Paper prepared for the “Equality Diversity and Inclusion Conference 2010”, 14-16 July 2010, Vienna
Stream 20: Women, Work and Globalization in Developing and Transitional Societies. DO NOT QUOTE
_________________________________________________________________________________

Women’s struggle for formal employment in Pakistan’s development sector
Abstract

Purpose: The purpose of this paper is to offer insights into women’s struggles for formal employment in Pakistan’s development sector. Struggles take place at specific interfaces where global development discourses and local gender norms meet.

Design/methodology/approach: Qualitative interviews and ethnographic research were used to gain a better understanding of female development workers’ experiences in Pakistan. The paper draws on actor-oriented approaches.
Findings: Dominant forces at global and national levels have shaped development discourses in a way that demand for female employees who work in remote, rural places. Since religious and cultural values in Pakistan heavily influence how the relation between women and work is conceptualised in this specific socio-cultural context, women experience different fields of struggle. “Legitimising the doing of the job” and “(not) talking about contestations of gender norms” are two processes that order women’s workspaces but also offer potentials for change.

Practical implications: The insights from this research are significant to practices of both development organisations and Pakistani, or even Muslim, female development workers.

Originality/value of the paper: The paper adds to under-researched debates on women, work and globalisation by looking at Pakistani female development practitioners and their experiences with formal work relations in a highly gender-segregated socio-cultural context.
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Introduction

This paper analyses the intersections of women, work and globalisation through an analysis of the ways in which Pakistani female development practitioners, whose job profiles are shaped to a large extent by globalised discourses of development, experience gender relations and position themselves in their specific socio-cultural work environment. I look at the fields of struggle these women encounter in the context of the Hazara region in Northwest Pakistan e.g. how they get access to work in the development sector or how they deal with mobility issues. Drawing on my interviews with female development practitioners and my participant observations in the development sector in rural Pakistan, I argue that in this socio-cultural context, effects of globalisation on the employment sector are gendered, but they also create a space for negotiation and transformation of gender relations. Using the two examples of how women legitimise their doing of the job and how women talk about gender contestations, I discuss possible spaces for negotiations. With my paper, I contribute to the scant data on experiences of women and work in developing countries, especially in Muslim majority contexts. Looking at a specific socio-cultural location and the ways in which gender relations are framed in this context, it contributes to a better understanding of the gendered effects of globalisation (Metcalfe & Rees, 2010; Walby, 2009; Acker, 2004). By focussing on female development practitioners in rural Northwest Pakistan, I provide an example from a formal employment sector in which the conflict potential between societal and occupational norms is perceived as very severe.

The paper is organised as follows: First, I provide an assessment of the literature on women, work and globalisation that is relevant for my study. Second, I briefly delineate the socio-cultural context I am writing about, i.e. the Hazara region in Pakistan. Third, I elaborate on the occupational field of Social Organisation and its links to global discourses of development. Fourth, I describe three fields of struggle important for female Social Organisers. Fifth, I outline possible spaces for the negotiations of gender relations. Finally, I conclude with a reflection on how I used specific notions of place and space – combined with an emphasis on women’s agency – as a conceptual approach for understanding women’s experiences at work. I further highlight the challenges as well as the potentials women experience in their struggles for formal employment in Pakistan’s development sector.

Women, work and globalisation

In developing countries such as Pakistan, many parts of people’s lives, including work, are subject to patriarchal and imperial regimes as major organising principles. In Pakistan, as well as in other Muslim countries, gender relations are strongly sexualised (Mirza, 2002:25). The institution of Purdah – which is related to Islamic values and designates a broad set of behaviour patterns rather than a fixed set of rules (Mirza, 2002) – is a way of dealing with gender order at a societal level by separating the sexes. A consequence of this separation is that separate worlds for men and women are created (Mernissi, 1987; Syed, 2008). In this context, it is a major challenge for many Pakistani men and women that they do not find, within Islamic law, concepts for social interaction between men and women outside kinship relations. Since there are no clear rules on how to interact with people from the opposite sex outside kinship, the evaluation whether a certain conduct conforms to Purdah or not – i.e. what a modest behaviour (Syed, 2010) is – remains a matter of personal or collective interpretation, definition and negotiation. Within kinship, women‘s behaviour is seen as the embodiment of the family‘s honour. The family‘s honour needs to be guarded and protected by male family members since a woman’s “bad conduct”, e.g. in interactions outside kinship at work, does not only affect her own reputation but the reputation of the whole family. These arguments legitimise gender differences in clothing, mobility, education, labour division and social networks.

Despite the clear gender differences in many spheres of life, female employment has never been condemned in principle in Pakistan. As Mirza (2002:79-80) states, “approval or disapproval rather depend on the compatibility of an occupation with gender segregation, i.e. on the ability to perform a job in a female working environment”. Many women thus work in the informal sector, doing agricultural work or home-based work because it can be brought in line with prevailing concepts of gendered labour division. Socially accepted formal occupations for women are medical care, teaching, factory work, and nowadays, even office work tends to become an accepted form of paid labour in urban contexts. This is remarkable since women entering the office sector mainly belong to the lower-middle classes, which are the most conservative compared with other sections of Pakistani society (Mirza, 2002:2). In all these job contexts, it has been possible for women to develop strategies to deal with prevailing norms of gender segregation, i.e. to adapt Purdah to new contexts (Mirza, 2002, 1999; Weiss, 1984; Papanek, 1971). Still, developing strategies for maintaining gender segregation does not guarantee that professional women are socially respected by their families and their work colleagues. In Pakistan, women doing a job in a gender-mixed working environment have to deal with physical abuse through which Purdah restrictions are transgressed and violated to the disadvantage of women (SDPC, 2009:75-122; Mirza, 2002:44-51 and Kamal, 1998), as well as with accusations and obloquy related to the possibility of such physical abuse, calling into question women’s honour. Therefore, many women are reluctant to take on a job, even if they are allowed to do so by their male family members.

