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Abstract: 

This article explores the intersection of gender roles, power relations, and social 
transformation within the context of Pakistan. It examines how traditional gender norms, 

patriarchal structures, and societal expectations influence the status of women and 
marginalized genders. By reviewing various sociological theories and case studies, this work 
analyzes the challenges women face in achieving gender equality and the mechanisms of 

power that perpetuate gender-based inequalities. The paper also looks at the socio-political 
movements and legislative reforms that have contributed to transforming gender dynamics in 

Pakistan, focusing on the impact of education, activism, and legal frameworks. 
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Introduction 
The concept of gender roles has been deeply entrenched in societies worldwide, with specific 
norms that dictate behaviors, responsibilities, and expectations based on one's gender. In 

Pakistan, these roles are reinforced by cultural, religious, and social structures that 
predominantly favor male authority and diminish the social standing of women and gender 
minorities. Power relations, often hierarchical and patriarchal, perpetuate these gender 

disparities, influencing various aspects of life from family dynamics to political participation. 
This article explores how these gendered structures impact societal transformation and the 

ongoing efforts to challenge and reform power relations to foster gender equality. 

Gender Roles in Pakistani Society and Their Historical Roots  

Gender roles in Pakistani society are deeply embedded in cultural, religious, and historical 
traditions, and their roots can be traced back to pre-colonial times. Historically, the patriarchal 

system has defined gender relations, where men were traditionally viewed as breadwinners and 
protectors, while women were expected to fulfill domestic roles, taking care of the home and 
children. These roles were not only a reflection of societal norms but were also influenced by 

agrarian economies, where men’s labor in the fields was seen as vital for survival, while 
women's work was primarily confined to the household. 
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During the colonial period, British rule further solidified gender roles through the imposition of 
Western legal systems and practices, which often disregarded the cultural and social systems of 
the indigenous population. British colonial policies emphasized traditional gender divisions 

while also introducing new legal frameworks that affected women's rights, particularly in areas 
such as marriage, inheritance, and education. The social reforms initiated during the colonial era 

aimed at improving women's status often fell short, as they were often framed in a way that was 
alien to indigenous practices and beliefs. 

Following independence in 1947, Pakistan inherited a complex set of gender norms shaped by 
both colonial rule and indigenous traditions. The state's attempts to modernize and reform the 

country, including efforts to promote women's rights, often clashed with entrenched cultural and 
religious beliefs. Over time, the role of women in Pakistani society became linked with notions 

of honor, particularly in rural and conservative areas. This concept of honor has significantly 
shaped societal expectations, placing heavy restrictions on women’s mobility, autonomy, and 
freedom of expression. 

Religious interpretations, particularly in Islam, have also played a significant role in shaping 

gender norms in Pakistan. While Islam offers women rights and responsibilities, such as 
inheritance and the right to education, conservative interpretations have often limited women’s 

participation in public life. This has created a complex interaction between religion, tradition, 
and modernity, with varying attitudes toward gender roles depending on factors like geography, 
class, and education. 

Today, gender roles in Pakistan continue to evolve, with challenges coming from both 
progressive movements advocating for gender equality and conservative forces defending 
traditional values. The tension between these two forces is a central theme in the ongoing 

discourse on gender roles in Pakistan, with education, legislation, and social movements playing 
pivotal roles in reshaping these roles. The historical roots of gender roles continue to influence 
how men and women navigate their identities, opportunities, and relationships in contemporary 

Pakistani society. 

Power Relations in Patriarchal Systems and Their Implications  

Power relations in patriarchal systems are fundamentally structured around the domination of 
men over women and other marginalized genders. These systems are embedded in social, 

political, and economic structures, where authority, decision-making, and control are 
predominantly held by men, reinforcing gender inequalities. In a patriarchal society, power is 

often concentrated in male-dominated institutions such as the family, government, religious 
organizations, and workplaces, with women and gender minorities relegated to subordinate roles. 

The implications of these power dynamics are profound, as they affect nearly every aspect of life 
for women and marginalized genders. In patriarchal systems, women are typically denied access 

to full participation in the public sphere. This includes limited representation in politics, higher 
education, the workforce, and leadership positions. As a result, women often face economic 

dependency on male relatives, which restricts their autonomy and limits their opportunities for 
personal and professional growth. The expectation that women will take on the primary 
caregiving and domestic responsibilities often keeps them confined to the private sphere, which 
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not only limits their access to resources but also reinforces the notion that their contributions to 
society are less valuable than those of men. 

