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Description

Fears and Insecurities

The everyday lives of Muslim girls in Pakistan are shaped by a complex network of fears that constrain
their choices and limit their futures. Harassment in public spaces, particularly on transport systems, is
one of the most visible threats. Girls often report verbal abuse, unwanted touching, and intimidation
when commuting to schools or workplaces. This daily struggle does not only affect their physical
security but also chips away at their confidence, making even routine mobility an exhausting emotional
burden. Public harassment, therefore, functions not merely as an inconvenience but as a mechanism of
control, restricting the autonomy of half the population.

In addition to the threats on the street, the rise of cyber harassment has introduced new dimensions of
insecurity. Online platforms that should serve as spaces for learning and self-expression frequently
become sites of exploitation and abuse. Cases like that of Dr. Nabiha illustrate how privacy violations
and defamation can devastate a girl’s social standing and mental health. The digital sphere mirrors
offline dangers, forcing many families to restrict their daughters’ internet usage. In this way, cyber
harassment reinforces existing patterns of gender inequality, robbing girls of opportunities to engage
with knowledge networks and global communities.

Family and societal pressures further complicate these fears. In many communities, cultural
expectations push girls toward early marriage, cutting short their education. The Balochistan cases
demonstrate how honor is often prioritized over girls’ development, creating situations where education
is framed as secondary to preserving family reputation. The constant negotiation between pursuing
education and meeting social expectations generates immense psychological stress. Girls internalize
these conflicts, feeling torn between personal ambition and societal acceptance.

Perhaps the most extreme manifestation of insecurity is violence rooted in the notion of honor. The
persistence of honor killings, particularly by tribal groups, signals how deeply entrenched patriarchal
values remain. Girls are punished for choices that deviate from rigid cultural codes, and this violence

Page 1 Rehana Majeed
Footer Tagline 2025/09/13
Muslim Girls’ Safety, Education, and Leadership in Pakistan



KBA13 INSIGHT
KBA13 Insight, Darussalam | Phone | Link | Email

casts a long shadow over younger generations. Stories of child rape, increasingly reported in the
media, further compound the climate of fear. These overlapping insecurities restrict girls’ access to
education, limit their freedom of movement, and undermine their potential to emerge as leaders in
society.

Protection Mechanisms in Schools and
Ccommunities

Formal mechanisms to safeguard girls exist, but their effectiveness is uneven. Schools have begun
adopting safeguarding policies designed to create safer environments. Female police stations and child
protection units provide dedicated institutional channels for reporting abuse. These initiatives signal
recognition of the problem at the policy level. Yet, implementation is inconsistent. Many schools lack
trained staff to enforce policies, while female police stations are often underfunded or inaccessible to
rural communities. The existence of policies without proper enforcement creates a false sense of
security rather than genuine protection.

Informal systems of protection play a crucial role in many areas. Community elders, religious leaders,
and women’s committees often mediate conflicts and intervene in cases of harassment or abuse.
These mechanisms are accessible and familiar, making them a first line of response for many families.
However, their effectiveness depends on the values of the individuals involved. In some cases,
community leaders reinforce harmful norms, prioritizing family honor over justice for victims. Thus, while
informal structures provide quick responses, they can also perpetuate cycles of silence and
compromise.

Non-governmental organizations (NGOs) have filled significant gaps left by the state. By offering legal
aid, conducting awareness campaigns, and organizing safe spaces, NGOs provide critical lifelines for
many girls. Programs that train teachers on gender sensitivity or create youth clubs focused on
empowerment have had measurable impacts. Yet, NGOs cannot fully replace systemic protection.
Their reach is often limited to urban centers, leaving rural girls underserved. Moreover, their
dependency on external funding makes sustainability uncertain, especially in politically volatile contexts.

The biggest challenge across all these mechanisms is trust. Families often hesitate to report cases of
abuse due to stigma, fear of retaliation, or lack of faith in authorities. Girls themselves may not feel safe
enough to approach formal institutions. As long as protection systems remain underfunded, unevenly
enforced, and socially distrusted, their impact will remain limited. A transformation is needed—one that
integrates policy enforcement with community engagement to create a safety net that girls can
genuinely rely upon.