Research on women and work in Pakistan and other Muslim majority countries has for a long time focused on religious values and their gendered effects on work. Researchers have shown that the allocation of productive work to men and reproductive work to women has often been legitimised with religious arguments (Akram-Lodhi, 1996; Siegmann and Sadaf, 2006). They have also, yet even more, highlighted that the socially constructed work spaces, e.g. the home as “private” or markets and streets as “public” (Besio, 2006; Mirza, 2002, 1999; Gratz, 1998; Goetz, 1997; Weiss, 1984; Papanek, 1971), and the allocation of specific work places and types to men and women is a result of the observances of Purdah. These spatial segregations are still relevant for the daily lives of a majority of women in the country, incl. working women.

Alongside with this body of descriptive accounts on the gendered allocation of space and work types in different Muslim majority countries, there has been an emerging body of literature that analyses the discourses that are used to legitimate these gendered allocations. In the specific socio-cultural context of my research, these discourses are characterised by religious and cultural arguments. Since different discourses use different moral concepts, they propagate diverging conceptualisations of the relationship between women and work. Depending on the discourse, being a “good Muslim” is not compatible with being a “professional woman”, which may lead to moral dilemmas for women (Syed, 2010). Additional to analysing the discourses, researchers have also taken up critical position vis-à-vis debates on women’s empowerment and gender relations that were formulated and pushed forward in other countries, above all in non-Muslim countries. The deconstruction of dominant discourses about Muslim women and work and the display of a multitude of alternative discourses from within and outside Muslim countries has led to critical engagements with the topic of women and work. It has offered possibilities for a reframing of global, “imperial” discourses about gender to reflect the specific socio-cultural setting of Pakistan’s women (Sidani, 2005; Jamal, 2005).

Other researchers have started to unpack “the Muslim working woman”. For Pakistan, Arifeen (2008a, 2008b), Khan (2007) and Mirza (2002) have shown that the woman’s socio-economic background and her biography influence the reasons and motivations why she takes up paid work. While for some women it is necessary to take up paid work in order to support the family financially, other women see their engagement in the formal labour market as a personal interest or a political statement for gender equality. The reasons why women work are of special interest in the occupational field that I am looking at, i.e. in the development sector: The development sector is often perceived as either a space of imperialistic power or/and as space of charity, empowerment and social change and thus, depending on the positioning of a woman, different arguments are available for negotiating gender norms.

While there has been research on Northern development practitioners working in the South (Cook, 2007; Heron, 2007; Kothari, 2006), not many researchers have put Southern development practitioners to the centre of their research (Mokbul Morshed, 2007). But looking at Southern development practitioners offers new insights into (gendered) effects of globalisation. For my paper, Mokbul Morshed (2007) and Goetz (2001, 1997) provided a valuable insight into the development practitioners’ lives and the impact of the organisation of space and time on Muslim women in Bangladesh. The insights from Pakistan with the focus on gendered effects of globalisation will further our understanding of professional women’s working spaces.

Context of the research

The research from which this paper emerges seeks to contribute to an empirically grounded understanding of how development in the rural North-West Frontier Province of Pakistan is practiced on the ground, looking inter alia at different types of (female) development practitioners. The insights of this paper are based on formal interviews, informal talks and group discussions as well as participant observation carried out during 2007 and 2008 in rural Hazara region, Pakistan.

The Hazara region is located in the eastern part of the North-West Frontier Province (NWFP), neighbouring Punjab in the south, Jammu & Kashmir in the east and the Northern Areas in the North. Until 2000, Hazara Division was the designation for an administrative unit, whereas now, Hazara is no longer used in official but is retained in colloquial language. Hazara refers to the Districts of Abbottabad, Battagram, Haripur, Kohistan and Mansehra. The region is characterised by mountainous terrain, small landholdings of less than a hectare (in contrast to the large landholdings in Punjab, Sindh and other areas of NWFP), rain fed agriculture and remittances as well as some small-scale industries. There is a remarkable density of higher educational organisations, partly based on Abbottabad’s historic and current role as army headquarters. The reputation of being an educational centre has become even more important with the degrading security situation in the provincial capital Peshawar, where people used to send their children for higher education.

Hazara is also famous for its mix of Hindko-, Pashto-, Gujjari- and Kohistani-speaking inhabitants and the diverse ethnic backgrounds of its residents. NWFP in general is said to be more conservative and strict with the interpretation of Purdah than other areas in Pakistan [1] – at least on a rhetoric level –, but this mainly relates to the Pukthoon communities and their code of behaviour (Pakhtonwali). Hazara is said to be less conservative than other parts of the province (but still stricter compared with many other parts of the country), and the argumentation is that in multi-ethnic Hazara, the different social groups have diverse ways of interpreting Purdah.

The attitudes towards development, non-governmental organisations (NGOs) and women having a formal job are very controversial in the region. The region has, on the one hand, benefitted from development interventions during the past decades. On the other hand, the experiences after the 2005-earthquake [2] left ambiguous feelings towards relief and development interventions. Further, militant and extremist organisations have increasingly influenced (in different ways) people’s opinions and behaviour towards relief and development interventions. Nevertheless, the region has been (above all during the first three years after the earthquake) a focal point for national and international donors’ development interventions, and many new jobs in the development sector have been created in the region, e.g. for Social Organisers.

Gendered effects on Social Organisers in rural Pakistan

Development discourses and Social Organisation as an occupational field

Social Organisers constitute an important interface between the Pakistani development apparatus and society. They are “the front-line staff who are engaged in direct contact with clients” (Mokbul Morshed, 2007:349). With “Social Organisers”, I refer to those development workers who are involved in service delivery but not in the management of the development organisation. More specifically, I focus on those development workers who are engaged in “social organisation and mobilisation”, which means that they are responsible for the creation of community organisations, i.e. a group of villagers, register them with a project, (usually) open a bank account and visit them from time to time, which is sometimes considered as service delivery, sometimes as “preparing the ground for service delivery”. In general, Social Organisers travel to villages to assemble villagers, provide information about a specific development project and motivate the villagers to form a Community Organisation. Once a Community Organisation is formed, it is the job of the Social Organiser to keep contact with the villagers and to forward information from the villagers to higher project staff and vice versa. Sometimes, Social Organisers are even involved in giving trainings to villagers. Social Organisers’ task is to mediate between local livelihood realities and project realities.