Patriarchy also perpetuates harmful gender stereotypes and norms that shape the way men and 
women are expected to behave. For instance, men are often encouraged to embody traits such as 

strength, leadership, and emotional stoicism, while women are expected to be nurturing, 
submissive, and emotionally supportive. These norms confine both genders to rigid roles, 

limiting individual freedom and expression. Men, in particular, may face social pressure to 
conform to ideals of masculinity, which can lead to toxic behaviors such as aggression, 
dominance, and control, especially in personal relationships. 

One of the most damaging consequences of patriarchal power relations is the normalization of 

gender-based violence. In societies with entrenched patriarchal structures, violence against 
women is often seen as a private matter rather than a societal issue, which leads to inadequate 

legal and social protections. Women who attempt to resist or challenge these power structures 
may face retaliation, including domestic abuse, sexual harassment, or even honor killings, which 
are sometimes justified by cultural or religious beliefs. This culture of violence further entrench 

inequalities, creating a cycle of oppression that is difficult to break. 

In addition to the direct implications of gender inequality, patriarchal systems also affect the 
broader social fabric. By denying women equal access to education, employment, and political 

power, societies are deprived of the full potential of half of their population, which in turn 
hinders national development. Moreover, the absence of women in decision-making processes 

often leads to policies that do not address the needs or concerns of women, perpetuating 
gendered disparities in health, economics, and security. 

Efforts to challenge and dismantle patriarchal power relations often encounter significant 
resistance from entrenched social, religious, and political forces. However, the growing feminist 

movements, both locally and globally, have pushed for legal reforms, awareness campaigns, and 
cultural shifts aimed at reducing gender-based inequalities. While progress has been made in 

some areas, the deeply ingrained nature of patriarchy in many societies, including Pakistan, 
continues to pose significant challenges to achieving true gender equality. 

The Intersection of Gender Roles with Socio-Economic Class and Ethnicity 

The intersection of gender roles with socio-economic class and ethnicity creates a complex web 
of discrimination and marginalization that significantly impacts the lives of individuals, 

particularly women and gender minorities. In Pakistan, like many other societies, gender roles do 
not exist in isolation but are deeply intertwined with class and ethnic identities. These 

intersecting factors compound the challenges faced by women and marginalized groups, creating 
multiple layers of disadvantage that influence access to resources, opportunities, and social 
power. 

Socio-economic class plays a central role in shaping gender roles. Women from lower-income 
backgrounds often face harsher restrictions compared to their middle or upper-class counterparts. 
For instance, in rural areas or lower-income urban settings, women are more likely to be 

confined to domestic duties, with little or no access to education or employment opportunities. 
Economic dependence on male relatives is a common reality for many working-class women, 
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limiting their ability to make independent decisions or participate fully in public life. In contrast, 
women from wealthier families may have access to education, career opportunities, and greater 
mobility, but they still face gender-based limitations shaped by patriarchal norms. Thus, the 

socio-economic status of women often dictates the degree to which they can challenge traditional 
gender roles. 

Ethnicity further complicates these dynamics, as ethnic minorities often experience compounded 

discrimination based on both their gender and their cultural identity. In Pakistan, ethnic groups 
such as Baloch, Pashtun, and Sindhi women may face distinct challenges that are shaped by both 
their gender and ethnic background. For example, Baloch women have historically faced severe 

restrictions on their mobility and rights, with rigid social norms dictating their roles within the 
family and community. Similarly, women from marginalized ethnic groups may be subjected to 

additional layers of oppression, such as discrimination based on language, cultural practices, and 
regional identity, which can further limit their access to education, healthcare, and employment. 

Moreover, ethnic and class-based discrimination often reinforces gendered inequalities, creating 
a cycle of poverty and exclusion for women from these backgrounds. For instance, ethnic 

minority women may face language barriers in accessing services or participating in mainstream 
economic and political activities, while working-class women may be excluded from higher-

paying jobs or leadership positions due to societal expectations tied to both their gender and 
socio-economic status. This intersectionality also influences the experience of violence. Women 
from lower socio-economic and ethnic backgrounds are often more vulnerable to gender-based 

violence, yet they may lack the resources or support systems to escape abusive situations or seek 
justice. 

This intersectionality also shapes the way women experience societal expectations. For instance, 

while urban, middle-class women may experience pressure to conform to modern ideals of 
femininity, rural, working-class women often face pressure to adhere to traditional roles that are 
linked to their economic function in the household and community. This tension between 

traditional roles and modern expectations can cause additional stress and conflict, particularly as 
women attempt to navigate these competing identities. 

In response to these intersectional challenges, advocacy and activism in Pakistan have 

increasingly recognized the importance of considering socio-economic class and ethnicity when 
addressing gender inequality. Feminist movements, while advocating for broader gender 

equality, have also begun to emphasize the need for policies and reforms that are tailored to the 
specific needs of women from marginalized socio-economic backgrounds and ethnic minorities. 
For instance, programs aimed at promoting education and economic empowerment have been 

designed to target women in low-income and rural areas, while efforts to protect ethnic minority 
women from discrimination and violence have gained attention within human rights circles. 

Ultimately, the intersection of gender, class, and ethnicity in Pakistan requires a more nuanced 

understanding of gender equality—one that considers the multifaceted barriers faced by women 
and gender minorities and seeks to dismantle the complex layers of discrimination that continue 
to shape their lives. 
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The Role of Education in Reshaping Gender Norms  

Education plays a pivotal role in reshaping gender norms by challenging traditional stereotypes, 
broadening perspectives, and promoting gender equality. In societies like Pakistan, where deeply 
entrenched gender roles and stereotypes often limit the opportunities and rights of women and 

gender minorities, education serves as a powerful tool for transformation. It provides individuals 
with the knowledge and critical thinking skills necessary to question and redefine the gendered 

expectations that shape their lives. Education can challenge the concept that certain roles, 
behaviors, or aspirations are inherently tied to one’s gender, opening up avenues for both men 
and women to pursue interests and careers beyond socially prescribed limits. 

For girls and women, education directly contributes to breaking the cycle of gender inequality by 

offering them the tools to gain economic independence, make informed decisions about their 
futures, and challenge patriarchal structures. In Pakistan, where girls’ education is often seen as 

secondary to boys’ due to cultural norms and practices, providing equal access to education has 
been shown to significantly impact girls' empowerment. Educated women are more likely to 
marry later, have fewer children, and raise healthier families. Furthermore, education equips 

women with the confidence and agency to participate in public life, including politics, business, 
and civil society, where their voices and leadership are often marginalized. 

Beyond individual benefits, education also plays a collective role in reshaping societal gender 

norms. Schools and universities are spaces where future generations learn about gender equality, 
respect, and the value of diversity. When curricula are designed to reflect gender-neutral and 

inclusive values, they can instill new ideals about the roles and capabilities of men and women. 
For instance, subjects such as literature, history, and social studies that portray women in 
leadership roles, alongside men, challenge the idea that leadership and decision-making are male 

domains. Similarly, integrating lessons on women’s rights, gender equality, and social justice 
into educational programs can create a more informed and progressive generation that is less 
likely to accept gender-based discrimination and violence. 

In Pakistan, efforts to integrate gender-sensitive education into schools are beginning to take 
hold. Policies promoting gender equality in education, alongside initiatives to reduce gender-
based violence in schools, have been instrumental in creating safer and more inclusive learning 

environments for girls. However, challenges remain, particularly in rural areas, where access to 
education is limited for girls due to financial constraints, societal norms, and the lack of female 

teachers. The emphasis on male-dominated fields like engineering and medicine often deters 
young women from pursuing education in fields like science, technology, and leadership, which 
are perceived as ―male spaces.‖ Overcoming these barriers requires not only policy changes but 

also a shift in societal attitudes toward women’s education and career choices. 

Moreover, education can reshape gender norms for boys as well. By teaching young boys the 
importance of respect for women and the rejection of harmful stereotypes, such as the belief that 

men should be dominant and women should be submissive, education can foster more equitable 
relationships between genders. Schools that promote gender sensitivity and emotional 
intelligence can help boys develop healthier expressions of masculinity, reducing incidences of 

violence, aggression, and discrimination against women. 
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Ultimately, the role of education in reshaping gender norms is integral to building a more equal 
society. As educational access expands and curricula evolve to reflect progressive gender values, 
individuals are empowered to challenge the status quo and imagine a future where gender does 

not limit opportunities, rights, or aspirations. However, achieving this vision requires not only 
structural changes in education policy but also broader societal shifts that value and support 

gender equality in all spheres of life. 

Impact of Women’s Movements in Pakistan and Their Contribution to Change  

Women’s movements in Pakistan have played a transformative role in challenging gender 
inequalities and advocating for women’s rights, making significant strides in both legal reforms 
and societal attitudes. Over the decades, these movements have evolved from modest advocacy 

groups into powerful grassroots organizations and national campaigns that have shaped public 
discourse and influenced policy changes. Despite facing significant resistance from conservative 

elements of society, these movements have managed to create awareness, mobilize public 
support, and push for structural changes to improve the status of women in Pakistan. 

One of the most significant contributions of women’s movements in Pakistan has been their 

work in advocating for legal reforms that protect women from violence, ensure their rights to 
education, and improve their access to economic resources. Key achievements include the 
passing of laws such as the Protection Against Harassment of Women at the Workplace Act 

(2010), the Domestic Violence (Prevention and Protection) Bill (2013), and the Prevention of 
Anti-Women Practices Act (2011). These laws, along with others aimed at improving women’s 

legal standing, are a direct result of the tireless advocacy of women’s groups, who have lobbied 
with both the government and civil society to address issues like domestic violence, honor 
killings, and child marriage. 

Additionally, women’s movements have been instrumental in challenging the deeply ingrained 

cultural norms that perpetuate gender-based discrimination. By raising awareness of issues such 
as child marriage, gender-based violence, and the lack of female representation in politics, they 

have begun to shift societal attitudes towards women’s roles and capabilities. This has not only 
helped women claim their rights in areas traditionally dominated by men but also encouraged 
broader public conversations around gender equality. Campaigns such as "Girls Not Brides," 

"Aurat March," and "Chuppal Maar" have become platforms for expressing women’s rights 
issues, amplifying women’s voices across the country. 

Education and employment have been two key areas where women’s movements have made 

significant strides. Through advocacy and awareness campaigns, women’s organizations have 
worked tirelessly to ensure that girls have equal access to education, especially in rural and 
conservative areas. These efforts have led to increased enrollment rates for girls in schools, the 

opening of women’s colleges and universities, and the establishment of vocational training 
centers aimed at empowering women economically. Furthermore, the labor force participation of 

women has been significantly impacted by women’s movements, which have advocated for 
equal pay, better working conditions, and opportunities for women in traditionally male-
dominated sectors. 

Another major contribution of these movements has been in the area of political participation. 

While women in Pakistan have historically been underrepresented in politics, women’s 
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movements have worked to increase female representation in political offices and decision-
making positions. This has led to the creation of policies that specifically benefit women, such as 
the 33% gender quota in local government elections, which ensures that women have a voice in 

local governance. Female leaders and activists have become more visible, inspiring future 
generations of women to pursue leadership roles and participate in the political process. 

Despite these successes, women’s movements in Pakistan continue to face challenges, including 

backlash from conservative and religious groups, the persistence of patriarchal norms, and the 
lack of resources for many grassroots organizations. Nevertheless, the ongoing work of these 
movements has laid the groundwork for future gender equality initiatives, with the recognition 

that women’s rights are integral to broader social, economic, and political progress. The activism 
of Pakistani women has demonstrated the power of collective action in achieving change, and 

their continued efforts are essential in securing a more just and equal society for future 
generations. Through their resilience and determination, women’s movements in Pakistan have 
contributed not only to legal and policy reforms but also to a cultural shift that increasingly 

values and supports gender equality. 

Legislative Reforms and Gender Policies in Pakistan 

In Pakistan, legislative reforms and gender policies have played a critical role in addressing 
gender-based inequalities and promoting women's rights. Over the years, various legal 

frameworks have been developed to safeguard women's rights, tackle gender-based violence, and 
ensure women’s participation in social, political, and economic spheres. While progress has been 

made, the challenge remains in ensuring the effective implementation of these laws and policies, 
as societal and cultural barriers continue to hinder the advancement of gender equality. 

One of the significant legislative reforms in Pakistan is the 2006 Protection of Women 

(Criminal Laws Amendment) Act, which amended the Hudood Ordinances introduced in the 

1970s. This reform aimed to provide better protection to women against sexual violence, 
including rape and forced marriage, by ensuring that the legal burden of proof did not rest solely 

on the woman. It was a milestone in the effort to protect women's rights, addressing the 
limitations of the previous laws, which had made it difficult for women to seek justice in cases of 
sexual violence. 

Another key piece of legislation is the Domestic Violence (Prevention and Protection) Bill 

passed in 2013, which seeks to protect women from domestic abuse, provide shelter for victims, 
and set up a system for legal aid. Although this bill was not fully implemented for several years, 

it marked an important step in acknowledging domestic violence as a serious issue that requires 
legal intervention. Similarly, the Harassment of Women at the Workplace Act (2010) aimed 
to provide protection to women in professional spaces, ensuring that they have a safe working 

environment free from harassment and discrimination. This law mandates that organizations 
create mechanisms for reporting harassment and provides legal recourse for victims. 

In addition to these laws, gender policies in Pakistan have been developed to address broader 

issues of gender inequality. The National Policy for Women’s Development (2002) laid down 
a roadmap for achieving gender equality by promoting women's participation in all sectors of 
society, including education, health, and politics. It included specific goals, such as reducing the 

gender gap in education and employment and eliminating violence against women. Despite the 
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policy’s ambition, its implementation faced hurdles, particularly due to limited resources and the 
lack of political will in some areas. 

The Benazir Income Support Program (BISP), introduced in 2008, represents a significant 
effort by the government to address economic inequality among women. The program targets 

women in rural areas and provides financial assistance to help lift them out of poverty. BISP has 
had a significant impact on women’s financial independence, allowing them to contribute more 

significantly to family decision-making processes and the local economy. Similarly, the 
introduction of gender quotas in local government elections  has ensured that women have a 
defined and necessary presence in political decision-making, thereby increasing women’s 

political participation. 

Furthermore, Pakistan’s Constitution of 1973 provides for equality of all citizens, irrespective of 
gender, and guarantees equal protection under the law. Articles 25, 27, and 34 of the Constitution 

specifically address issues of gender discrimination, stating that no person shall be discriminated 
against based on sex, and ensuring that women have equal opportunities for education, 
employment, and social participation. However, in practice, the implementation of these 

constitutional guarantees often falls short due to social attitudes and the lack of a strong legal 
framework for enforcement. 

Despite these legislative efforts, significant challenges remain in the effective implementation of 

gender policies. Patriarchal social structures, cultural norms, and weak law enforcement continue 
to hinder the protection of women’s rights. For example, while laws against honor killings exist, 

such killings still occur with alarming frequency, and perpetrators are often not held accountable 
due to societal pressures or family honor concerns. Moreover, gender discrimination in rural and 
remote areas remains prevalent, with women often denied their basic rights due to economic 

dependence, lack of access to education, and restrictive cultural practices. 

To overcome these challenges, Pakistan needs to ensure the full implementation of its gender 
laws, strengthen the enforcement of existing policies, and foster cultural change through 

awareness campaigns and education. Legislative reforms and gender policies have indeed laid 
the groundwork for gender equality in Pakistan, but continuous efforts are required to translate 
these legal frameworks into meaningful change for women in every aspect of their lives. The role 

of civil society, women’s advocacy groups, and international organizations will remain crucial in 
pushing for stronger enforcement and holding institutions accountable. 

Media Representation of Gender Roles and Its Effect on Public Perception 

The media plays a powerful role in shaping societal norms and public perceptions, particularly 

regarding gender roles. In Pakistan, as in many other countries, media portrayals of men and 
women often reinforce traditional gender stereotypes, influencing how individuals view their 
own identities and the roles they are expected to play within society. The way genders are 

depicted in television shows, movies, advertisements, news outlets, and social media platforms 
can perpetuate restrictive and idealized notions of femininity and masculinity, shaping public 

attitudes towards gender equality, relationships, and individual aspirations. 

Historically, Pakistani media has tended to present women in passive roles, often as caregivers, 
homemakers, or love interests, with their worth being closely tied to their appearance, 
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relationships, and familial duties. Women are frequently portrayed as dependent on male figures 
for decision-making, which reinforces the idea of female inferiority and subservience. 
Conversely, men are depicted as strong, dominant, and in control, particularly in political, 

economic, and social spheres. This binary representation of gender roles fosters a society where 
certain behaviors and ambitions are considered acceptable for men, while others are limited or 

discouraged for women. 

These portrayals influence how individuals understand gender expectations in real life. For 
example, the depiction of women as nurturing and men as providers and protectors reinforces the 
traditional division of labor in households, where women are expected to focus on domestic 

duties while men take on public-facing roles. These media representations can lead to 
internalized beliefs about gender-specific behaviors, which in turn shape personal aspirations, 

career choices, and relationship dynamics. Women may feel discouraged from pursuing careers 
in male-dominated fields such as science, technology, engineering, and politics, while men may 
feel pressure to adhere to traditional ideals of masculinity, avoiding expressions of vulnerability 

or emotional openness. 

Moreover, the media's portrayal of gender roles also plays a critical role in shaping perceptions 
of women’s rights and gender equality. In Pakistan, where media coverage of women's issues has 

historically been minimal, there has been an increasing effort to highlight issues such as 
domestic violence, sexual harassment, and women’s empowerment. However, these issues are 
often sensationalized, reduced to simple narratives of victimhood, and presented without 

sufficient context or deeper analysis. This can create a skewed perception of women's 
experiences, often focusing on their victimization rather than their agency and contributions to 

society. As a result, the complexities of gender inequality are sometimes oversimplified, leading 
to public misunderstandings and ineffective solutions. 

On the other hand, progressive media portrayals of women breaking traditional norms and 
challenging gender roles have a transformative effect. The growing presence of female 

protagonists in Pakistani dramas who are portrayed as strong, independent, and capable of 
making their own decisions has contributed to changing attitudes towards gender roles. These 

portrayals offer alternative models for women, showing that they can be ambitious, assertive, and 
successful in a wide range of fields. Similarly, media depictions of men in nurturing roles, such 
as caring fathers or partners, challenge traditional notions of masculinity and open the door for 

more equitable gender dynamics within families. 

The rise of social media has also played a significant role in reshaping public perceptions of 
gender roles in Pakistan. Platforms like Twitter, Instagram, and Facebook provide women with a 

space to voice their opinions, share their experiences, and challenge stereotypical portrayals of 
women in mainstream media. Social media campaigns such as #AuratMarch and #MeToo have 

mobilized thousands of individuals to speak out against gender-based violence and demand 
greater gender equality. Through these platforms, young people are exposed to alternative 
narratives and progressive ideas about gender, which can shift perceptions and challenge 

traditional norms more effectively than conventional media. 

However, despite these positive shifts, challenges remain. The media, particularly in Pakistan's 
more rural and conservative areas, continues to perpetuate regressive gender norms, where 

women are often depicted as passive and dependent. Additionally, sensationalized portrayals of 
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women’s issues may lead to a lack of genuine understanding of the systemic nature of gender 
inequality. For the media to effectively contribute to social change, it must go beyond surface-
level portrayals and provide more nuanced, accurate, and diverse representations of gender. This 

involves not only showcasing gender equality but also addressing the structural factors that 
perpetuate gender discrimination in society. 

In conclusion, media representation of gender roles significantly influences public perceptions, 

either reinforcing traditional norms or challenging them. While media has made strides in 
portraying more diverse and empowered representations of both women and men, there is still 
much work to be done to ensure that gender equality is not just a narrative but a reality in 

society. As media continues to evolve, it holds the potential to reshape societal attitudes toward 
gender and contribute to the transformation of deeply rooted gender norms in Pakistan. 

The Role of Religion in Shaping Gender Norms and Power Relations 

Religion has played a significant and complex role in shaping gender norms and power relations 

in societies worldwide, and Pakistan is no exception. In the context of Pakistan, Islam, as the 
predominant religion, has a profound influence on the cultural, social, and political fabric of the 

nation. Religious interpretations and practices shape the roles and expectations of men and 
women, dictating their behavior, responsibilities, and the boundaries within which they are 
expected to operate. However, the way religious teachings influence gender norms is not 

monolithic and varies based on interpretations, cultural practices, and historical contexts. 

In Islam, there are clear guidelines related to gender roles, with distinct expectations for men and 
women. Women are often seen as the primary caregivers, responsible for managing the home 

and raising children, while men are expected to be the providers and protectors of the family. 
These roles are rooted in Islamic principles that emphasize the complementary nature of male 
and female relationships, with men holding authority within the family structure. Religious 

teachings regarding modesty, dress codes, and behavior further reinforce the societal 
expectations of women to maintain specific standards of conduct, which can limit their mobility 

and participation in public life. 

However, the interpretation of religious texts and the application of these principles can vary 
significantly. In conservative and traditional interpretations, these gendered roles are rigidly 
defined and enforce strict boundaries on women’s autonomy, including their rights to education, 

employment, and political participation. The idea of "family honor" is deeply entwined with 
religious notions, and women’s roles are often tied to maintaining this honor. This perspective 

can lead to restrictions on women’s freedom, especially in rural and conservative areas where 
cultural practices and religious beliefs are closely intertwined. 

On the other hand, more progressive interpretations of Islam advocate for gender equality, citing 
Quranic verses and Hadiths that emphasize the equal spiritual and moral worth of men and 

women. For instance, the Quran speaks of men and women as equal partners in the pursuit of 
righteousness and offers rights to women, such as the right to inheritance, the right to education, 

and the right to engage in financial transactions. Scholars and activists who promote these 
interpretations argue that Islam does not inherently support the subjugation of women but that 
patriarchal cultural practices have often been conflated with religious doctrines. They assert that 
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a more equitable interpretation of religious texts can pave the way for more gender-inclusive 
practices and policies in the Muslim world, including Pakistan. 

Religious institutions and leaders in Pakistan have a significant influence on shaping public 
opinion and policy related to gender roles. While some religious leaders and institutions have 

been instrumental in advocating for women’s rights—such as supporting women’s education and 
condemning gender-based violence—others have been more conservative, reinforcing patriarchal 

structures. For example, some religious groups have strongly opposed women’s participation in 
the workforce or politics, citing religious teachings that emphasize women’s roles within the 
family. In recent years, debates around women’s rights have often become highly politicized, 

with religious groups playing a critical role in both supporting and opposing reforms. 

The state's relationship with religion also affects gender norms and power relations. Pakistan’s 
legal and political framework incorporates Islamic principles, with the Constitution guaranteeing 

the protection of Islamic values while also providing for gender equality. However, the 
implementation of gender equality laws has often been hindered by the influence of conservative 
religious factions. For example, while women’s participation in politics is guaranteed by law, the 

cultural and religious barriers to women's leadership roles remain significant. Similarly, laws 
addressing domestic violence, child marriage, and sexual harassment have been passed, but 

enforcement is often weak due to social pressures and religious interpretations that prioritize 
family privacy and patriarchal values over women’s rights. 

In addition to Islam, other religious traditions and sects within Pakistan, including Hinduism, 

Christianity, and Sikhism, have their own set of gender norms, but they also often align with 
broader societal expectations that women should occupy subordinate roles. In these 
communities, religious teachings are sometimes used to justify gender-based inequality, while at 

other times, they serve as a basis for advocating for women’s rights. 

Overall, religion in Pakistan is both a source of empowerment and constraint for women. It has 
the potential to be a tool for promoting gender equality when interpreted in progressive ways, but 

it can also perpetuate traditional gender roles and power imbalances when used to justify 
patriarchal practices. The role of religion in shaping gender norms and power relations is deeply 
intertwined with cultural, political, and social factors, and its impact continues to evolve as 

societal attitudes toward gender equality and women’s rights continue to shift. As such, religious 
discourse will remain a critical area of focus in efforts to achieve gender equality in Pakistan. 

Challenges to Gender Equality in Rural vs. Urban Contexts  

The challenges to gender equality in Pakistan vary significantly between rural and urban areas, 

largely due to differences in socio-economic conditions, cultural norms, access to resources, and 
educational opportunities. While urban areas tend to offer more opportunities for women in 
terms of education, employment, and social mobility, rural areas are often more conservative and 

restrictive, with traditional gender roles being more deeply entrenched. These disparities create 
distinct barriers to achieving gender equality in each context, though both rural and urban areas 

face common challenges related to patriarchal structures, cultural expectations, and limited 
access to justice. 
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In rural areas, gender inequality is often exacerbated by economic dependency, limited access to 
education, and traditional cultural practices that prioritize men over women. Women in rural 
Pakistan are typically expected to focus on domestic duties, such as childcare, cooking, and 

managing the household, with little opportunity to participate in the workforce or pursue 
education. In many rural communities, early marriage is still common, and girls often have 

limited access to schooling, particularly secondary and higher education, due to logistical 
challenges, societal norms, or the belief that girls should prioritize marriage and family life over 
personal development. The lack of access to quality education and vocational training in rural 

areas leaves women with fewer economic opportunities, limiting their ability to achieve financial 
independence or challenge traditional gender norms. 

Furthermore, rural areas often have higher rates of gender-based violence, including domestic 

violence, honor killings, and forced marriages, due to the influence of patriarchal structures that 
prioritize male authority and control. Women's autonomy is frequently restricted, and the 
concept of "family honor" often justifies these forms of violence. The absence of legal and social 

support systems in rural areas, combined with a strong cultural emphasis on maintaining family 
privacy, makes it difficult for women to seek help or access justice. In many cases, women in 

rural areas face significant barriers in reporting abuse, as doing so may result in social stigma or 
family disintegration. 

In contrast, urban areas, while generally offering more opportunities for women, are not without 
their own challenges. Although women in cities have better access to education, healthcare, and 

employment, they still face significant gender-based discrimination in the workplace, where they 
are often underrepresented in leadership roles and paid less than their male counterparts. Women 

in urban areas also experience pressure to conform to traditional beauty standards and social 
expectations, with media and advertising playing a central role in reinforcing these ideals. 
Additionally, although urban areas may have stronger legal frameworks and support systems for 

women, such as shelters for victims of violence and legal aid services, the implementation of 
these laws can still be inconsistent, and many women face difficulties in accessing justice due to 

bureaucratic delays, lack of awareness, or societal pressures. 

Moreover, urban women, particularly those from marginalized socio-economic backgrounds, 
often face a different set of challenges. They may experience intersectional discrimination based 
on class, ethnicity, or religion, which can further limit their access to opportunities and resources. 

Women from lower-income urban backgrounds are particularly vulnerable to exploitation in 
informal labor markets and may struggle to balance family responsibilities with work, as 

affordable childcare options are often scarce. Additionally, the fast-paced, competitive nature of 
urban life can exacerbate mental health issues, particularly for women who are balancing 
professional aspirations with societal expectations of motherhood and caregiving. 

Both rural and urban contexts face the overarching challenge of patriarchal power structures that 
dictate women’s roles and limit their agency. However, the ways in which these structures 
manifest differ across contexts. While rural areas are more likely to reinforce traditional gender 

norms through familial and community pressure, urban areas often experience more subtle forms 
of gender inequality, such as workplace discrimination, sexual harassment, and gender-based 

violence, despite legal frameworks aimed at protecting women’s rights. In both settings, 
women’s movements, education, and legal reforms have played critical roles in pushing for 
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change, but there remains much work to be done to address the deeply rooted social and cultural 
barriers to gender equality. 

Ultimately, achieving gender equality in Pakistan requires addressing these contextual 
differences while working towards broader societal change. Policies aimed at improving 

education, economic opportunities, healthcare, and legal protection for women must be tailored 
to meet the specific needs of rural and urban populations. It is also essential to engage men and 

boys in these efforts to challenge the traditional power dynamics that perpetuate gender 
inequality and to promote more equitable social norms. 
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Summary: 
This article highlights the complex interplay between gender roles, power relations, and the 
process of social transformation in Pakistan. The ingrained patriarchy, which restricts women 

and gender minorities from fully participating in various spheres of life, is examined through the 
lens of sociological theories. The historical context of gender inequality is unpacked, 

emphasizing the cultural, political, and religious factors that sustain gendered power relations. 
Despite significant challenges, Pakistan has witnessed transformative changes, notably through 
activism, education, and legislative interventions aimed at promoting gender equality. The article 

concludes with a reflection on the progress made and the continuing struggles for gender justice, 
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calling for comprehensive and intersectional approaches to further the cause of social 
transformation. 
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