Crisis Response to Gender-Based Violence

Gender-based violence intensifies during times of crisis, exposing the fragility of existing protection
systems. Health facilities in Pakistan have begun to provide specialized services addressing gender-
based violence and sexual reproductive health, offering immediate medical and psychological
assistance to survivors. These services are invaluable, yet they remain scattered and often
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underutilized due to social stigma. Survivors may fear that seeking medical help will expose their
situation to gossip or retaliation. Confidentiality, therefore, becomes a critical factor in whether these
services can truly serve those in need.

Disaster Management Authorities also attempt to safeguard vulnerable populations during emergencies
by establishing relief camps. However, these camps frequently lack gender-sensitive planning. Girls
and women are at heightened risk of harassment or abuse in crowded shelters where privacy is scarce.
The absence of female staff and inadequate lighting in camps exacerbate these dangers. Instead of
providing safe havens, relief camps sometimes become environments that reinforce the very
insecurities they were meant to alleviate.

Legal pathways through police and courts are formally available to survivors, but they too suffer from
limitations. Delayed investigations, corruption, and a lack of gender sensitivity within the judicial system
discourage many from pursuing justice. Even when cases are reported, families often face intense
social backlash for “airing dirty laundry.” This results in underreporting, leaving the majority of gender-
based violence cases unresolved. Without systemic reform, the legal framework remains more symbolic
than functional.

Civil society organizations and international agencies have stepped in to provide alternative support.
NGOs and UN agencies operate helplines, establish safe spaces, and offer psychosocial support.
These initiatives create pockets of hope, demonstrating that timely interventions can make a real
difference. Yet, their limited coverage and resource constraints prevent them from addressing the scale
of the problem. The challenge lies not in the absence of responses, but in their fragmentation. Without
integration between state mechanisms and civil society, crisis response remains piecemeal, leaving
countless girls without timely protection.

Participation in Education and Decision-Making

Education is one of the most potent tools for empowerment, yet access remains uneven across
Pakistan. In urban areas, many girls benefit from improved school infrastructure, scholarships, and
safer modes of transportation. These opportunities allow them to pursue higher education and develop
professional ambitions. However, urban privilege is not universal. Even in cities, socioeconomic class
often determines whether a girl can continue her education beyond primary school. The divide between
elite private schools and underfunded public schools further highlights the inequality of opportunity.

In rural regions, barriers to education are even more pronounced. Poverty often forces families to
prioritize sons’ schooling over daughters’, viewing boys as future breadwinners. Security concerns,
including harassment during commutes, compound the problem. Traditional practices, such as
restricting girls’ mobility after puberty, also contribute to high dropout rates. As a result, rural girls are
systematically excluded from the very institutions that could challenge cycles of poverty and gender
inequality.

Participation in community decision-making mirrors this educational divide. Girls rarely hold positions of
influence in local councils or committees. Their voices are often silenced by cultural expectations that
prioritize male authority. Yet, when opportunities are created—through youth leadership workshops or
student unions—girls demonstrate remarkable potential. They articulate community concerns, advocate
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for peer rights, and contribute to peacebuilding initiatives. These experiences reveal that the problem is
not a lack of capability but a lack of opportunity.

The transformative power of education lies in its ability to generate confidence and voice. Girls who
remain in school longer are more likely to challenge oppressive norms, participate in civic life, and
assume leadership roles. Equal participation in education not only empowers individuals but also
strengthens communities. Educated girls grow into women who contribute to local economies, support
peace initiatives, and advocate for justice. In this sense, every barrier to girls’ education is not only a
personal loss but also a collective setback for society.

The Role of Families, Educators, and Religious
Leaders

Families remain the first gatekeepers of girls’ safety and education. Supportive parents often encourage
their daughters to pursue studies, provided that schools are safe and accessible. Yet, traditional
pressures such as early marriage still loom large. Parents may feel torn between ensuring their
daughters’ futures and maintaining community approval. This ambivalence explains why family support,
while powerful, remains inconsistent. When families prioritize education, however, girls are far more
likely to succeed.

Educators play a pivotal role in shaping learning environments. Teachers who foster inclusivity and
respect help girls feel valued and capable. Safe classrooms can counterbalance the hostility girls
experience in public spaces. By integrating gender sensitivity into teaching practices, educators can
create conditions where girls not only learn but thrive. Unfortunately, many schools lack training and
resources to support such environments, leaving gaps that undermine girls’ confidence.

Religious leaders wield considerable influence in Pakistani society. Their endorsement of girls’
education can dismantle resistance rooted in misinterpretations of spiritual principles. When imams or
clerics speak publicly about the compatibility of Islam and female education, they legitimize aspirations
that might otherwise be dismissed. Conversely, silence or opposition from religious leaders strengthens
barriers. The power of their voice illustrates how cultural change is not only a legal or economic issue
but also a moral and spiritual one.

Women'’s groups and NGOs complement these roles through advocacy and practical interventions.
They organize awareness campaigns, lobby for policy changes, and even arrange safe transportation
for schoolgirls. By mobilizing collective action, these groups amplify the impact of supportive families,
teachers, and clerics. Where these stakeholders align, girls’ opportunities expand dramatically. Where
they diverge, girls face mixed signals and uncertain futures. The coordination of these actors is,
therefore, essential to building sustainable pathways for empowerment.

Recommendations for Change

The protection and empowerment of Muslim girls require systemic reforms rather than piecemeal fixes.
First, safeguarding policies in schools must move from paper to practice. Monitoring bodies should be
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established to ensure that schools actively implement protective measures. Policies without
accountability mechanisms risk becoming empty promises. Enforcement must be prioritized if safety is
to become a lived reality rather than a theoretical right.

Safe transport systems are another urgent need. Many families cite unsafe commutes as the primary
reason for withdrawing girls from school. Community escort programs or subsidized transport for
schoolgirls can directly address this barrier. These measures are not luxuries but necessities if society
wishes to unlock the full potential of its female population. Without mobility, education remains an
abstract promise rather than an attainable goal.

Education itself must integrate gender and rights awareness into curricula. Teaching girls and boys
about equality, respect, and dignity from an early age can help challenge deeply ingrained stereotypes.
Such reforms go beyond protecting girls from harm; they cultivate a generation that values inclusivity.
When students grow up seeing gender equity as usual, they carry those values into their families,
workplaces, and communities.

Finally, support services such as helplines, health facilities, and psychosocial counseling must be
expanded, particularly in rural areas. Too often, survivors of abuse suffer in silence due to stigma or
lack of resources. By investing in accessible and confidential services, society can break cycles of
trauma and rebuild trust in protective institutions. The empowerment of girls is not a single-issue reform
but a comprehensive process requiring action across multiple sectors.

Conclusion

The realities faced by Muslim girls in Pakistan highlight the intersection of gender, culture, and systemic
inequality. From harassment in public spaces to the pressures of early marriage, girls navigate
environments that continually test their resilience. Yet, their aspirations remain powerful. Every effort to
expand their safety and opportunities is an investment in the nation’s future.

Protection mechanisms, though imperfect, demonstrate that progress is possible. Schools,
communities, and NGOs are experimenting with solutions that, if scaled and enforced, could
significantly alter outcomes. Crisis responses highlight both the vulnerabilities of existing systems and
the potential for collective action. Education and leadership initiatives, though unevenly distributed,
showcase the transformative power of opportunity.

The role of families, educators, and religious leaders underscores that cultural change cannot be
legislated alone—it must be lived and modeled in daily life. When these actors align in their advocacy,
barriers fall quickly. Conversely, when they falter, girls are left vulnerable. The path forward lies in
coordinated, consistent, and courageous engagement from all sectors of society.

Ultimately, ensuring the safety and empowerment of Muslim girls is not merely a matter of justice for
individuals. It is a cornerstone of Pakistan’s progress, stability, and moral standing. A society that
protects and uplifts its daughters builds resilience, fosters peace, and embraces the full promise of its
people. The journey is challenging, but the stakes are far too high to ignore.
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