Social Organisation as a formal occupation emerged in Pakistan in the 1980s [3]. The rationale behind this new form of activism was at least twofold: On the one hand, parts of society were eager to bring change to Pakistan and above all to improve the situation of marginalised individuals (e.g. women) and rural communities. On the other hand, previous state-led rural development had focused merely on technical interventions so far and was not likely to succeed in future without social change on the ground, i.e. in villages or communities. 

The occupational field of Social Organisation has been consolidated by international donors’ development agendas. International discourses of participatory, community-driven and sustainable development (Rauch, 2009; Oakley, 1991) pressurised formulators of development policies and projects to include social aspects and focus on local people in their proposals. Northern reflections on and experiences with organised citizens, namely civil society, were incorporated into donor’s development agendas of the 1990s, and local NGOs and governmental institutions integrated the concepts of Social Organisation into their development frameworks. The concept still proves to be a valuable tool for bodies that are dependant on international funds and thus need to implement new paradigms of changing development discourses: paradigms such as women empowerment, sustainable development and multidimensional poverty analyses. One key competency stated in job announcement for Social Organisers [4] is e.g. the “willingness to go out station” for trainings and capacity building. In these trainings, Social Organisers get to know the most recent development framework towards which they should realign their work.

Social Organisation as a modern occupation for Pakistani women

The focus on Social Organisation and the context-specific gender norms in Pakistan led to the creation of women-only positions, i.e. positions as "Female Social Organisers". Female Social Organisers were needed to reach the female clientele, as this was hardly possible for male Social Organisers in the highly gender-segregated rural areas. Female Social Organisers’ task has been to raise women’s awareness of their rights, mobilise them, and establish links between the bureaucracy and female clients in need of development services. Although there has been an emancipatory thought attached to this job, there have been few Pakistani feminist activists engaged in such kind of work, since feminist movements in Pakistan have had limited outreach beyond urban centres. Social Organisation has a bad reputation, in general but above all for women. Thus nowadays, the occupation attracts activists who do the job as a vocation, but it also attracts professional employees who depend on a salary to support their family either as the major breadwinner or as a contributor to the family’s income.

Characteristics of the occupational field

Understanding the characteristics of the occupational field is important to understand the fields of struggles for women and the spaces for gender negotiations, which I discuss in the subsequent sections. One important aspect of the field of Social Organisation is that men and women are recruited separately for the posts of either male or female Social Organiser. This means that there is no direct competition between men and women for the jobs, and a certain amount of jobs is “reserved” for women only. But contrary to other professions in which people are recruited gender-specifically (e.g. in the health and teaching sector), Social Organisers have to work in so-called “(gender-(mixed working environments” [5]. At the level of the Social Organisation, both male and female Social Organisers are affected [6]. But it is not only the direct working environment that can be called “gender-mixed” but also the required professional relationships in general. Above all women cannot avoid interactions with the other gender, since men in fact still mainly occupy jobs in project management and civil service.

Social organisation entails tasks that are carried out in the office as well as in village. Fieldwork, that is characteristic of Social Organisation, has an especially bad reputation in many parts of Pakistani society and so has the profession. Contrary to the realities explored in other studies about female Pakistani professionals (Mirza, 2002, 1999 and Arifeen, 2008 on professionals in Pakistan; Brah & Shaw, 1992; Evans & Bowlby, 2000; Brah, 2001; Dale et al, 2002 on migrant British Pakistani Muslim women), the work of Social Organisers takes place in remote rural settings in Pakistan, in many cases even their office work. Working in remote rural places entails logistical challenges, above all for women, as well as a confrontation with a generally more conservative attitude towards gender roles. Contrary to female primary school teachers and health workers who work in similar settings, Social Organisers have achieved higher formal education, often a Master’s degree or a Bachelor’s degree at a University, and represent a small privileged group in Pakistani society.

The link of Social Organisation with “development” poses additional challenges for women doing that job. In the context of the Hazara region, community members attribute female employment to the “(hidden) politics” of the Pakistani state in some cases or to international, imperialistic and anti-Muslim development agencies in other cases. Both forces – the Pakistani state and international development agencies – are viewed with scepticism by local people, because local people fear that those forces will challenge local forms of gender order and societal organisation.

In view of these specificities of the occupational field, it becomes clear that although Social Organisation has become a potential field of employment for Pakistani women, the interpretation of, and expectations regarding female Social Organisers’ gender behaviour are highly contested from various sides and are negotiated in different fields of struggles.

Fields of struggle for female Social Organisers

Having outlined the wider context within which female Social Organisers have to operate, I now focus on the challenges they face. I distinguish three main fields of struggle: access to the job, office work, and fieldwork. The field of struggle for access to the job is framed by women’s structural disadvantages and refers social norms defined and negotiated by the woman herself and her family. The field of struggle at office relates to unexpected transgression of Purdah rules and social norms negotiated between the woman, office staff and other professional stakeholder such as bureaucrats. The field of struggle at fieldwork is framed by expectations and attitudes of the local society and thus relates to negotiations between the woman, fellow staff and the local community. At all three fields of struggle, the globalised discourses of development and gender equality are negotiated in the context of Muslim women and work.

Access to jobs

Access to a job as Social Organiser is difficult for women in the context of Hazara region even though special gender-specific jobs are available. Three examples shall illustrate the challenges women in search of such jobs face. First, for most of the jobs as Social Organisers, a Masters degree in Social Sciences or related fields is required. But in NWFP, the share of women enrolled as university students is maximum 25-30% (Higher Education Commission Pakistan, 2010). While at Master level, the share of women is even lower than in total, the share of women enrolled in Social Sciences is higher than that of men. For some women who are interested in Social Organisation and willing to do the job, it is difficult to fulfil the job requirements such as educational qualifications, language skill and IT skills. Second, limited private and professional interactions of woman-men interactions outside the family have further led to structural disadvantages for working women. Social norms often limit women’s private and professional networks with men. Since men still dominate management positions in the development sector as well as in other sectors, it is much more difficult for women to gain access to jobs through networking. Third, mobility restrictions on women pose a further challenge for those hunting for a job. Internet cafés for example are male spaces and a no-go for many women in small towns. With the increased importance of the Internet for disseminating information such as job announcements, it becomes indispensible for women to have access to online resources. If access to places such as Internet cafés is denied to women, they experience comparative disadvantages to men.

As can be seen in these three examples, struggles for the interpretation of social norms are mainly related to the female jobseeker herself – her moral values and interpretation of religious arguments and discourses – and to her family – constituting a crucial hindering or supportive element in this field.

Office work

Office work symbolises another field of struggle where social norms are contested from various sides and impact the women at work. In Pakistan, having an office job increases the social standing of the jobholder. In general, this holds also true for women, but it is only one aspect out of a number of challenges and opportunities female Social Organisers encounter at work. On the one hand, female Social Organisers have similar gender-specific experiences with office work as Mirza (2002) illustrated for office workers in the city of Lahore. For example, sexual harassment in offices is a prevalent experience for young working women (Mirza, 2002:44-51; Kamal, 1998), also for Social Organisers (informal discussions with female organisers and own experiences), and child-care facilities are lacking in offices where social organisers work. Female Social Organisers also apply some of the strategies that Mirza (1999) observed with female office workers in Lahore: They develop “socially obligatory relationships”, which refers to the strategy of establishing informal contacts and links with the family of the male work colleagues, mainly with the female family members, in order to create social control of the men’s behaviour. They also integrate male colleagues into a “fictive kinship system”, which refers to women’s use of kinship terms (such as brother or uncle) for male work colleagues in order to reframe social interactions between na-mahram [7] men and women and make men more responsible for protecting the female Social Organisers. Even though an office provides the possibility for women to make their working place secure and comfortable (e.g. different office rooms for male and female Social Organisers, women’s room located in the back or open doors to make interactions visible and to demonstrate that “nothing wrong” happens between men and women behind closed doors), there are job-specific issues on the other hand, that are distinct to those described by Mirza (2002).

A major challenge mentioned by female Social Organisers is that office work (as well as fieldwork) takes place in decentralised rural areas, which results in practical and ideological challenges. Having offices in remote places means that staff is closer to their clientele, but it also implies that staff may be forced to work more or less far away from their homes and relatives, accept longer commuting distances and complicated travel routes. Several social organisers (not only females) commute for four or more hours a day. Although this may be typical for men who live in remote villages and work in urban places, it is not at all usual to commute to remote places. Above all women, who are heavily restricted in mobility in the NWFP, don’t commute at all or not such a long distance on a daily basis. Commuting to remote offices poses special challenges for female staff. It is a very common strategy in urban centres that a male family member picks and drops the young woman at her office. It is quite improbable that a remote office is located on the way of another family member’s way to work, and this makes it difficult for women to commute together with a male relative. One female Social Organiser who lives in a neighbouring town together with her unemployed husband is picked and dropped by him at office every day. This female social organiser admitted that she doesn’t know what will happen once he gets a job and cannot accompany her to office. It is thus not only the distance between office and place of residence, but also the accessibility of the office that becomes crucial in the life of a female social organiser as can be seen in the following quotation from Bashira (all names are pseudonyms):

“When I used to go to (the place where the previous office was(, so the major problem was of transport. It was a local transport and travelling was quite difficult for me. Second this area (where I work now( is near to my house (…).”
(Bashira, female social organiser, 07.07.2008)

Women are not as much used to travel alone as men are. Men travel by motorbike or by public transport without fearing sexual harassment and having problems with sanitation facilities. Transport is less developed in remote than in central areas, and women mentioned that if they have to change vehicles several times to reach the office and go back home, it – besides increasing travel time – also increases their unease with travelling alone. Women feel, and as much so do their male family members, that – by working away from the family’s radius – they lack the most important conventional protection mechanism: the “presence” of male relatives. One strategy female Social Organisers apply is to use the office phone, usually located in the men’s room, as a tool to keep contact with female Social Organisers in other duty stations. Contacts with other female work colleagues are accepted and legitimated by their professional links. Telephone calls do not primarily serve to exchange specialist knowledge or to have private amusement, but it is a way of keeping contact with people from outside of the office and to confirm to them that everything is ok. This makes up for the lacking protection by male family members in the sense that this “telephone network” provides a certain safety net for the female Social Organisers.

The difficulties with safeguarding women becomes more important in North-West Pakistan than in other parts of the country due to the strict attitudes towards gender norms in NWFP. Gender norms regarding labour and mobility are stricter in NWFP than in other provinces. Female Social Organisers go back home before sunset latest, since they perceive it as unsafe to travel in darkness, and they do not come to office sometimes if there is no work. Social Organisation is a typical early to mid-career position, and thus, women tend to be young and unmarried. The movements of young and unmarried women are highly regulated and strictly controlled in vast parts of NWFP (illustrated in the following paraphrase), more than the movements of other people.

‘There is a big difference between working here (medium-sized town in NWFP( and there (Taxila, Punjab(. There, people do not so much consider what you wear or where you go, but here you are under constant observation and some people don’t like NGOs.’
(paraphrased statement, Farida, female social organiser, 24.07.2008)

Regarding office work there is another aspect that affects men and women differently, i.e. the security debate. Due to security concerns, some women’s hostels, i.e. residential establishments for female staff in the neighbourhood of the office, were closed during the past two years. Hostels are important for female staff: If young, unaccompanied female Social Organisers can live in a hostel, they can fast and easy reach the office. Possible explanations for the closure of “girl’s hostels” mentioned by local informants are that NGO who are running the hostels have received threats and that some incidents have happened in offices where women worked [8]. In threatening letters, unknown senders express their disagreement with women doing “this kind of work” and with NGOs whom they accuse of implementing a “Western agenda”. The incidents against NGO offices and staff has brought NGO to move their offices to areas with high density of other aid organisations and with security structures such as guards at the entrance to the area. Other NGOs, who have not been threatened, moved as well, but not voluntarily:
‘Now, we are moving our office to (a specific area where most of the NGO offices are(. First, we asked the house owner of our current office whether we could rent the upper floor in addition to this one. But he refused and said that some people from the mohalla (neighbourhood( had complained with him. He doesn’t want to give us the upper storey.’
(paraphrased statement, Farida, female social organiser, 24.07.2008)

On the one hand, security issues put heavy psychological pressure on women staff since they perceive themselves as potential targets of attacks. On the other hand, women potentially suffer more if hostels are closed, because they then do not have many alternatives to commuting long distances every day.

As can be seen in these examples, struggles for the interpretation of social norms are mainly a matter of negotiation between the woman employee, other office staff and professional stakeholders such as bureaucrats, and local residents.

Fieldwork

The third field of struggle for female Social Organisers is fieldwork. Additionally to office work, Social Organisers are involved in fieldwork, which has a very bad reputation in society. In the field even more than in the office, gender segregation can only be maintained up to a limited extent. Interactions between non-kin men and women become crucial for doing the job as social organisers. In addition to the decentralised locations of the offices, the gender-mixed working environment, above all in the field, is a second major challenge for women.

In the villages of the countryside, norms about gender-appropriate behaviour are even stricter than in urban centres or in the remote towns where the offices are located, and practical challenges make fieldwork difficult for women. (Social) access to villagers, including village women, can only be gained via male key persons from the village. And since – according to prevailing gender norms – a female Social Organisers cannot approach a male key person, a female Social Organiser is always dependent on her male colleague to approach a village and its inhabitants. Female Social Organisers are also dependent on male chaperones while organising field visits and travelling to the villages: On the one hand, it is regarded men’s duty to handle the administrative parts of the field visit, i.e. to organise a vehicle or to buy drinks and snacks on the way if needed. Female Social Organisers neither travel by motorbike [9] nor by public transport, but they solely use a project car. On the other hand, it is expected from women that a man accompany the female Social Organiser while she walks from the car to the village. Walking alone and experiencing physical strain is, on the one hand, experienced as exertive by female Social Organisers. Women are usually less accustomed to physical exertion than men, and they try to minimise walking distances for these practical reasons (also male Social Organisers consider these practical reasons). On the other hand, experiencing physical strain is less accepted for women than for men from local society’s dominant point of view. Both points were at stake in a communication between a male Social Organiser (Dastagir) and me (Julia):

Dastagir:
“(The village selected for research( is somehow difficult for you”

Julia:
“Why?”

Dastagir:
“Because it’s far away. You could go to (the neighbouring village( or another village where you can go by car easily” (01.07.2008)

Social norms also have a considerable impact on women’s daily time management. The following quotation shows how social norms are communicated and legitimised through guidelines vis-à-vis strangers:

“But take care of just one thing and that is don’t stay here after Magrib prayer (after sunset( because then we can’t take any responsibility if something wrong happens with you people. Because in this area we don’t like if ladies move around after sunset.”
(Mayor of a Union Council, i.e. a small administrative unit, to research team, 06.12.2007)

While this guideline is of big importance for female Social Organisers regarding the whole working day, it nowadays has become even more important for fieldwork in general. The problem is that women’s hostels have been closed due to security reasons (see section above) and thus, Social Organisers have to be at their own residence, which is usually farther away than the office, before sunset. It is thus clear that they leave the villages at an early time. But in consequence, this situation leads to another challenge, which is that the time female Social Organisers spend in the field tends to become very short. Visits to the field are usually reduced to a minimum, above all if Social Organisers are not compensated with a “per diem” for field days. As in the case of mobility to and from office, there are both practical and ideological reasons that influence and frequently constrain women’s mobility to and from villages [10].

A big issue for women working as female Social Organisers is the (real and imagined) link of their profession with “development” and Western interests. As explained earlier, Social Organisation has been established as a form of “activism for social change”, i.e. as something connected inevitably with the concept of “development”. Although “development” (understood as a normative project of pursuing social change) has many faces in the Hazara region and Pakistan (Iqbal, 2006; Ghaus-Pasha & Iqbal, 2003; Geiser, 2007), the concept of “development” is usually linked up with the concept of “NGO” in everyday life. “Development” is understood as being organised and pushed through NGOs. And here again, the common perception of “NGO” focuses on a specific segment of organisations only: those organisations that draw upon international aid (Bano, 2008). Other organisations that may officially be registered as NGOs but do not draw on international aid may not fall into this prevalent concept. Neither are some other civil society organisations with development aims associated with the concept of “development” (Bano, 2009; Geiser, 2007; Zaidi, 2006; Mustafa, 2006), e.g. religious organisations such as TNSM [11]. When (local) people think about Western ideology, they quickly link it up with an imperialistic view about the role and status of women. It means that Western ideology is perceived as contradictory to their own ideology, as an offense against Muslim values and as an attack on traditional social organisation. The fact that “development” is widely perceived as a Western instrument to destabilise traditional gender orders has important consequences for women development workers in the Hazara region (and also other parts of NWFP): Villagers generally have a very negative view on female Social Organisers who are seen as an embodiment of an NGO:

“(People think that( if there is a lady working, it will be an NGO”
(Dastagir, male Social Organiser, 30.06.2008)

The negative view on female Social Organisers is commonly explained with villagers’ anecdotes that NGOs have agitated or with beliefs that NGOs could agitate village women against their men:

‘Villagers don’t like foreigners and NGOs. Villagers think that these people would provoked their women’
(paraphrased statement of an employee at a project office, 23.07.2008)

“The problem is that the NGOs have motivated the females against their husbands”
(Dastagir, male Social Organiser, 23.07.08)

Arguments used by Social Organisers as well as local people show that as long as female Social Organisers work e.g. towards improving women’s hygiene and health, they are usually accepted in the villages. But as soon as there is an educational – or even an explicitly empowerment-oriented – module for women to be imparted, female Social Organisers are watched very carefully, and – if necessary – villagers, mainly men and elderly women, take actions against female Social Organisers and/or the organisation they are working for. They e.g. prohibit female Social Organiser to visit the village or hinder her from interacting with young village women. Sometimes, objections and threats from local residents force Social Organisers, above all females, to even stop their activities.

As can be seen in these examples, struggles for the interpretation of social norms are mainly a matter of negotiation between the woman employee, other office staff and the local community.

Challenges and opportunities that open up spaces for negotiation of gender relations

After having looked at women’s specific situations (and mostly the challenges they face) in their access to jobs, in the office and with fieldwork, I want to add two further challenges, both of them relating to the general situation of these women. But these challenges also lead us to the most important opportunities that this job offers to these women.

Being usually the only women in the local team, a female Social Organiser has no possibility to learn from senior female employees and practice with them on the spot. So far, networks among female Social Organisers do not seem to be well established. But what seems to be a challenge now is also an opportunity for the future: an opportunity for working women to establish and increase professional (and personal) networks. The same counts for interaction and communication skills with the opposite sex: While men are used to approach unknown persons in villages, women are usually not. In their own and surrounding villages, they meet with relatives; at University, they meet with peers; but they don’t have practice of approaching strangers, above all male strangers, and of establishing networks and social links the way men have. Interacting with men, be it in the village, in the project office or in a government office, is a challenge for many female Social Organisers, but also a big opportunity. It provides a platform to learn new things and acquire new skills and competences related to specialist knowledge but also related to gender behaviour. It is an important step to establish ground for professional life and personal empowerment.

Female Social Organisers workspace is permeated with imperial, class and gender relations that are negotiated at specific places, e.g. in job interviews, team meetings or at her family’s living room. The multitude of actors who have a stake in defining gender norms offers not only challenges but also opportunities for the women. In the paragraphs above, I have mentioned some of the actors involved in the field of Social Organisation: The female Social Organisers themselves who have to deal with own expectations and visions; their families who are usually the focal point of negotiations for (potential) female Social Organisers; the employers who are entangled in their own beliefs and norms as well as in those of their organisations and of (international) donors; the (male) team mates and other development actors such as (male) civil servants who are challenged themselves about how they can/have to interact with women on a professional basis; and last but not least, the villagers who are as heterogeneous as all the other actors but also – with various viewpoints – play a part in the contestations of gender norms related to the occupation of female Social Organisers. The multitude of actors is definitely a challenge for female Social Organisers. But since there are so many actors with contesting views about gender norms, space can open up for women for (re)negotiations of norms, e.g. related to gender behaviour.

I want to illustrate negotiations over gender relations with two examples. First, I show different arguments female Social Organisers use to legitimate the doing of the job and – by doing this – how they make use of specific discourses. Second, I show how people talk about contestations of gender norms and – by doing this – participate in stabilizing or destabilizing dominant discourses.

Legitimising the doing of the job

Women entering the occupational field of “Social Organisation” are not a homogenous and uniform group, but they have different backgrounds, motivations for their job and ambitions in their lives. But they all have in common that the major reason why they work is their family’s bad economic situation. Some women work as Social Organisers because they need money temporary (e.g. because of a family member’s illness or because of their husband’s unemployment) or because they have to support the family on a long term basis (e.g. because the husband’s income is not sufficient, because the husband has been long-term unemployed or because the woman does not have any male family members able to finance the family). On the one hand, economic need is the only reason that is widely accepted in society as a justification why a woman is having a job. This logic usually comes from a specific interpretation of Islam; a perspective that is also shared by some of the female Social Organisers:

‘According to Islam, women should stay at home if their needs are covered by their husbands or their brothers.’
(paraphrased statement of Nadira, my female field assistant who previously worked as Social Organiser, 01.07.2008)

Those female Social Organisers face the dilemma that their employment is only compatible with their religious beliefs, if they have a job because of economic needs and no other reason. In this way, they position themselves in the field by generally accepting prevailing conservative gender norms related to employment, because they understand those as imposed by religion. They understand their behaviour as a temporary state in their life and a deviation from the situation how it ought to be in the best case. Therefore, it is very important for them to strictly follow other gender rules, e.g. being accompanied by their husbands on the way to work [12] or avoiding personal interactions with male team mates, which they consider important for making their “transgression” of gender norms up. On the other hand, female Social Organisers do not like to use financial needs as a justification for their employment; they even try to hide this reason because they fear it might lower their social standing. It is a privilege of upper middle and upper class families to keep women at home because there is no need for them to rely on an income earned by a woman. And thus a lot of middle and lower middle class women have the feeling that ‘not having to work as a woman’ is a symbol of wealth and social standing or, vice versa, working as a woman may reduce the social standing.

If female Social Organisers do not use economic needs as a way to position themselves, other reasons are given:

“There is a lot to learn over here” (Bashira, female Social Organiser, 07.07.2008)

“We have to remove wrong ideas from (villagers’( minds”
(Sabira, female Social Organiser, 03.07.2008)

Bashira expresses in her statement that she has a personal interest in the job, i.e. that she can learn something. The argument she brings forward can be understood better when one considers her career vision: She wants to become a civil servant as soon as possible. It shows us that she sees her job as Social Organiser as a transition to something better, i.e. to a job in a protected office environment with a permanent contract and the prospect of a pension and other benefits. It is not anymore a matter of economic necessity only, but also a strategic step towards moving socially upwards. Her knowledge that state positions are occupied in a highly competitive process and that working experience and professional networks become more and more important are a great motivation for her, doing the job.

Female Social Organisers who do not use economic needs as a justification for their employment may still be convinced by conservative religious beliefs. They thus also compensate their allegedly “wrong” gender behaviour (having a job) with “correct” gender behaviour in daily life. But some women see their employment not as a temporary and undesired deviation from applicable gender norms, but rather as a conscious break with or redefinition of those norms. They personally accept other reasons – in addition to economic ones – as a justification for their employment, as Sabira’s statement illustrates. Sabira legitimises her behaviour by referring to the perceived need to change society – in this context: the need to remove discrimination against women – and her intrinsic motivation to develop people. Women with such an approach rather adjust to prevalent gender norms in daily life due to other actors and their beliefs, in order to be able to work in the office and in villages at all. It is a difficult balancing act for such female Social Organisers to take stand in the field of contested gender norms.

A contrast and addition to the argumentations by female Social Organisers as shown above is the way in which Kamila, a female manager of a governmental development project, legitimises her professional activity:

“(F(rom the very beginning my character was like… was controlling things, like an administrator. Even at home, when I was a child, in my absence – later on I came to know – my father used to call me: ‘Where is the magistrate?’. So when I became a magistrate the people were laughing. I said: ‘What has happened? You are laughing…’. They said: ‘What your father used to say now proved true’. So this was my temperament.” (Kamila, female manager of a governmental development project, 22.07.2008)

Kamila’s argument – though also not based to economic necessities – differs from Sabira’s argumentation. While Sabira uses the outside world as a legitimising factor, Kamila uses her own character traits to explain why it is ‘natural’ for her to work. For her, it is a logic consequence that she does her jobs (e.g. as magistrate or project manager) and that she needs no other arguments to legitimise her behaviour.

Compared with Mirza’s account for the office environment in the city of Lahore (Mirza, 2002), we can see that, additionally to economic necessity and self-fulfilment, there is another dimension in the field of Social Organisation: the motivation for social development.

(Not) talking about contestations of gender norms

If gender behaviour and gender norms are contested in the occupational field of Social Organisation, how do female Social Organisers talk about these contestations? Do they talk about them as challenges or as opportunities? Do they talk about contestations at all?

Female Social Organisers refer to gender norms and – indirectly – to the contested nature of gender norms when they talk about the concept of “moral corruptness”. Female Social Organisers state that their morality regarding their gender behaviour is immediately put into question as soon and as long as they work as Social Organisers. One evening, I had a discussion in English about women and men (and implicitly about gender norms) with my female field assistant who previously worked as Social Organiser. In the course of the discussion, she said the following:

‘There is the prejudice that women who work in offices are corrupt.’
(Namira, female field assistant, 01.07.2008).

In this context, the expression “corrupt” clearly related to (inappropriate) gender behaviour. Although Namira did not elaborate on this sentence (e.g. on the link between office work and moral corruptness), she continued talking about girls’ corrupt behaviour in Islamabad’s commercial areas: She explained that girls are marketing themselves for sexual satisfaction when they stroll around the shops and glimpse at boys. According to her, it is the way the girls gaze at boys that makes them “corrupt”. It was not the only discussion in which Namira used the expression “corrupt” in this way, and Namira is not the only person doing this. Also other people refer to gender norms when they talk about women’s behaviour and use the expression “corrupt” or even “morally corrupt” [13]. Interestingly, with men, the expression “corrupt” is rather used when men are suspected to be involved in nepotism (also specified as political corruptness) or to misbehave in financial matters (also specified as economic corruption), but it is hardly ever used in combination with men’s (inappropriate) gender behaviour. While “moral corruptness” is a frequently used combination of words in English discussions, there is empirical evidence that the meaning of “moral corruptness” – and of “decency” and “modesty” as the contrary of “moral corruptness” – differs widely. But what is the meaning of “moral corruptness” for female Social Organisers? Do they talk about “moral corruptness” as an expression/concept through which different people contest for different interpretations of gender norms? How do female Social Organisers relate themselves to prejudices of “moral corruption”?

Categorising other women’s behaviour into either “morally corrupt” or “decent” behaviour is one way how women deal with prejudices (see quotation above) in everyday life. One day for example, Nadira (my female field assistant) and I were waiting for an interview with a male representative of the local administration. We were already sitting in his office and he was completing some tasks when his assistant handed over a gift to him from a lady. Nadira, later on, commented on that scene. Although the male representative accepted the gift and was involved in the interaction as well, Nadira mainly commented on the woman’s behaviour and categorised it as “morally corrupt”. Other women do it the same way: If a woman gazes at a man or if a woman answers a personal text message from a male work colleague, her behaviour is categorised as “morally corrupt” and taken as an example for inappropriate behaviour. On the contrary, a man’s behaviour would rather be categorised as “sexually offensive” and not as “morally corrupt” (if negatively connoted at all). From my point of view, it is a big difference if somebody is accused of being “morally corrupt” or “sexually offensive”. If one is referring to “moral”, a person is judged whether she/he conforms to a standard of ‘right’ behaviour or not. A judgement is inherent in “moral corruptness” whereas in “sexual offensiveness” there is not yet and definite judgement whether the behaviour is good or bad. By participating in the construction of other women’s moral corruptness, female Social Organisers (indirectly) try to convince other people such as family members, work colleagues or collaborators about their own decency and modesty. They lay open their understanding of moral corruption and decency and delineate where they see the boundary between the good and the bad. By doing this, they do not (yet) position themselves within the boundaries of decency, but they show that their understanding corresponds with the dominant understanding found in society. But usually, after having illustrated and delineated moral corruptness and decency, a female Social Organiser locates herself within the sphere of decency by saying that she would never do such a thing like making a personal gift to a male stranger.

Another way how female Social Organisers deal with prejudices in everyday life is that they report about their own workplace. Talking about the own working environment provides more specific information than just illustrating good and bad gender behaviour in general. It does not only imply information about the female Social Organiser’s behaviour, but also about other people such as the male work colleagues. Those are usually seen as potential offenders, above all from the perspective of the female Social Organiser’s family. Female Social Organisers also act as eyewitnesses and reporters of workplace situations in front of their project partners, the “local people”:

“I explain to them [local people] that I am a female and I am working in an office and the environment is very good.”
(Sabira, 03.07.2008)

With Sabira’s statement, an interesting question comes up: What is her point of reference when she claims that the office environment is “good”? Does she mean the same with “good” as local people do? Sabira acts as a reporter towards local people because those people perceive women who work in offices as morally corrupt and, at the same time, because she wants to convince them that her behaviour is decent. We must assume that there are different understandings of gender norms and that Sabira campaigns for her understanding of a “decent gender behaviour” vis-à-vis local people. As we have seen earlier, interactions between villagers and female Social Organisers are a delicate matter. On the one hand, female Social Organisers often distance themselves from local people, from “the villagers” and their gender norms in interviews, Sabira e.g. says: “...local people are very strict in affairs of females, and they do not allow their females to go to offices” (Sabira, 03.07.2008). She and other female Social Organisers highlight that they do not have the same understanding of gender order and thus the same understanding of “moral corruptness” and “decency” as the villagers. On the other hand, female Social Organisers highlight the importance of establishing a good reputation related to gender behaviour towards villagers. If they do not succeed in convincing the local people of their good gender behaviour, it is impossible for them to work in the village.

Female Social Organisers distance themselves from villagers and villagers’ gender norms by calling villagers “backward” and “strict” in religious affairs. Drawing a line between themselves (“we”) and villagers (“them”) and highlighting the differences between those two groups provides a basis to talk about contestations of gender norms and accusations. But, as we have seen above, female Social Organisers also refer to contestations of gender norms by categorising other and own behaviour as decent or morally corrupt. They preventively distance themselves from somebody, from a non-defined counterpart or accuser. If the accuser is not one of the female Social Organiser’s customers, i.e. one of the “local people” or “the villagers”, or another non-defined individual such as co-commuters in the bus or a passerby in the bazaar, female Social Organisers are hesitant to talk about counterparts. Above all if the counterpart(s) come(s) from the own family, as we can see in the following excerpts from a conversation between a female Social Organiser (Bashira) and my female field assistant (Nadira):

Nadira:
“You are not married?”

Bashira:
“No”

Nadira:
“Then you can easily work and your family members will help you…”

Bashira:
“No, I faced no problem from my family”

Nadira:
“May be near relatives or clan people?”

Bashira:
“Yes, the relatives have objected too much, on the education, the female study… only up to primary section to class 5th and then finish. I am the first person of the village that has studied. But everywhere, there are good and bad people” (07.07.2008)

Nadira hesitates to speak about contestations of gender norms within her own family. Once she has started to talk about contestations, she immediately relativises her situation and the challenges she experienced. She does this by making an extremely general statement about the existence of good and bad people in the world and thus turns away from her specific experience. She renders “normal” her own experiences with discrimination of women by placing them within larger, more generalised contexts (here: “everywhere”; other respondents used comparisons like “even in America”, “in many places”). In other words, she says that the women’s challenges due to gender norms are not specific to one locality or one family, but exist due to the nature of humankind (Figure 1, right), and/but even in her family, contestations of gender norms (can) happen. Female Social Organisers can also relativise experienced challenges by comparing them with challenges experienced by men, locating the problem in the “traditional society”:

‘…it has been a challenge for all the social workers working in such a traditional society’ (paraphrased statement of Alima, female Social Organiser, 07.07.2008)

Here, challenges and problems are relativised by comparing men’s and women’s situations and by acknowledging that men and women both face problems due to differences in society. In other words this means that the challenges mentioned are not gender specific, i.e. not affecting women only, but exist due to the nature of the job and the different states of societies within Pakistan, one of them labelled as “traditional” (Figure 1, left) [14].
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Figure 1: Different ‘frames of reference’ female Social Organisers use to make sense of their problems

I conclude that female Social Organisers mainly talk about contestations of gender norms at the interface with their customers: the local villagers or those “backward” people the female Social Organiser should “develop”. In this context, contestations are referred to as problematic or challenging for the female Social Organiser. Contestations at other interfaces, e.g. within their own family, are not brought up as a topic in interviews or are quickly relativised. It seems that it is accepted to speak of differing gender concepts between female Social Organisers and those villagers the project works with. But it does not seem accepted to talk about differing gender concepts within the family or within a working team. It is further interesting to note that the families of female Social Organisers often come from remote villages as well. Boundaries between villagers and (female) Social Organiser’s families are often blurred, and class – besides gender – plays another crucial role at the interface between villagers and Social Organisers. The female Social Organisers – when using such categorical distinctions – are themselves part of the complex processes of the “politics of positional difference” (Young, 2005) and contribute to the structuring of power and inequalities.

Discussion

In Pakistan, as well as in other parts of the world, voices are calling for the creation of more jobs to stipulate growth, equity and peace (World Bank, 2009; GoP, 2007). Since it is widely known that female participation rate in the labour force is extremely low in Pakistan (GoP, 2008), several questions need to be asked in this context: What happens to Pakistani women when more jobs are created? In which regard can Pakistani women profit from the creation of new jobs? Will they and, if yes, how will they get access to the labour market and how will they experience their employment? How will employment change their (gender) identities? 

The development sector is one field in which jobs for women in rural North West Pakistan are created. Within this occupational field, female Social Organisers work as field level development practitioners and constitute a social category that entails a multitude of intersections in their full complexities: Female Social Organisers represent categories such as gender, class, ethnicity, age, progress and many more. These women operate in workspaces where contested norms and values meet, where global forces – mediated through development discourses – provoke local responses, and local responses challenge global development discourses and adapt them to local socio-cultural contexts. In consequence, the conflict potential between societal and occupational norms is perceived as very severe in this sector of formal employment. Thus, the characteristics of these women provide an interesting ground for research. Insights into struggles of female Social Organisers in Pakistan as representatives of “other voices” and “interpretations from below” (Metcalfe & Rees, 2010) are necessary for advancing the understanding of women’s employment situations at a global level.

Concepts of space and place provide a valuable framework for looking at the complex intersections in female Social Organisers’ identities. