others, and stay in the kitchen 
and the home. Similar restrictions are 
never placed on men.

Today, women suffer from depression 
twice as much as men, because of 
their lack of liberty, freedom, educa-
tion, harassment if they go out, such 
as at work and bus stops.

Women are seen as sex symbols. 
Their internal resources, their ability 
and sensitivity – these supreme quali-
ties are set aside and only their looks 
are considered. For that they have to 
suffer a lot. 

A woman may not give a lot of impor-
tance to her own education because 
she believes that she will be looking 
after her family.

Women lack freedom in everything 
because of our social setup. They 
are deprived of many joys of life just 
because of being a female. E.g., they 
cannot leave their homes freely, and 
if he, thy have many responsibilities 
prior to leaving as well as when they 
return. 

Overall the impact is posi-
tive and it is due to wom-
en’s love with beauty. 

A woman has high self-es-
teem if she has a sense of 
self identity and if she is 
happy being woman.

A woman likes to take care 
of her house and family. She 
is a nurturer. 

There are many women 
who have a lot of personal 
and professional responsi-
bilities and are very coura-
geous. Their femininity has 
no negative effect, whether 
it is in their professional or 
personal lives.

When a woman gives birth 
to a child she bears all the 
pain, but that is a blessing on 
her because she becomes a 
mother.

Femininity helps women 
become humble and caring 
and gives them strength and 
power.

Society cannot run without 
women. Their involvement 
is very important in every 
field. Every woman should 
be able to participate in all 
aspects of life.

Women work with honesty 
and love. All over the world 
men are involved in crimes 
while fewer women are 
involved in such things.

Women support the whole 
family and help to keep it as 
one unit.

Gender based violence 
occurs because of feminin-
ity and women’s physical 
structure, which makes 
them vulnerable. A family’s 
respect is closely linked to 
the level of respect given 
to the bodies of the wom-
en in their families.

The environment, edu-
cation, upbringing, and 
exposure contribute to 
personality development, 
so it depends on how one 
is raised and what her 
priorities are.

The impact is both 
negative and positive. In 
a positive way, feminini-
ty allows women to be 
more adaptable to fit into 
roles in their lives that 
are challenging. It allows 
women to take on difficult 
tasks, and be willing to 
put up with negative 
things. However, this also 
prevents women from 
getting the things they 
want. Women sometimes 
have a proclivity to accept 
what is happening to them; 
it prevents them from 
creating something better 
for them-selves. 
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Married 
Males 

Jealous, greedy and competitive (with 
other women). Deceitful.

Considers herself better than others.

Women don’t allow their husbands to 
go out for fear that they will visit sex 
workers.

Women become victims of their own 
inferiority complexes; they think of 
themselves as inferior and weak.

Women lose their confidence, and 
feel insecure in society, because they 
cannot compete with men.

Friendly, supportive.

A good woman takes care 
of her children and house. 

A mother plays a significant 
role in raising her children 
and what they grow up to 
be. She can make or break 
the family.

If a woman makes the effort 
to develop relationships 
with relatives and close 
family friends, she can have 
a good position within the 
family and society.

Positive influence on a 
woman’s career.

Independence from men.

Can have a good or bad 
influence on other women, 
depending on her moral 
character and education.

If a woman is well-behaved 
and obedient the man will 
be happy and satisfied and 
respond positively to her. 

Men are happy when their 
wives are understanding 
and take good care of 
them. 

Married 
Females 

Jealous, backbiting and insecure.

Interfering in other people’s lives.

Sometimes women have to stay home 
which prevents them from making the 
most of their abilities.

Women are given little opportunity 
and this makes them feel constrained.

Women see themselves as 
weak and sensitive which 
makes them cowardly and 
unambitious.

Women are their own 
biggest enemies; they are the 
ones who refuse to accept 
the value of femininity or of 
women.

Men take advantages of fem-
ininity and consider women 
weak, as a result of which 
they are violent towards 
them.

Patient.

The need to feel loved by 
her husband.

Femininity can make a wom-
an weak or strong, depend-
ing on how she approaches 
it.

A man is incomplete 
without a woman; a wom-
an is his utmost important 
necessity.

Extends the family lineage

It does not matter 
how much a man 
can earn if he has 
no woman in his 
life. 

Veiling, behaving in 
accordance with Is-
lamic teachings, not 
doing bad things, 
remaining within 
limits.
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Influentials Women destroy other women’s 
homes.

Women of bad character spoil other 
women.

Women cannot bear other women in 
their lives because they are jealous of 
other women.

A woman with a bad social and moral 
character can easily have a negative 
effect on other women.   

A girl is born normal like a male but 
when she reaches adulthood there 
come some changes in her physical 
appearance, which disturb her and 
bring about changes in her behavior 

It depends on the so-
ciety. In some societies 
the impact of femininity 
is positive and in some 
societies it is negative. 
For example in Western 
societies the impact of 
femininity is positive; 
women work shoulder 
to shoulder with men are 
free to avail opportuni-
ties, but in our society 
there is more influence 
of culture, tradition and 
religion. Sometimes the 
term femininity itself sets 
boundaries for women in 
Muslim societies.  

Youth Women compete with each other in 
order to look better including in their 
studies.

Jealousy.

Women with a poor reputation can 
influence other women to do bad 
things.

Women cannot freely enjoy their lives 
and are deprived of freedom.

Women lack decision making power 
and are considered weaker than men.

They bear the burden of housework.

Women are reluctant to try new 
things for fear of making mistakes.

Society makes women lose their con-
fidence, as a result of which they are 
insecure and feel inferior to others.

Society cannot survive with-
out women; this knowledge 
increases women’s confi-
dence.
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Table 10: Impact of Femininity - Family

Category Negative

List

Positive

List

Both

Lists
KIs The male sect is mean and the 

father and son are the dominant 
members of society. 

As a girl grows up, parents fear 
that she may do something such 
as get a boyfriend or run away, 
if she does not get married. 
Daughters are considered a 
burden on parents because they 
are responsible for getting them 
married.

Women’s judgment about peo-
ple is not always accurate due to 
their lack of social exposure as 
a result of which it is difficult for 
them to judge those with whom 
they develop relationships 
accurately.

Too many roles are placed on 
women by agencies such as the 
media. For example, detergent 
and cooking oil advertisements 
mold the concept of a family. 
When women want to break 
those stereotypes they face a lot 
of resistance, and are isolated 
and stigmatized.

Different tasks and duties are 
assigned to women on account 
of their sex. Because of being 
female and their femininity, 
women cannot move forward to 
do everything that they desire.

A woman keeps a family united. 

The way a mother socializes 
and teaches norms and atti-
tudes to her children totally re-
lates to her femininity factor. A 
child’s first school is a mother; 
she is the first agent of social-
ization for children. 

Femininity has a very deep im-
pression on the family because 
it is the very basic unit of the 
family. 

Females are more responsible 
than males, if they are provided 
with equal opportunity they 
can flourish. Women work very 
responsibly in their fields. If 
someone provides them an op-
portunity they have the ability 
to forge ahead. 

The impact is positive because 
women who believe in femi-
nism try to raise and treat boys 
and girls equally, teach them 
to respect each other and give 
each other equal consideration. 

The softer elements of life are 
missing in households where 
there are no women. 

In a house the most 
important role is that of a 
woman. If she runs things 
in a good way and proves 
to be a good house wife, 
the impact on the family is 
positive, and if she cannot, 
the impact on the family is 
negative.

The world of the home 
revolves around a woman 
and she makes her home 
comfortable and impacts 
the life of her children, 
relatives and in-laws. But if 
she faces violence and dis-
crimination her attitude 
may become negative and 
she loses her inner self.

Previously we had the 
conventional model of 
family. The wife did not 
interfere in the husband’s 
affairs and vice versa. 
Social structures howev-
er are changing. Societal 
pressure compels both 
partners to be earning, 
changing the dynamic. 
When girls are educated 
they reject the idea of the 
conventional model of 
family. Women are now at 
liberty to select profes-
sions. All this affects family 
and the family structure.

If the woman of a family is 
educated that family will 
be strong. The next gener-
ation will be educated.
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Married Males If a woman is of ‘loose’ character 
she will bring a bad reputation 
to the family.

Women face a lot of problems 
if they cannot give birth to male 
offspring.

Families are insecure about their 
females; that’s why they do not 
allow their girls to leave the 
boundaries of the home.

Families consider femininity as 
their honor. That is why they 
keep women confined and do 
not educate them.

Mothers’ are essential to the 
development of the family and 
unites two families through 
marriage.

If a woman is educated she will 
raise better children.

Woman can make decisions in 
the interest of their families. 

Educated women can plan bet-
ter for their family’s future. 

Women create an environment 
of love and friendship within 
the family.

Impact will be good if she 
is good and bad if she is 
bad.

Women’s actions reflect 
more on their families 
than men’s.

The government should 
ban women working until 
35 years of age. Until then 
they should look after 
their children. After 35 
they should be given a 
proper government job 
according to their quali-
fications with all entitle-
ments. 

Married Fe-
males 

Mothers have an important role 
and they can make or break 
society. 

A mother-in-law has the power 
to give her daughter-in-law her 
rights.

Women build relationships and 
they can support other women 
including for getting their inher-
itance rights.

A woman is a mother and a 
daughter, so Allah has given her 
a high rank because she gives 
birth to children.

An educated woman can 
develop an educated family and 
therefore an educated society.

A woman’s nature and conduct 
impacts her family. If she is 
good, people will praise her and 
if she is not, they will criticize 
her, which will have a negative 
impact on her family.

A woman is always responsible 
for providing comfort at home. 
If she fails, the man turns to 
other women, which becomes 
the reason for a lot of bad 
things occurring in our society.

Families think of women as 
their honor and modesty, which 
is why they keep their women 
within boundaries, to protect 
their modesty.

A woman is responsi-
ble for everything in a 
family, from making food 
for them, to keeping the 
home clean, and taking 
care of everything else.
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Influentials In some families women are 
not even allowed to go out for 
picnics; they are made to stay 
home and a man is left at home 
to look after them.

Women are often used to re-
solve conflicts in tribal areas

When women marry into fami-
lies that do not know them, or if 
they out on their own too often, 
they create a bad name for the 
family.

A well-mannered, beautiful 
woman leaves a good impres-
sion on the family and beautiful 
children are born.

A woman who is good at 
household chores makes the 
family happy.

An educated woman will raise 
her family better and can also 
support her family financially.

Woman can create a positive 
friendly environment within the 
family.

Women dress according 
to the norms of their 
families.

Woman of loose charac-
ter will have a negative 
impact on the family’s 
reputation, while a woman 
of a good character will 
have a positive effect on 
the family. 

Women need to keep in 
mind the social values of 
the family and society.

Youth There are differences in the 
way girls and boys are per-
ceived. For instance, families 
save for girls’ dowry and 
weddings, and boys’ educa-
tion.

Wealthy families do not like 
their girls to receive an edu-
cation or leave their homes.

In the village, girls are mar-
ried early.

Some women engage in 
wrong behavior which can 
spoil a family’s reputation.

Women who give birth to 
boys get more respect than 
women who give birth to 
girls; men sometimes leave 
their wives for a second 
marriage if the wife does not 
produce male offspring.

Women are considered 
guardians of family honor 
(izzat) and this is the main 
source of conflict within the 
home.

Educated women can sup-
port their families better 
morally and financially and 
maintain the family’s good 
reputation. Uneducated 
women can create problems 
for their families because of 
their limited exposure and 
knowledge.

A woman has many faces – 
mother, daughter, wife and 
sister, but her most import-
ant role is that of mother. A 
mother unites a family and 
makes a house a home. 
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Table 11: Impact of Femininity - Society

Category Negative List Positive List Both Lists

KIs Great restrictions are placed 
on women but because of 
material needs, even in lower 
socioeconomic groups, women 
are allowed to work. Otherwise 
if any family can afford it they 
will not let them work. Society 
has imposed suspicions: if a girl 
wants to go anywhere alone, 
to college or a friend’s house, 
someone has to escort her. 
This affects her authority and 
self-confidence.

Society has to make women 
into productive human beings. 
When society does not invest 
in them, does not give them 
education or skills and does not 
prepare them for productive 
work, half the population re-
mains unutilized, which obvious-
ly affects society.

A male child who is brought 
up as thinking he is superior to 
women will definitely exer-
cise the same attitude when 
he grows up and has his own 
family or is working with female 
colleagues. These attitudes 
are taught by the mother. It is 
important for society to address 
these factors as the world 
progresses.

A woman has the same rights 
and freedom as a man. She 
should have the right to choose 
her life partner; she should have 
the freedom to seek education. 

The reason for our backward-
ness is that half of our popula-
tion has been kept deprived of 
opportunity.

Today women everywhere 
can enjoy their rights and 
have the opportunity to 
work. Just looking after their 
family is no longer their main 
objective, they are entering all 
kinds of professions and en-
vironments. They are gaining 
equal status in society.

Society would greatly improve 
if more women were involved 
in decision making. 

It has a very positive and 
good impact on society 
because women can educate 
people and teach them the 
right path in a correct and 
positive way.

Women are in every field 
from medicine to engineer-
ing, sports and other leading 
professions. This is bringing a 
greater impact on society. It is 
becoming more advanced and 
mature, and the environment 
is improving. 

If a woman raises her children 
in a good way, they grow up 
to be responsible citizens and 
serve society well. They can 
be good leaders and profes-
sionals.

Society cannot breathe with-
out women. She is the sign 
of life and cannot be ignored. 
Her education and manners 
make a man perfect for 
society. She teaches him to be 
sensible and kind to everyone.

Women in high positions 
have usually gone through a 
lot of struggle to get there. 
This gives them a different 
perspective through which 
society can benefit a lot.

If women’s attitude is 
good and positive they 
are respected and can 
be successful but if their 
behavior is negative they 
can get into trouble. 

A woman’s presence is 
more important than a 
man’s. She has a negative 
and positive impact on 
society.

If women are kept un-
aware and ignorant of day 
to day dealings there are a 
number of negative issues.

If femininity is perceived 
as negative then society 
cannot develop, but if you 
take it as positive it can 
have a significant contri-
bution. 

Our society is divided at 
present and it is difficult 
to analyze it with a single 
lens. 

Pakistan has a large 
population and if half of it 
is excluded from develop-
ment society will not be 
able to progress.

Women can play a positive 
role in society if there is 
balance of power; coun-
tries where women’s and 
men’s roles are balanced 
are more developed.

Since more women have 
entered the mainstream 
the standard of living has 
improved. 

Society has an impact on 
the roles that women play, 
mother, sister, daughter 
and wife. However, society 
also underestimates 
under-estimates women’s 
strengths.
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Married Males Women spread mischief in 
society.

Women with bad character give 
a bad name to society.

Woman should stay at home. 

Society does not give impor-
tance to women’s opinions; 
women are kept away from all 
matters.

The impact is good if she is 
religious.

Woman’s responsibility is to 
give progress to society.

Women’s participation in 
all aspects including income 
earning is crucial for the bet-
terment and future of society.

An educated, professional 
woman such as a doctor or 
engineer brings is a source of 
pride for her family and sets 
an example for other women

Femininity helps shape familial 
and therefore societal values.

Being a mother, sister and 
daughter she has a great role 
in society. 

Women enhance society.

In educated societies women 
are educated and allowed to 
work. Their greatest purpose 
is to support men so that 
they may better carry out 
their work. 

If a woman is educated 
she will build a better 
future for her society.

If a woman behaves well 
and enjoys her rights she 
will have a positive impact 
on society.

At present in this changing 
world, women’s impact on 
society is both good and 
bad, depending on their 
family and situation.

If we compare our women 
with European women, 
ours are more powerful. 
They are at home and 
cook delicious food them-
selves. 

Married Females Uneducated women may not 
play a positive role in society 
because they do not focus 
on educating their children, 
although education is the key to 
success for society.

Masculinity is more highly val-
ued in society than femininity.

Women are considered weak 
on account of their femininity 
and valued only for beauty and 
relationships.

Feminism has helped society 
develop in different ways, but 
society wants to rule women. 
People think that women are 
only capable of managing house-
holds.

 Women can have a positive 
impact on society if they raise 
their children well.

Today women have taken up 
every profession; they occupy 
important positions and serve 
society as doctors, lawyers, 
social workers, teachers etc.

A woman is like a guide 
showing the right path to al-
most everyone in the society.

Women engage other women 
in productive activities that 
result in income generation.

Women are agents of change.

Our society never gives status 
or dignity to femininity. But 
femininity is making its own 
place in society as more and 
more women prove them-
selves.

Women have the potential 
to have great positive or 
negative influence on soci-
ety, depending on whether 
they are good or bad.
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Influentials Sometime women adopt wrong 
ways that create a bad image of 
their family.

An educated woman builds a 
strong society. 

When a woman goes out of 
her home she is the represen-
tative of her family and her 
society. Depending on how 
she behaves she can create a 
positive or negative impres-
sion.

An educated woman will build 
a better future for society.

Women have the most prom-
inent role in the development 
of society.

As long as there are wom-
an with feminine qualities 
and they have kept their 
femininity and beauty they 
will have a positive effect 
on society.

Youth A hard working, wise woman 
can put all of society on the 
right track.

An educated woman, espe-
cially in rural areas, can have a 
positive impact on society.

If women are skilled and well 
educated they can play an 
important role in national 
development.

Educated, employed women 
can help raise their families’ 
living standards.

Women’s empowerment 
makes an important contri-
bution to society and the 
national economy

Women need to keep in mind 
the social values of their fami-
ly and society. 

The government needs to pay 
more attention to women’s 
education and their employ-
ment and needs to ensure a 
safe and conducive environ-
ment for working women so 
that more women join the 
work force.

Wise, educated females are 
role models for everyone 
including men.
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Findings from Focus Group Discussions

Interestingly, responses did not reveal differences 
in perspectives among the FGD participants, nor 
were there differences based on geographical 
location. Unless specifically mentioned as 
attributable to male or female responses, the 
discussion below is reflective of all responses 
across the focus groups.

Femininity is a source of strength for women; 
however, sometimes they use this power in a 
positive manner and sometimes in a negative way. 
Women are nurturers; they like to take care of 
their homes and families. This affects the way in 
which they lead their lives, and the role that they 
play in child bearing and rearing. Unfortunately, 
that the feminist movement has resulted in a 
negative impact on men and women – women 
have lost their gentleness and their femininity in 
the pursuit of their rights. 

About 90 per cent of FGD participants said 
that one of the most significant impacts of 
femininity on women was physical appearances. 
This included how they dress, how they looked 
and how they conducted themselves. Behavioral 
expectations for women are based on societal 
and cultural norms and values. Since Pakistan 
is a traditional society, women are expected to 
dress and behave in accordance with traditional 
sociocultural norms, of which the most 
prominent ones featured in terms of dressing 
conservatively.

Jealousy was mentioned by half the FGD 
participants as a negative impact of femininity. 
Participants in two focus groups said that 
another negative impact of femininity on women 
is that women think of themselves as weak and 
inferior, and therefore become victims of their 
own sense of inferiority. 

The general impact on men is positive. Women’s 
presence in men’s lives is very important. They 
are men’s partners in all of life’s ups and downs 
and are the ultimate source of energy and 
guidance. Women encourage men to be gentle 
and kind, and appreciate beauty and nature. 

Women are very important to men’s success, and 
society cannot survive without women. 

The social constructs of femininity are going 
through a lot of changes. Men expect women 
to be weak, subordinate people, pleasing, docile, 
and supportive, and become their mothers. It is 
a problem for a healthy relationship, especially 
because we live in a patriarchal society where 
men make all the decisions and are in control – 
they already have an idea of how the wife should 
be before they get married. Men fear women. 
Thousands of years ago, men started to fear that 
if women stop reproducing, their generation will 
not continue. The patriarchal system is based on 
that fear. 

Often men do not understand when women 
step out of traditional roles and think they are 
influenced by the West. In our country, this is a 
common perception of women who stand up 
for their rights, that this is enforced and funded 
by the West, although women are only standing 
up against what they have seen their mothers go 
through, and are trying to not be second class 
citizens.

The psychology of a man is that he wants to 
control a woman wherever he finds her. If she 
is not married, he tries to marry her, or in 
other cases, make her leave her home. If she is 
an employee he tries to make her subordinate 
to him. Men’s honor is tied to women – in the 
biological assets of their daughters, sisters, and 
mothers. 

Participants in 90 per cent of the focus groups 
said that women’s roles, as mothers were 
extremely important aspects of femininity, which 
included the mother’s role in raising children, and 
her impact on their behavior and socialization. A 
mother is the one who unites a family and who 
makes a house a home. 

A majority of FGD participants said that women 
attract men by their beauty and their looks. 
Long hair was mentioned by many as a feature 
that men are attracted to. Men and women 
alike mentioned negative attributes which 
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they classified as ‘feminine’, such as jealousy, 
aggression, and a tendency to gossip, all of which 
have a negative impact on men. Participants in 
four FGDs with men also said that men fight 
with their families for the sake of their wives, and 
spend money on them such as for buying them 
mobile telephones and other gifts. 

Participants believed that men took advantage 
of women’s femininity by considering them 
physically weaker than themselves leading to 
violence against women.

Within the family, a woman’s role as a mother 
and wife was very important. She was 
considered the backbone of the family and 
primarily responsible for how children were 
brought up and educated. Key informants said 
that women could provide a very nurturing 
environment for the family, which is difficult for 
men to do. Even when men were nurturing, the 
family environment was different. Women are 
considered to have a greater desire to make a 
family stick together, to try and help someone 
who is unhappy, and therefore are more likely to 
try and ensure a healthy environment at home. 

Families also viewed women as the guardians of 
honor and expected them to conduct themselves 
accordingly. As a result of conservative cultural 
norms, women were considered in need to 
protection and therefore families felt that they 
should be made to stay within the protection of 
the home. In KP and Balochistan, participants said 
that women needed to be veiled if they left the 
home.

It was thought that a man could not lead the 
family in the same organized way as a woman. 
Women kept a family united and had the ability 
to manage the smallest of things. No one can 
take the place of a mother and this truly shows 
the important impact of femininity on family. The 
way a mother nurtures, socializes and teaches 
norms and attitudes to her children totally 
relates to her femininity factor. A child’s first 
school is the mother and she is the first agent of 
the socialization process for children. 

The impact is positive because women who 
believe in feminism try to treat boys and girls 
equally, teach them to respect each other, and

give each other equal consideration. They teach 
them to be peaceful and boys to give equal status 
to their sisters. They teach girls to be more 
independent.

The softer elements of life are missing in 
households where there are no women. Men 
are different if there are no women in their lives. 
They are more to the point, and do not want 
small deviations from the norm. They focus on 
systems. The things women do for small pleasures 
often do not exist in all-male households – there 
is more rigidity. Men who do not have sisters or 
a mother who doesn’t spend much time with 
her children are different and don’t know how to 
behave around women. 

Increasing responsibility is placed on women. 
Previously we had the conventional model of 
family. The wife did not interfere in the husband’s 
affairs and vice versa. Social structures, however, 
are changing. Societal pressures compel both 
partners to earning, thus, changing the dynamic. 
When girls are educated they reject the idea 
of the conventional model of family. Women 
are now at liberty to select professions. All this 
affects family and the family structure in both 
positive and negative ways.

In a home the most important role is that of 
a woman. If she runs things in a good way and 
proves to be a good housewife, the impact 
on the family is positive, and if she cannot, the 
impact on the family is negative. Whatever we do 
the world of the home revolves around her and 
she makes her home comfortable and impacts 
the life of her children, relatives and in-laws. But if 
she faces violence and discrimination her attitude 
may become negative and she loses her inner self.

There are different expectations of families 
from women, e.g., women should stay at homes 
and serve the family. But women have exposure 
to television and the internet where they see 
fashion, clothes, jewelry, etc. which they obviously 



Femininity in Pakistan 45

Chapter -3

want, and which their family, especially men, 
do not want them to have. Therefore, women 
sacrifice many things in order make their families 
and husbands happy. A family needs balance. 
Women set certain regulations within the family 
that have a positive impact. However, boundaries 
are also set for women by society and their 
families and they know that if they cross these 
boundaries they will get into trouble.

Findings from Key Informant Interviews

Key informants said that femininity makes society 
a better place. Without it there would be more 
violence, society would be more fragmented and 
the world would be less expressive. If feminism is 
practiced properly, it will have a positive impact 
on society, especially if it is understood as a 
world order in which there is justice especially 
between two genders, where men and women 
have to regard each other as equal human beings. 
Women are essential for society to progress. 

We are part of a global society. Ultimately we will 
have to live according to its norms and this fact 
compels us to follow global norms. The Beijing 
and Cairo Conferences and Declarations provide 
legitimacy to these processes; at least there is 
some acceptance that women are human beings 
and need to be treated like human beings.

The traditional understanding of femininity in 
society is that women are vulnerable and need 
someone to look after them. They are perceived 
as lacking wisdom and can only do certain types 
of work. Men treat women as subordinate, as 
a result of which unequal gender relations are 
established, mostly to women’s disadvantage. Men 
also have to feed and look after women, which 
becomes a burden for the man. 

Some women exploit their femininity, especially 
in our culture. For example, in the West, women 
do hard labor, drive heavy vehicles and engage 
in extreme sports. In Pakistan, many women are 
reluctant to move even a small piece of furniture 
because they are ‘a woman’ and unable to do it. 
They make themselves dependent on men. From 
the very beginning it is established in women’s 

minds that they are inferior, which aids the 
evolution of male chauvinism. There are very few 
men who want their wives, sisters and daughters 
to enjoy their rights and to flourish.

Femininity leads to character segregation, 
especially through women’s clothing. Specific 
dresses are designed to limit women and impose 
a specific level of consciousness, such as purdah 
and hijab – they make women surrender to their 
space. Women are also suppressed because they 
are often told not to do certain things because it 
would be unfeminine behavior. 

Women face a lot of social pressure – these are 
social constructs and this restricts opportunities 
for growth for women. There is a subconscious 
voice telling them to limit themselves because 
if they don’t they will be stepping out of the 
femininity mold. However, they also accept what 
the environment demands. They accept that in 
this environment their role is to be submissive, 
self-sacrificing, and accepting of all decision which 
are made by men about them and their families.

Femininity impacts women in different ways and 
we are still living in a male dominated culture. 
There are some women who are each other’s 
enemies, and some who support each other 
and work together. The impact of femininity and 
attitudes of women or towards women cannot 
be confined within one box.

Legislator Najma Hameed of the PML-N said 
that the conduct and lifestyle of young girls has 
an impact on society. This includes girls going out 
of their homes without a reason, or driving by 
themselves (unescorted by an elder) at night. If 
girls do such things, according to her, “… society 
will go bad.” If the girls are going out of the 
house and they walk without any purpose, they 
are going on drive at night; in such away society 
goes bad. 

Across the board, key informants talked about 
the importance of women’s education and its 
potential for positive impact on the family and 
society. Women make up approximately half 
the national population, and educating them 
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will lead to more positive social and economic 
development. Educated women are more likely 
to raise their children better as well as to run 
their homes better. Since they are raising citizens 
of the future, this will in turn contribute to more 
positive social development, which will have 
a beneficial impact on national development. 
They also said that in this age of inflation and 
economic pressure, educated women can 
support their homes by working and contributing 
to the household income. Respondents also said 
that today, woman participate in every profession 
because they are educated and occupy key 
positions such as doctors, lawyers, social workers, 
teachers, etc.

Femininity helps bring about equality, decrease 
in poverty and population, increase in education, 
and increased engagement of women in paid 
employment. Until now women have mostly 
worked in agriculture, and have not been paid for 
it. Feminism has helped raise awareness about 
this. In order to decrease poverty, the poverty of 
women must be decreased. If feminism is truly 
practiced, it has a positive impact on society, if it 
is understood as a world order in which there 
is justice especially between two genders where 
men and women have to regard each other as 
equal human beings. 

If the woman is not an active part of society 
there will be no balance. It is a chain, from the 
individual to the family and society, and every 
good or bad action at home has a direct impact 
on society. We are still striving for women to 
have a powerful role in society so that a country 
can grow economically. Femininity makes society 
a better place. Without it there would be more 
violence, society would be more fragmented. The 
world would be less expressive. 

Most Key Informants also said that women’s 
ability to give birth is a central aspect of their 
femininity, and needs to be viewed as strength 
rather than a weakness. Women themselves also 
need to see it as strength rather than a weakness, 
and should stop seeing pregnancy as a time of 
weakness. When women themselves start seeing 
their reproductive role as strength rather than 

a weakness and support other women in doing 
so, societies’ perception of women and their 
strengths will also gradually change.

3.2.2 Evolution of Femininity

The unanimous opinion of FGD participants was 
that far more women today are educated and 
working than ever before, as a result of which 
there is more awareness about women and their 
capabilities. Due to their increasing education 
and employment, women are also challenging 
traditional gender roles and breaking stereotypes. 

This is also leading to a change in the way 
women’s education is perceived, driven to a 
great extent by economic reasons. More and 
more women are becoming educated in order 
to gain employment and become income earners 
and help financially support their families. As 
awareness about the benefits of education 
increases, men are also allowing females in their 
homes to gain an education. 

Participants in about ten focus groups said 
that the media is playing an important role in 
increasing awareness as well as acceptability 
about women’s education, by portraying educated 
women in increasing numbers. It is also raising 
awareness about women’s right to be educated, 
which is helping to change existing norms and 
perceptions regarding women’s education. As 
a result of overall increased awareness in our 
changing times, women too are becoming more 
confident and aware of their rights, because of 
which girls’ education is gaining more support at 
the household as well as at the national level.

Participants said that in many cases, women 
are more educated than men. Even ten years 
ago, families were not supportive of educating 
girls or of women working because they were 
of the opinion that their primary responsibility 
for girls was to get them married. Previously, 
women were not allowed outside their homes, 
even for social gatherings such as weddings. 
Now, they are working in many fields of life 
because of increased awareness and education. 
Many men are also migrating to urban areas 
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for employment, in which case women become 
empowered to take decisions within the 
household in their absence. 

One woman in Abbottabad said, “There’s 
been a drastic change. When I was young, 
I never thought women will have so much 
empowerment. Girls are also driving vehicles 
now, which is a very positive change. Due to the 
increase in literacy, today’s woman is very strong, 
talented and capable. Women are also found in 
every profession, e.g., women are now in the 
army too.”

Female participants also said that women need to 
be part of the decision making process. Women’s 
practical involvement in important decisions is 
where they can be the most effective in bringing 
about positive change.  Female participant in 
Muzaffarabad said, “Men and women are like the 
wheels of an engine. If one of them develops a 
defect, it results in instability, which eventually 
affects all of society.”

3.2.3 Positive and Negative Aspects of 
Femininity

Findings from Focus Group Discussions 

Eighty per cent of FGD participants said that 
educating women was the best way to enhance 
positive aspects of femininity and minimize 
the negative aspects. They said that educating 
women brings awareness and empowers them to 
help curtail femininity’s negative aspects, as will 
increased representation of women in different 
professions. Educated women could also make 
a strong contribution to decision making within 
the family and enable them to raise their children 
better. Participants in four focus groups said 
that there was a need for initiatives on raising 
awareness about women’s rights, especially by 
NGOs. Skills development training programs 
for low income women, organized by the 
government, were also thought to be helpful in 
enabling women to earn and contribute to the 
betterment of their households and families.

Poverty was also considered to play a significant 
role in negativity, and thus, it was considered to 

be the best way to overcome poverty. Religious 
teachings could also help curtail negative 
attitudes and therefore the negative impact of 
femininity, since religion had clear guidelines 
regarding the roles of both women and men. 

Media can play an important role in highlighting 
women’s strengths. Government agencies, 
especially those focusing on gender and women 
can also play a role in in empowering women.

Youth participants in Karachi said that there is a 
need to redefine our perceptions of femininity, 
and to feminize the socialization of boys. Boys 
should be allowed the space to be who they 
want to be, for example they should be allowed 
to enter professions of their choice, rather than 
those that are considered financially lucrative 
such as law, medicine and banking. 

Findings from Key Informant Interviews

Key informants said that there is a need to 
increase tolerance in society, especially in light 
of the rising extremism, for which media could  
play a positive role. According to Dr Riaz Shaikh, 
Head of Social Sciences at SZABIST University, 
Karachi, “We have to create awareness that there 
is a genuine need to treat a human being as a 
human being.” 

There is a need to educate and raise awareness 
in all of society to ensure that people do not take 
undue advantage of women; there is especially a 
need to educate men on this issue. 

School textbooks, portraying women and men 
as playing different roles and showing them in 
a positive light, can also enhance the positive 
aspects of femininity. The state needs to be 
mindful of the fact that women are disadvantaged 
and need protection from violence; laws need 
to be egalitarian and need to enable political 
participation of women at decision making levels 
within the government as well as internationally.

The negative aspects of femininity can be 
minimized by understanding women’s psychology 
and the problems that they face. Once these are 
understood and addressed, women, femininity 
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and societies will benefit automatically.

To decrease it, first of all we should understand 
woman psychology and her problems. When we 
will solve the problems of a woman she would 
automatically go toward betterment.

3.2.4 Ideal Feminine Response under 
Stress

Participants across the board said that women 
need to face such situations with forbearance, 
strength, patience, endurance and understanding. 
They should recognize, admit and acknowledge 
their mistakes, and cooperate with family 
members, especially husbands and should discuss 
all matters with their husbands. They should not 
allow their own egos to override their mistakes 
and should instead try to find solutions to the 
problems that occur. For financial hardship, 
women should be willing to work and contribute 
to the family income. Educated women can 
provide better financial support to the family 
than uneducated ones. They should also manage 
their expenses within the means provided to 
them.

Women should face all troubles and difficulties 
with a smile, work with passion, and pray in 
order to overcome difficulties. In times of grief 
especially when there is a death of a close 
family member, women are expected to provide 
emotional support. Women can also provide a lot 
of help and be a source of strength and support 
because they are very strong emotionally and 
morally. 

Women need to develop the confidence to 
handle stressful situations. They often start crying 
when they encounter such situations which at 
the time, is not necessarily a bad thing because 
it brings relief, but they need to be strong 
eventually to handle the stressful situation, for 
their own sake as well as for the sake of their 
families. Psychiatrist Dr. Haroon Ahmed (Karachi) 
said that while women initially find it difficult to 
handle stressful situations, in the long term they 
have greater resilience and their coping skills are 
better than men’s. 

3.2.5 Key Pressures to Maintain Femininity

Especially in KP and Balochistan, participants 
said that factors such as veiling and confinement, 
observing behavioral norms, dressing 
conservatively and fulfilling other people’s 
expectations of them are the main pressures 
that women face to maintain femininity. Other 
pressures include fulfilling domestic tasks such 
as cooking, raising children and taking care 
of the entire family. From a young age, girls 
are made self-conscious about their changing 
bodies, especially when they reach puberty, by 
being made to start covering their chests. For 
many girls, puberty is the time when physical 
restrictions are placed on them such as not being 
allowed to play outdoors or with male cousins.

One participant from Quetta said, “She doesn’t 
live life according to her wishes; she has to 
take care of the respect of her family, and fulfill 
their expectations.” The need to maintain family 
honor by preserving women’s virginity was also 
mentioned. 

Restrictions are also placed on women such 
as not communicating with others including 
neighbors and often not even being allowed to 
develop relationships with other women in the 
community. A participant from rural Punjab said 
that husbands want their wives to live under 
their control and not communicate with other 
relatives, especially male relatives.

Giving son’s preference, greater focus on boys’ 
education, and pressure on female children to 
look after male siblings, was mentioned as well. 
Greater emphasis is placed on boys’ education; 
if a family cannot afford private schooling for 
all their children, boys are placed in private 
schools and girls are sent to government schools. 
Similarly, better food is given to boys and girls 
may be stopped from eating certain foods.

Participants also said that families are anxious 
to ensure that their daughters get good ‘rishtas’ 
(marriage proposals) and therefore try to raise 
them in a certain way. This includes placing 
restrictions on their movements and whom 
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they meet, and ensuring that they know how 
to perform domestic duties because women’s 
primary responsibility is still considered to be 
bearing and raising children.

Therefore, these pressures are first placed on 
women at the domestic level, which then affect 
their socialization and eventually have an impact 
on social norms. However, participants also 
said that these attitudes are gradually changing, 
though they are still more prevalent in rural 
areas than in urban areas. With the increase in 
education, especially girls’ education, girls’ own 
outlook is gradually changing, which will gradually 
affect society.

3.2.6 Adverse Reflections of Femininity

Findings from Focus Group Discussions 

About 35 of the 42 FGD revealed that women 
are viewed as aggressive, jealous, and generally 
dissatisfied. Twenty per cent said that the way 
women dress reveals everything about their 
character. When they do not dress according to 
our social and religious norms, or if they dress 
contrary to what is considered appropriate in 
religion, they will be considered ‘bad’, ‘loose’ 
women. Interaction with men also needs to be 
limited; unnecessary or inappropriate interaction 
leads to problems.

Women of ‘loose’ character, i.e., women who 
make themselves easily available to men, have 
a negative influence on other women. Similarly, 
women of good moral and social character, 
especially educated women, are likely to have a 
beneficial impact on their families as well as on 
society. 

Findings from Key Informant Interviews 

According to key informants, however, 
sociocultural norms cannot be used as an excuse 
to perpetuate norms that discriminate against or 
marginalize women. For one, traditional culture 
is not the only culture in the world. For another, 
there are examples even in Islamic history 
which we do not follow. Bibi Khadija, one of the 
prophet’s wives, was a trader and was also older 

than the prophet. Hers is a positive example that 
can be followed as well. 

One of the key informants, a media 
representative from Islamabad, said that the 
so-called negative reasons do not come from 
women but they are an outcome of the society 
in which they live. 

3.3 Femininity and Gender Based Violence

Correlation between femininity and GBV was 
explored in this section.

3.3.1 Attributes Associated with GBV and 
Femininity

Gender based violence or more specifically, 
violence against women, was explored as 
a separate thematic area in the context of 
femininity. This was done because violence is 
often used, particularly in patriarchal cultures, 
by men, who are usually the dominant group, 
as a form of exercising control on women, and 
manifesting their role as the stronger person in 
the relationship. Women face violence because 
they are physically weaker and often lack power 
within the home and the family, including decision 
making power and financial autonomy.

Violence Against Women - Facts
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Married Males

Men saw themselves as a group that needs to 
protect and uphold society’s traditions and 
morality. There was a need to establish clear 
dominance and control in relationships with the 
opposite sex within and outside marriage.

According to the man’s perspective, a visible 
sign of manhood is control and domination over 
women and justifies violence that is meted out 
against the woman.

The ability to earn and provide was closely linked 
to respect as many believed that only men who 
could earn and provide for their family deserved 
respect. Hence, those who were unemployed 
resorted to violence. Substance abuse was also 
cited as a direct consequence of unemployment 
and in this case, the justification was that the 
person was not doing it consciously. Also, they 
felt that the woman was always in a position 
to avoid it by exhibiting maturity and not 
engaging with the man at that point. Domestic 
violence was seen as an act that was sometimes 
necessary to set limits and show the woman ‘her 
place’ especially during arguments. The onus of 
preventing violence and conflict in the home was 
clearly on the woman.

Men believed in   defined roles of the husband 
and wife when it came to domestic chores 
and child rearing. The man’s role in the house 
was seen as that of the head who commanded 
respect and could balance the demands of the 
parents and the wife, along with taking major 
decisions. 

Most men mentioned controlling women’s 
activities and a deep distrust of women.  
Keeping an eye on the wife’s movement was 
considered important and a majority of men felt 
that women invited violence by the way they 
dressed and behaved in the public sphere. 

Married Females

Among the women, there was an acceptance of 
domestic violence as justifiable under certain 
conditions. Many felt that the wife should be 

beaten if she did something ‘bad’ or disobeyed 
her husband. Most believed that the responsibility 
of avoiding violence lay with the women. Beating 
was completely acceptable and men were 
justified in getting angry when they were not 
given respect. 

These expectations are particularly unstable in 
the context of rapidly changing demographics 
with shifting gender dynamics, reduced livelihood 
opportunities, and an increased need for women 
to work and supplement family incomes. 

Other factors like dowry impacted the 
occurrence of violence as well, particularly 
psychological violence where women who did 
not bring substantial dowries were subjected 
to taunts and threats. Age did not seem to 
be a significant factor but early marriage was 
cited as one major cause of violence within 
marriages. . This was linked directly to maturity 
and education and it was generally believed that 
educated women would know their ‘position’ and 
would not be subjected to violence. 

Gender based violence (or violence against 
women, VAW) comes in various forms and ever-
so-often shows its face in the most severe ways, 
through honor killings, acid throwing, rape and 
kidnapping. Domestic violence is widespread and 
diverse in its forms. 

Although GBV is perpetrated against both men 
and women, it is indisputable that women bear 
the brunt of this vice, so much so that GBV has 
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in the past become synonymous with Violence 
Against Women (VAW). 

UNHCHR’s CEDAW (Convention to 
Eliminate All Forms of Discrimination Against 
Women) Committee states that GBV is “…
violence that is directed against a woman 
because she is a woman or that affects women 
disproportionately”.

However, there is a development towards 
extending this definition to all forms of violence 
that are related to (a) social expectations and 
social positions based on gender and (b) not 
conforming to a socially accepted gender role. 
In this way gender-based violence is increasingly 
a term that connects all acts of violence rooted 
in some form of ‘patriarchal ideology’, and is 
thus committed against women by men with 
the purpose of maintaining social power for 
men. Unfortunately, due to flawed concepts of 
masculinity and femininity rooted in negative 
cultural beliefs and practices as well as unhealthy 
societal norms, VAW has become “normalized”. 

A woman’s dependence, low self-esteem, lack 
of education and awareness and fear of social 
reprisal are among the causes for her to endure 
this conduct. 

Violence is a means of control and oppression 
that can include emotional, social or economic 
force, coercion or pressure, as well as physical 
harm. It can be overt, in the form of physical 
assault or threatening someone with a weapon; 
it can also be more subtle, in the form of 
intimidation, threats, persecution, deception or 
other forms of psychological or social pressure.

3.3.2 Types of Violence

Violence is related to the power structure 
between abuser(s) and abused.

a)  Physical Violence

Physical violence includes beating, burning, 
kicking, punching, biting, maiming or killing, the 
use of objects or weapons, or tearing out one’s 
hair. 

Akin to all forms of violence, the main aim of the 
perpetrator is not only - or may not always be 
- to cause physical pain, but to limit the other’s 
self-determination. Physical violence sends a clear 
message to the victim from the perpetrator: “I 
can do things to you that you do not want to 
happen.” Such violence demonstrates differences 
of social power, or may intend to promote 
particular demands through coercion.

b)  Verbal Violence

In the Pakistani context, women are not 
expected to answer back or argue with their 
spouses, even though the verbal attacks may be 
painful, humiliating and threatening. Most of the 
verbal violence that women experience because 
of being women is sexualized, and is listed under 
sexual violence.

Verbal abuse includes issues that are person-
related, such as put-downs (in private or in front 
of others), ridiculing, the use of swear-words that 
are especially uncomfortable for the other, saying 
bad things about the loved ones of the other 
(family, friends), threatening with other forms of 
violence against the victim or against somebody 
or something dear to them.

c)  Psychological Violence

All forms of violence have a psychological aspect, 
since the main aim of being violent or abusive 
is to hurt the integrity and dignity of another 
person. This can include isolation or confinement, 
withholding information, disinformation, and 
threatening behavior or purposeful ignorance and 
neglect of the other.

d)  Socio-economic Violence

The fact that women are generally more 
economically vulnerable than men is a distinct 
reason for GBV. Socio-economic violence in the 
public sphere is both a cause and an effect of 
dominant gender power relations. Most typical 
forms of socio-economic violence include taking 
away the earnings of the victim, not allowing 
them to have a separate income (‘housewife’ 
status, working in the domestic sphere without 
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a salary, usurping the salary or income of the 
wife). It can include denial of access to education, 
the denial of access to services, the denial of the 
enjoyment and exercise of civil, cultural, social, 
political rights.

At the same time, a woman’s better economic 
status in a relationship does not necessarily 
eliminate the threat of violence because this 
can also lead to conflicts about status and 
emasculation in abusive relationships.

Three regional laws on protection against 
domestic violence are in place in Islamabad, 
Sindh and Balochistan, introduced in 2012, 2013 
and 2014 respectively. Civil society in Punjab is 
actively advocating for the introduction of a law 
against domestic violence. Punjab is the province 
with the highest prevalence of violence against 
women. In 2012, 63% of all cases of violence 

against women and 58% of all cases of domestic 
violence were from the Punjab. While a private 
member bill has been with the government of 
the Punjab since January 2014, chances of it being 
introduced any time soon are slim, since no 
private member bill has ever been passed in the 
Assembly of the Punjab. 

3.3.3 Correlation between Femininity and 
GBV

Respondents’ perspectives and opinions were 
assessed on the basis of five categories and their 
roles in the extent of violence inflicted upon 
women. These categories were: age, education, 
polygamy, dowry and social status, employment 
status and substance abuse.

Table 12: Correlation between Femininity and GBV

Category Age Education Polygamy, 
dowry & Social 

Status

Employment  
Status

Substance 
Abuse

KIs   

 

  

 

  

 

   

 

   

 

Married 
Males 

  

 

  

 

  

 

   

 

   

 

Married 
Females 

  

 

  

 

  

 

   

 

   

 

Influential   

 

  

 

  

 

   

 

   

 

Youth   

 

  

 

  

 

   

 

   

 

Rating High

(majority 
respondents)

High

(majority 
respondents)

Medium (half the 
respondents)

High (majority respon-
dents)

 Medium (half 
the respondents)
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Combined Findings

Most respondents, especially the married 
females, thought that age plays a role in the level 
of violence that women have to suffer. Most 
respondents particularly the key informants and 
the married females thought that education levels 
have a correlation with violence and that less 
educated women are more likely to face violence; 
community influential in particular thought that 
the amount of dowry a woman brings with her, 
a woman’s social status, and polygamy play a 
role in violence. Community influential also felt 
quite strongly that a woman’s employment status 
plays a role in the degree of violence that she 
faces and that employed women are less likely to 
face physical abuse; key informants and married 
women and men were more or less in agreement 

with this perspective. Key informants thought 
that substance abuse plays a significant role in 
violence against women; this was corroborated 
by married males and by influential, but to a 
lesser extent by married females.

3.4 Femininity and Sexuality

Correlation between femininity and sexuality was 
explored in this section. 

3.4.1 Feminine Traits Associated with 
Sexuality

This section explores respondents’ perspectives 
regarding women consenting to sexual relations 
every time/anytime; women initiating sex, and 
fertility as an indication of femininity. 

Table 13: Perspective on Sexuality

Category Sexual Relations (ev-
ery time/ anytime)

Initiating Sex Fertility/more or 
male children

Active participation

KIs Yes. It is all about the 
understanding between 
a male and a female. 

A woman should obey 
her husband to keep 
him happy. Shariah says 
that even if a woman is 
fasting it is her duty to 
break the fast. But it is 
also about understand-
ing between the couple.

A woman has to surren-
der and she does not 
have right to say no.

According to religion 
she should consent to 
sexual relations all the 
time.

Yes, it is part of 
femininity.

Yes, one look 
from a woman is 
enough for a man 
to be tempted, 
and it is a natural 
physical instinct.

Yes, it is the main 
symbol of femininity 

While fertility is 
part of a woman’s 
biological struc-
ture, after marriage 
her femininity is 
associated with her 
fertility.

A woman’s honor 
lies in her becoming 
a mother.

Allah has only given 
women the power 
to give birth. 

Yes, to some extent

Yes, active participation 
is important.
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 It can be either way but 
it is not a feminine trait, 
though in our society 
If you are married you 
have to obey your 
husband. Marital rape is 
common in our society.

No they don’t have to 
every time; it is a wom-
an’s right to express her 
feelings.

If a husband and a wife 
have an equal rela-
tionship, sometimes it 
should be his will and 
sometimes hers. 

Femininity does not 
mean that a woman 
should always be ready 
for sex.

No. It is sexual violence 
if she has to be consent 
all the time. She is a 
human being, not a sex 
slave.

Women are compelled 
to obey their men.

It should be mu-
tual between both 
partners.

It is not a part 
of our society. A 
woman is consid-
ered bad if she 
initiates sex.

This is a trait for 
men, not women.

No, women do not 
initiate sex- they 
instigate men to 
initiate it.

It should happen 
mutually between 
both partners. 

While sex is not 
a compulsion the 
woman cannot 
initiate sex.

It is seen as 
negative, even in 
a marital rela-
tionship. Even on 
American TV you 
see it less than the 
other way around 
and there is always 
a negative feel 
to it. Sex should 
not be based on 
whether you’re 
female or male but 
on whether you 
are in a consenting 
relationship.

It is a biological 
difference be-
tween women and 
men.

A woman who 
doesn’t bear a 
child faces a lot of 
difficulties in life. 
She is not a child 
manufacturing 
machine- she is a 
human being as 
well.

About half the respon-
dents said that actively 
participating in sex does 
not contradict the notion 
of femininity
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Married 
Males 

The majority said that 
consent to sexual 
relations is a sign of 
femininity.

The majority said 
that consent to 
sexual relations is 
a sign of femi-
ninity.

Yes, this is the main 
symbol of feminini-
ty. 

Yes, The main 
responsibility of 
woman to entertain 
her husband and 
produce the baby.

Yes, it is a woman’s 
main responsibility to 
entertain her husband. 
If a woman does not 
cooperate with him he 
will adopt other ways 
of enjoyment.

No there is other ways 
in which women can 
prove their femininity.

No it should be 
initiated by men 
but the willing-
ness of his part-
ner is important.

A woman should 
never ask for sex

It depends on 
the relationship 
and when there 
is understanding 
then it does not 
matter.

No, sometimes 
men have problem 
related to fertility. 
Fertility is deter-
mined by Allah. 
It’s not related to 
woman but it is a 
biological fact that 
she can give birth.

Married 
Females 

The main responsibility 
of women to entertain 
her husband by sexually.  

Yes the main purpose 
of marriage to produce 
the baby.

This is part of marriage 
life but sex is not the 
be all and end all of life. 
Women fear that if they 
do not entertain their 
husband, he will go to 
other women. 

Yes because only 
women can give 
birth. Even when 
men are unable 
to make a wom-
an pregnant, they 
blame the woman 
and may also marry 
a second time 
without the wife’s 
permission.

Yes, they will be 
considered feminine 
because God has made 
both men and women 
to enjoy sex equally. So 
woman’s enjoyment of 
sex should be consid-
ered feminine. 

Consenting to sexual 
relations every time is 
contrary to femininity.

Sex should always 
be initiated by 
men.
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Influential If a woman refuses she 
will have to face many 
problems. 

Women have been guid-
ed by their elders to 
always entertain their 
husbands. If they don’t 
the husband may go to 
other women.

It must be initiat-
ed by the man but 
the willingness of 
his partner is im-
portant. Women 
always welcome 
her husband. 

Yes this is the basic 
symbol of femininity.

Influential Consent may be inter-
preted negatively by the 
husband.

No men should 
always initiate it 
but the woman’s 
willingness is 
important.

Youth Consenting every 
time is a feminine trait 
because “it is women’s 
duty to make their 
husbands happy at all 
costs”.  
Women are supposed 
to be docile and assent 
every time; they cannot 
say no. 

 Fertility is a femi-
nine trait.

Women must entertain 
their husbands whenever 
the husbands so desire.

Women are supposed 
to be docile and assent; 
they can’t say no.

Menusually 
initiate sex; a 
woman initiating 
it will have a bad 
impact and will 
be considered 
loose.

Partly, but not en-
tirely – you are still 
a woman if you are 
not fertile

Giving birth to child 
is not the only sym-
bol of femininity.

A woman is symbol-
ized by her charac-
ter, not her ability 
to give birth.

If a woman does not 
cooperate, the man 
will go to some other 
woman.

*Blank boxes indicate no response within that group/category.
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3.4.2 Correlation between Femininity and 
Sexuality

Respondents were asked whether consenting to 
sexual relations every time is a sign of femininity, 
whether the woman initiating sex is a sign of 
femininity, whether femininity is represented 
by multiple or male children, or whether active 
participation in sex and having multiple partners 
indicate femininity. For the first question on 
consent to sexual relations, only the youth 
strongly agreed that it is a sign of femininity; key 
informants and married males were somewhat 
in agreement while married females and 

influentials had a low level of concurrence with 
this question. Key informants largely felt that 
initiating sex is a sign of femininity, but married 
males, married females, influential and youth 
mostly disagreed with this opinion. Interestingly, 
married women in particular thought that having 
several children especially male children is closely 
linked to femininity; key informants, married 
men and youth agreed but to a lesser extent. 
Key informants, married males and females, and 
youth all thought that active participation in sex 
and having multiple sexual partners is a sign of 
femininity.

Table 14: Correlation between Femininity and Sexuality

Category Sexual relation-
ship (anytime/
every time) is 

femininity
Initiating sex 
is femininity

Having more chil-
dren or male chil-
dren is femininity

Active participation/
multiple partners 

is femininity

KIs   

 

  

 

  

 

   

 

Married 
Males 

  

 

  

 

  

 

   

 
Married 
Females 

   

 

  

 

  

 

   

 
Influential   

 

  

 

  

 

   

 

Youth   

 

  

 

   

 

Rating Medium (half the 
respondents)

Low (less than 
half the respon-
dents)

Medium (half the re-
spondents)

High (majority respondents)

Findings from Focus Group Discussions 

Focus group discussants considered women 
consenting to sexual relations with their 
husbands every time a feminine trait; about 25 
per cent also said that this is a very personal 
matter and should remain between husband and 
wife. Amongst the key informants, approximately 

the same numbers of respondents said that it 
is not a feminine trait; it is the responsibility of 
wives to consent every time a husband wants 
to have sexual relations; and that it is a feminine 
trait if wives consent to sexual relations. About 
ten respondents said that the issue is less 
about femininity and more about the fact that 
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women are expected to consent to sexual 
relations whenever the husband wants them. 
One respondent said, “A fruitless woman is not 
considered a full woman.”

Similarly, equal numbers of respondents among 
the focus groups and key interviews said that 
initiating sex or actively participating in sexual 
activity is considered feminine, and about half 
said that it is not.

Across the board, people’s perceptions indicate 
a close link between femininity and fertility. FGD 
participants said there is a definite link. Amongst 
the key informants, about half said that there is a 
close link and the rest said that even though they 
themselves do not see a close link, the general 
social perception is that there is close link 
between the two. Fertile women are considered 
feminine, and those who cannot or do not have 
children are generally considered less feminine by 
most people.

Fertility and the ability to give birth is a quality 
unique to women. There is greater emphasis on 
it in our culture. Women have greater security 
within their marital homes if they are fertile, 
especially if they give birth to sons. If a woman 
does not produce children her family makes her 
life difficult and she may be given a divorce by her 
husband or may even commit suicide. One key 
informant said, “Yes. A woman is not considered 
complete unless she’s had babies – otherwise she 
is driven mad by the extended family. We live in 
a two-faced society – there are things you can’t 
talk about in public. But when there’s a wedding 
the whole family is waiting outside to find out 
whether the marriage was consummated. If there 
are no children the poor woman is hounded, 
to the extent that she stops going out to social 
gatherings.”

Like men, women also have a natural instinct. 
The problem comes when there is a mismatch, 
and the man wants much more sex than the 
woman, which is usually the case. Traditionally 
women are taught that whenever a man seeks 
sex, he should be served and they do not have 
the right to refuse. However, there is a dire need 

to see women as human beings and realize that 
if a husband has sexual urges, so can women. 
Our patriarchal culture, which influences these 
attitudes heavily, has developed from a feudal 
society. Woman’s sexuality is associated with 
negative things. The reaction to woman saying she 
would like to date a man is very different from 
the other way around, especially in our society.

Findings from Key Informant Interviews

About half the key informants said that religion 
ordains that women must obey their husbands at 
all times: “Islam refers to women as the land for 
men.”

One healthcare provider who was interviewed 
said, “Even though many women do not want 
to have sex, they see it as a duty. In fact, the 
husband should entice the woman and have 
her ready for sex – he can’t just expect her to 
open her shalwar and start. For example, if we 
look at the example of the peacock – he has to 
dance and entice the pea hen. If a woman does 
not feel like having sex, it’s not her fault. Women 
are often blamed for never being ready. This also 
becomes a reason for taking mistresses with 
full knowledge of the wife. Many newly married 
young girls just can’t have sex because they are 
so scared and it is painful for them.”

Overall, respondents’ attitudes were mixed 
about whether or not it is feminine to consent 
to sexual relations, initiate sex, and actively 
participate in sex. A majority of respondents felt 
that it was not a part of femininity to initiate sex, 
but half the respondents felt that consenting and 
active participation in sex was consistent with 
femininity... An overwhelming majority said that 
fertility had a close association with femininity. 
Even those who said that they did not agree 
with this personally, it is the general perception 
of society, particular in traditional societies such 
as those found in Pakistan, in which women’s 
femininity is closely linked with fertility.
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4.Discussion and Conclusion

It is hoped that this study reveals a level of 
understanding on the topic of femininity. 
However, it also reveals some important 
knowledge and awareness gaps in this arena. 
There is a greater understanding of masculinity, 
and some research has also been done on the 
topic, but finding published research on the 
topic of femininity was a significant challenge. 
Many people mentioned and had knowledge of 
feminism and gender as well as gender roles and 
relations, but there was far less understanding 
of femininity. This indicates a need for further 
research on the topic because ideally the 
conceptual understanding of femininity needs 
to be established first, as the starting point 
on whose basis gender roles and relations are 
established in any given society.

Overall, the research reveals that femininity plays 
a strong role in women’s lives, the way women 
are perceived and the expectations regarding 
their behaviors, appearances, and life choices. The 
majority of respondents in both the FGDs and 
the key informant interviews indicated the need 
for women to dress and behave a certain way.

Four key themes emerged in this report: 
Definition and Perception of Femininity; Societal 
Roles/Behaviors including the impact of femininity 
on men, women, family, and society; Gender 
Based Violence; and Sexuality, are given below.

4.1 Theme 1: Definition and Perception of 
Femininity

There is no single understanding of the term 
femininity. It depends on individual perspective, 
and is also influenced by levels of exposure 
and education. For example, those who 
emphasize family values say that it is primarily 
about domesticity and being a child bearer and 

rearer, and the key role for women is that of 
home maker. More often than not, femininity is 
considered synonymous with submissiveness, 
delicacy, and demureness.

Patriarchal norms that prevail in Pakistani 
society determine ideal feminine appearance and 
character traits to be those that make a woman 
sexually attractive to a man and an ideal mother 
to his children. Thus physical beauty, both natural 
and artificial, balanced by character traits of 
sexual modesty, nurturing kindness, and a strong 
sense of duty to family have become widespread 
hallmarks of ideal femininity. 

It is also important to note that traits that are 
viewed as feminine are considered inferior 
to those seen as masculine. This is apparent 
in the adjectives that we commonly associate 
with gender expression: the assumption that 
masculinity is strong while femininity is weak, 
that masculinity is tough while femininity 
is fragile, that masculinity is rational while 
femininity is irrational, that masculinity is serious 
while femininity is frivolous, that masculinity is 
functional while femininity is ornamental, and 
that masculinity is sincere while femininity is 
manipulative. Envy, jealousy and manipulation are 
commonly associated with the negative traits of 
femininity.

4.2 Theme 2: Societal Roles & Behaviors 
(impact of femininity on men, women, 
family, and society)

Women are constantly under pressure to marry 
based on their family’s desires and decisions, 
because daughters are considered a burden, to 
carry on the family lineage, to help keep property 
within the family, and to solve tribal disputes. 
The societal system is strongly patriarchal and 
feudal, and women are rarely empowered enough 
to make their own decisions or life choices. 
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The same patriarchal culture also ensures that 
men’s and women’s roles are clearly defined and 
women are considered to be the child bearers 
and rearers and home makers, while men are 
supposed to be the income earners (Mumtaz and 
Salway, 2007).

Women are also primarily responsible for 
inculcating the right moral values in children, 
for looking after the home, and for being the 
representatives of the family honor. The concept 
of the woman’s and therefore the family’s 
reputation, came up several times, indicating 
the pressure placed on women to dress and 
behave in a certain way. Women also come 
under pressure to keep their husbands sexually 
satisfied, although ironically, many of those 
interviewed also said that initiating sex or even 
actively participating in sex was not an indication 
of femininity.

Pakistan is a country with high levels of violence 
against women, and, as some key informants 
pointed out, femininity is often used to make 
women feel that they are weaker and therefore, 
unable to defend themselves against violence. 
This aspect, when combined with patriarchal 
forces, ensures that women remain within the 

four walls of the 
home, do not leave 
home unescorted, 
do not have financial 
independence or 
autonomy, and 
cannot make their 
own decisions 
regarding marriage 
or other life choices. 
This leaves women 
in a weak position, 
forced to live their 
lives according to the 
choices and decisions 
of others. 

Ironically, many of the 
respondents in the 
study also mentioned 
the importance 

of education, especially the contribution that 
an educated woman can make to the family, 
and therefore to society, but there was little 
indication of any active efforts being made to 
enhance educational opportunities for girls.

Many respondents believed that femininity had 
a positive impact on the family and the society. 
Women’s role as the nurturer, who brings an 
element of softness to the home, and ensures the 
smooth organization and running of them was 
mentioned often. Perspectives have varied across 
the regions. For example, in Balochistan and KP 
views are more traditional than those in other 
regions; several respondents mentioned the need 
for women to be veiled when stepping out, which 
respondents in other areas did not do.

Social and family practices in Pakistan echo 
perceptions in other parts of the world. Bari 
(2005) says that patriarchal perspectives are 
predominant, throughout the world, resulting in 
women being considered subordinate to men. 
In Pakistan, all the important institutions – the 
family, the community, and the state, sustain this 
perspective. 

At the state level, allocation of resources for 
women’s health and education in particular 
remains low, which is also evident from our 
social indicators. Pakistan has one of the highest 
maternal mortality ratios in the world, poor 
levels of other health indicators for women 
and low women’s literacy rates compare to 
men. . Additionally, there are significant gender 
disparities in employment, ownership of 
productive resources and political participation.

Femininity has a positive impact on individuals, 
families and society. Women’s role in childbearing 
is an extremely positive aspect of femininity and 
must not be undermined. However, it must also 
be looked at as strength, and women need to 
be valued accordingly. One key informant said 
that women were so used to being undermined 
that they themselves do not look at their 
reproductive ability as strength and in fact view it 
as a weakness.
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4.3 Theme 3: Femininity and Gender Based 
Violence

Gender based violence (or violence against 
women, VAW) occurs in various forms and 
ranges from emotional and verbal abuse, to 
severe manifestations such as honor killings, acid 
throwing, rape and kidnapping. Although GBV 
is perpetrated against both men and women, 
women tend to be subjected to it to a greater 
extent, so much so that GBV has become 
synonymous with Violence Against Women 
(VAW). 

A woman’s dependence, low self-esteem, lack 
of education and awareness and fear of social 
reprisal are among the causes for her to endure 
this conduct. 

Violence is a means of control and oppression 
that can include emotional, social or economic 
force, coercion or pressure, as well as physical 
harm. It can be overt, in the form of physical 
assault or threatening someone with a weapon; 
it can also be overt, in the form of intimidation, 
threats, persecution deception or other forms of 
psychological or social pressure.

A majority of men said manhood is defined by 
control and domination over women and justifies 
violence that is meted out against the woman. 
They also said that since the ability to earn 
and provide for their families is closely linked 
to respect, lack of employment may result in 
violence towards the wife. Domestic violence 
is viewed as an occasionally necessary action 
to show woman their ‘place’ within the home, 
especially if they answered back or talked too 
much. The onus of preventing violence and 
conflict in the home was clearly on the woman. 
A majority of men said that women’s behavior 
and way of dressing has a correlation to violence, 
thus also placing the onus for preventing violence 
in the public sphere on women.

Many women seem to accept domestic violence 
as justifiable under certain conditions, such as 
when a woman has done something to incite 
her husband’s anger. Most women, similar to 

men, believed that the responsibility of avoiding 
violence lay with the women. 

In a patriarchal society like ours, traditional 
notions of masculinity place men in positions 
of dominance and authority where unequal 
power relations are created and violence is 
seen as a tool for maintaining control. However, 
it is important to note that these expectations 
are unstable in the context of rapidly changing 
demographics with shifting gender dynamics, 
reduced livelihood opportunities, and an 
increased need for women to work and 
supplement family incomes. 

Factors such as dowry also play a role in violence 
as well, particularly psychological violence for 
women who do not bring substantial dowries, 
as a result of which they are subjected to taunts 
and threats. Another significant cause of violence 
within marriages is early marriage since it is 
linked to maturity and education, and young girls 
are easier to control with violence.

4.4 Theme 4: Femininity and Sexuality

Perceptions of sexuality and femininity are 
closely linked to women’s fertility. Even for those 
who said they do not personally believe there is 
a close link, most people in society believe that 
there is. Fertile women are considered feminine, 
and those who cannot or do not have children 
are generally considered less feminine by most 
people. Women who do not or cannot have 
children are given less respect in families, to the 
extent where the husband may be encouraged 
to remarry, and are often taunted as being 
‘incomplete’ women.

Women are usually expected to obey husbands’ 
demands for sexual intercourse, whether they 
themselves desire it or not. In some cases, 
however, women initiating sexual intercourse 
may be interpreted as her being ‘loose’ and 
enjoying sex too much. Several respondents said 
that religion ordains that women must obey their 
husbands at all times: “Islam refers to women as 
the land for men.”

Overall, respondents’ attitudes were mixed 
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about whether it is feminine or not to consent 
to sexual relations, initiate sex, and actively 
participate in sex. A majority of respondents felt 
that it was not a part of femininity to initiate sex, 
but half the respondents felt that consenting to 
sex and active participation in sex was consistent 
with femininity and half felt that it was not. An 
overwhelming majority said that fertility was 
associated with femininity. Even those who did 
not agree with this personally said that it was 
the general perception of society that women’s 
femininity was linked with fertility. In order for 
society and therefore the country to move 
forward, it is essential to view femininity in a 
positive light and allow it to exert its positive 
influence on our social institutions: the home, 
the family, the community, and society, and by 
extension, the state.

Greater and more in-depth research on this 
topic is recommended. It would be important to 
focus on each region in greater depth, including 
its academic institutions and decision making 
bodies, including legislators as well as policy 
makers, jirgas and panchayats where relevant. 

These institutions also play a very important role 
in determining women’s life outcomes. 

Eventually, of course, enabling the positive 
impact of femininity can only be done by gradual 
elimination of patriarchal norms, and valuing 
women and the multiple roles that they play 
successfully, thus, making them an equal part of 
the development process.

4.5 Image of Feminine Personality

The foremost conclusion that can be drawn 
from this research is that at the end of the day, 
few women are actually able to make their own 
choices and decisions about their own lives. 
Whether they are educated or not, or whether 
they are allowed to work, families and society 
decide how they should behave, including how 
they should dress. Women are expected to be 
the primary homemakers, whether they wish to 
take on that role or not, and whether they work 
full time or not. A woman’s biological and social 
role as a mother is fortified. 
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5.Recommendations

5.1 Theme 1: Definition and Perception of 
Femininity

In order to move away from the predominant 
patriarchal norms that encourage perceptions 
of women and femininity as negative, inferior, 
objects of control who can be subjected to 
violence, as well as common perceptions of 
traits such as jealousy, submissiveness, emotional, 
etc. that are closely linked to femininity, it is 
important to take measures to change existing 
mind sets and attitudes. While this is a challenging 
task since it means undoing centuries of beliefs, 
notions and attitudes, it is one that needs to be 
undertaken. 

Textbooks and curricula should be revised to 
show the different roles that women can and 
do’, play, across the world. Mass media can play 
an important role as well by not stereotyping 
women in traditional roles of mothers, wives 
and homemakers, and instead, showing women 
playing these same roles in a more egalitarian 
perspective. Society also needs to start viewing 
pregnancy and childbirth as a strength and 
ability that is unique to women and appreciate 
their role in bringing forth and raising future 
generations. 

In order to change the common perceptions of 
femininity, it is important to follow the advice 
of Dr Riaz Shaikh, one of the key informants in 
this study and the Head of Social Sciences at 
SZABIST University in Karachi, who said that 
first, it is essential to view women as human 
beings, before we begin ascribing traits of 
femininity or masculinity to them.

5.2 Theme 2: Societal Roles & Behaviors 

(including the impact of femininity on men, 
women, family, and society)

Similar to the recommendations given above, 
educational institutions, the media, social 
media and community based interventions by 
the government and NGOs need to focus on 
changing perceptions of femininity so that women 
are perceived as strong, capable individuals 
worthy of making a significant contribution to 
society. It is only when this paradigm shift starts 
to take place that perceptions of femininity will 
change and women will be enabled to realize 
their full potential in terms of their contributions 
to other women, men, their own and other 
families, and society.

Many women in Pakistan, especially in areas 
where families have been displaced or have 
lost male members to urban migration, head 
households, take care of their families, and make 
important decisions. Yet, these women are not 
given the same credit or acknowledgement 
as their male counterparts. In many instances, 
through their role as peacemakers, women hold 
families together in times of conflict, a fact which 
is also not given adequate acknowledgement. 
Women’s strengths and abilities need to be 
publicized more through the mechanisms given 
above so that these strong, positive traits too, 
can be linked with femininity.

5.3 Theme 3: Femininity and Gender Based 
Violence

Gender based violence, or more specifically, 
violence against women, is not uncommon, and 
as the study reveals, is linked to perceptions of 
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femininity and women being objects of control 
and weak, with the primary responsibility of 
keeping their husbands happy. In order for 
these perspectives to change, it is important to 
take measures to empower women, especially 
economically, through education, encouraging 
employment for women through micro credit 
schemes, and small and medium enterprises. 
Women should also legally inherit property that 
is theirs by right. Generally, especially in rural 
areas, women’s share of property may be taken 
away from them, without their knowledge or 
without any paperwork.

Most importantly, laws on violence against 
women need to be implemented and all those 
concerned need to be trained to adequately 
address complaints of violence. These include 
the police and other law enforcement agents, 
medico legal officers, health care providers, and 
the judiciary. Effective legislation can be a strong 
deterrent against violence against women and 
with time can play a role in shifting perceptions 
regarding violence and femininity.

5.4 Theme 4: Femininity and Sexuality

Perspectives on femininity and sexuality follow a 
pattern similar to those around violence: women 
are objectified, viewed as objects of pleasure – 
those who should bend to the will of men, as 
opposed to human beings in their own right. 
These perceptions should be addressed using the 
means mentioned above, primarily, mass media 
(including print, electronic and radio), educational 
institutions, social media, and community 
based interventions that include interpersonal 
communication, community events, and street 
theatre. These measures should also be used to 
change perceptions around fertility and femininity, 
especially the notion that women who are not 
having children, or are not married, are somehow 
less feminine or less  ‘complete’ than those who 
are.
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Annexures
Annexure A: Focus Group Discussion Guidelines and Key Informants
Definition and Perception of Femininity 
Q1. What do you understand of the term femininity?

Q2. Is femininity defined by traits, by personality ‘type’, or looks?

Which of the following do you associate with femininity(Probe=>Physical Appearance, Traits, 
Behaviors, Occupation)

Q3. Is femininity characterized by values of (IAT)

•	 career, freedom and creative work, or 

•	 family, home, children

Q4. Is the difference in the perception between men and women a function of their biological differ-
ences? Or is it a result of differences in socialization/upbringing or the cultural expectations held for 
each sex? (Probe for differences)

Q5. What are the positive traits of femininity

Q6. What are the negative traits of femininity

Societal Roles/ Behavior

Q7-What is the impact of femininity on women themselves

(Probe=>negative and positive aspects of this identity, give examples)

Q8-What is the impact of femininity on men 

(Probe=>negative and positive aspects of this identity, give examples)

Q9-What is the impact of femininity on family  

(Probe=>negative and positive aspects of this identity, give examples)

Q10-What is the impact of femininity on society 

(Probe=>negative and positive aspects of this identity, give examples)

Q11-How can positive aspects be enhanced (probe=> how can they benefit society)

Q12-What can be done to deal with the negative aspects (probe=> how to minimize their negative 
effects in society)

Q13-What are the reasons (traits/role) that give a bad name to femininity

Q14-How has the concept of femininity evolved/changed over the last 10 years (Probe=> how men and 
women are challenging feminine identity, emerging variances in gender roles, give examples)
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Q15: What is an ideal feminine response towards the stressful situations in life?

Probes:

•	 Interpersonal clash/ disagreement

•	 Failure to achieve targets

•	 Unemployment

•	 Work stresses 

•	 Relationship stresses

•	 Emergencies/deaths

Q16: What are key pressures on an individual to keep her femininity?

Probes:

•	 Society 

•	 Family 

•	 Peer 

•	 Economic

•	 Religious

Violence/GBV
Q17: What is the co-relationship between femininity and Gender Based Violence? 

Q18: How do you think following attributes have their effects on femininity and Gender Based Vio-
lence?Age; education; marital status; polygamy & dowry; stress and reactions associated with employ-
ment status, substance abuse
Sexuality
Q19: Do you think women consenting to sexual relations every time with their husbands, is a feminine 
trait?

Q20: Do you think a woman initiating sex, is a feminine trait

Q21: Are fertile women a symbol of femininity 

Q22: Are women who enjoy/actively participate in sex, considered feminine
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Annexure B: Key Informant Interview Guidelines; specific categories

Common question to be asked in all KIIs

•	 Are you aware of any intervention/study/research/article on femininity?

Specific questions 

•	 Representatives of NGOs working on women’s rights and human rights (ShirkatGah, Aahung, 
Rutgers-WPF, Rozan)

1. What is the current legislation in Pakistan that helps to promote and protect women’s 
rights? How effective is it? 

2. What would your recommendation be in terms of making it more enforceable? 

3. How effective are the enforcement mechanisms regarding laws on violence against wom-
en?

4. What would you personally like to advocate for in terms of women’s rights legislation? 

•	 Psychologists (working in Social Welfare Departments, District Hospitals and private clinics)

1.	 What is the general understanding of femininity? 

2.	 How is femininity affected (positively or negatively) by socio-economic and/or geographic 
background, and educational levels? 

−	 Higher social economic background

−	 Lower social economic background

−	 Urban 

−	 Rural

−	 Educated (primary level or higher)

−	 Uneducated 

•	 Sociologists/gender specialist (Teachers in Sociology /Gender Departments of Universities: Pun-
jab University, Quaid-e-Azam University, Karachi University, SZABIST, Islamia University, Universi-
ty of Baluchistan and other private universities)

1.	 What is the general understanding of femininity? 

2.	 How is femininity affected (positively or negatively) by socio-economic and/or geographic 
background, and educational levels? 

−	 Higher social economic background

−	 Lower social economic background

−	 Urban 
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−	 Rural

−	 Educated (primary level or higher)

−	 Uneducated 

•	 Health Care Providers/Hakeems

1.	 What elements of physical appearance are generally considered feminine and which ones are 
not? 

2.	 What are the most significant concerns of women regarding femininity? 

•	 School Teachers

1.	 How is femininity affected by education levels?

2.	 What is the role of school/curriculum in determining femininity? How does it impact femi-
ninity?

•	 Individuals working with GBV survivors – Edhi, shelters, lawyers, etc.

1. Do you know about any laws on violence against women? Please elaborate

2. What type of violence do women face inside the home?

3. What is the impact of violence against women in the home?

4. Do women face violence outside the home? Can you give examples? 

5. What is the impact of violence against women outside the home?

6. How can this be stopped and eventually prevented? Should the government do anything? 
What should it do?

7. What can women do to protect themselves? 

•	 Media representatives/film and drama script writers

1. What is the role of media in determining femininity?/What are the different ways in which 
the media manifests women’s sexuality?

2. How do you see women being projected in media? 

3. Do you agree with the way women are projected in the media?

4. How should femininity be depicted in the media? 

•	 Human Rights Commission 
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1. How effective are the policies/laws/legislations protecting/promoting the rights of 
women in Pakistan? What would your recommendation be in terms of making it more 
enforceable? 

2. What would you personally like to advocate for? 

•	 Government Departments such as Health, Education, Women Development 

1.	 What are the policies/laws/legislations protecting/promoting the rights of women in 
Pakistan? 

2.	 How effective are they? What would your recommendation be in terms of making it 
more enforceable? 

3.	 What would you personally like to advocate for? 

•	 National /Provincial Commission on Status of Women

1.	 What are the policies/laws/legislations protecting/promoting the rights of women in Pakistan? 

2.	 How effective are they? What would your recommendation be in terms of making it more en-
forceable? 

3.	 What would you personally like to advocate for? 

•	 Judge who has worked on women’s rights/gender based violence at the national level

1. What are the laws governing Violence Against Women in Pakistan? 

2. How much are they enforced? If not, what would you suggest in terms of ensuring imple-
mentation of the law/s. 

•	 Legislator/MNA

1.	 What are the laws governing Violence Against Women in Pakistan?

2.	 How much are they enforced? If not, what would you suggest in terms of ensuring imple-
mentation of the law/s. 
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Annexure C: List of Participants (Key Informants)

Sr. 
No.

Names Designation Organization City Category

Dr. Ambreen Psychologist Rozan Islamabad NGO

Qadeer Baig Country Represen-
tative

Rutgers-WPF Islamabad NGO

Ambreen Psychologist Nishan Islamabad Psychologist

Farzana Bari Head, Gender Stud-
ies Department 

Quaid-e-Azam Univer-
sity

Islamabad Sociologist/Aca-
demic

Shaista Khan Head Benazir Shaheed Wom-
en Centre

Islamabad Worked with 
GBV survivors

Maqbool Gohar Express News Islamabad Media

Tahira Abdullah Member Human Rights Com-
mission of Pakistan and 
Women’s Action Forum

Islamabad HRCP

Nasreen Azhar Member Human Rights Com-
mission of Pakistan and 
Women’s Action Forum

Islamabad HRCP

Khawar Mumtaz Chairperson National Commission 
on the Status of Wom-
en (NCSW)

Islamabad NCSW

Muhammad 
Sajjad Abbasi (R) 

Civil Judge Islamabad High Court Islamabad Judge

Wajid Mughal (R) Civil Judge Islamabad High Court Islamabad Judge

Iftikhar Ahmad 
(R)

MNA Islamabad Legislator

Najma Hameed- MNA Pakistan Muslim 
League-N

Islamabad Legislator

Dr. Tabinda 
Sarosh

Manager, Reproduc-
tive Health Pro-
gramme

ShirkatGah Karachi NGO

Dr. Haroon 
Ahmed

Psychiatrist Private Practice Karachi Psychologist

Aliya Mian Psychologist Private Practice Karachi Psychologist

Dr. Riaz Ahmed 
Shaikh

Head, Social Sciences 
Department

Szabist University Karachi Sociologist/Aca-
demic

Dr. Shahnaz Khan Professor, Women 
and Gender Studies/
Global Studies

Wilfrid Laurier Univer-
sity

Karachi/Canada Sociologist/Aca-
demic
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Dr. Azra Ahsan Consultant Obste-
trician/Gynaecologist 
and Technical Con-
sultant

National Committee 
for Maternal and Neo-
natal Health (NCMNH)

Karachi Health Care 
Provider

Meghan B. Ghani Head of 
College 
Counseling

Nixor College Karachi Teacher

Akmal Wasim Head, Litigation & 
Research and has 
worked with GBV 
survivors

Legal Aid Office Karachi Worked with 
GBV survivors

Aisha Gazdar Head/Owner Films d’Art Karachi Media
Misha Rezvi Independent Film 

Maker and Emmy 
Award Winner

Karachi Media

Dr. Waqar Mah-
mood

Provincial DHIS (De-
partment of Health 
Information Survey) 
Coordinator 

Department of Health, 
Sindh

Karachi Government

Justice Nasir 
Aslam Javed

Karachi Judge

Justice Majida 
Rizvi

Karachi Judge

Mahtab Rashdi Karachi Legislator

Shahnaz Wazir Ali Ex-MNA 1988, 
reserved seat 1990, 
Special Assistant 
to PM for Social 
Sectors, MNA special 
assistant to PM, 
Provincial Coordina-
tor for the Primary 
Health Care Pro-
gramme

Karachi Legislator

Ms. Uzma 
Noorani

Member Human Rights Commis-
sion of Pakistan

Karachi HRCP

Justice (R) Nasira 
Javed

Retired Chief Justice Punjab High Court Lahore Judge

Justice (R) Allah 
Nawaz

Retired Chief Justice Punjab High Court Lahore Judge

Rehmina Iqbal Psychologist Fountain House Lahore Psychologist
Dr. Ehsan Tarin Faculty Institute of Social and 

Cultural Studies, Uni-
versity of the Punjab

Lahore Academic

Fatima Batool Teacher Lahore Grammar 
School-Gulberg III

Lahore Teacher

Rubina Shaheen In Charge Crisis 
Centre

AGHS Legal Aid Cell Lahore Worked with 
GBV survivors
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Dr. Lubna Javed Assistant Professor/ 
Gynaecologist

Lady Wellington Hos-
pital

Lahore Health Care 
Provider

Haroon Adeem Fiction writer/Poet/ 
Columnist/Critic

HUM TV

EXPRESS TV

Lahore Media

Uzma Zahid 
Bukhari

MPA/Chairperson 
Standing Committee 
and non-Parliamen-
tary Affairs, MDGs 
Task Force Head, 
Women’s Caucus 
Convener

Government of Punjab Lahore Legislator

Rana Muhammad 
Arshad

MPA/Parliamentary 
Secretary For Infor-
mation and Culture, 
Punjab

Government of Punjab Lahore Legislator

Dr. Waqar Monitoring and Eval-
uation Head,Man-
agement Information 
Systems

Department of Health, 
Punjab

Lahore Government

I.A. Rehman Human Rights Com-
mission of Pakistan

Lahore Lahore HRCP

Omer Aftab CEO Women Empowerment 
Group

Lahore NGO

Jamila Gilani Member HRCP, EX 
MNA

Human Rights Commis-
sion of Pakistan

Peshawar HRCP

ShabinaAyaz Aurat Foundation Peshawar NGO

Professor 
Basharat

Drama Writer Pakistan Television Peshawar Media

Ms. Ayesha Faculty Department of Mass 
Communications, Uni-
versity of Peshawar

Peshawar Academic

Sumaira Azeem Directorate of Social 
Welfare and Women 
Development Khyber 
Pakhtunkhwa

Peshawar Government

Mrs. LalBano Providing facilitation 
to women in their 
business, provide skill 
development pro-
grams to women and 
a leading figure in the 
social set up)

Independent Gilgit-Baltistan NGO
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Mrs. Nasreen Professor Hunza Public School 
and College 

Gilgit-Baltistan Academic

Mr. Ijal Hussain Reporter Samaa News Gilgit-Baltistan Media

Nazneem Habib Professor Sociology Department, 
University of Muzaf-
farabad

Muzaf-
farabad-Azad 
Jammu and 
Kashmir

Academic

Sajjad Qayum Journalist Independent Muzaf-
farabad-Azad 
Jammu and 
Kashmir

Media

Asia Rafique Advocate, NGO 
worker and Human 
Rights Activist

Muzaf-
farabad-Azad 
Jammu and 
Kashmir

NGO

Fazal Mehmood 
Baig

Advocate, Human 
Rights Activist

Muzaf-
farabad-Azad 
Jammu and 
Kashmir

Works with 
GBV survivors

Atta Ur Rehman Advocate In Session 
Court, PS to Judge in 
Session Court

District Court Quetta Works with 
GBV survivors

Naqeeb Ullah 
Khan

Team Leader And 
Facillitator

Society For Community 
Development and

British Council 

Quetta NGO

Bushra Qamar Media Reporter New News and Capital 
TV

Quetta Media

Yahya 
Baloch

PS to VC University of Baloch-
istan

Quetta Government

Dr. Saima Am-
breen

Psychologist University of Baloch-
istan

Quetta Psychologist

Faiza Safdar Lecturer of Sociology University of Baloch-
istan

Quetta Academic
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Annexure D: Training Participants

• Ameer Haider, Jaggarta, Mirpurkhas

• Mariyah Arif, Independent Consultant, 
Karachi

• Shahab Ahmed, Youth Advocate, Karachi

• Qudsia Mehmood, Independent 
Consultant, Islamabad

• Pervez Sajjad, Iqra Fund, Gilgit-Baltistan

• Faisal Suleman, Youth Advocate, Quetta
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Web: http://www.af.org.pk/gep
Email: info.gep@af.org.pk,

Mail: PO Box No. 1105, Islamabad, Pakistan


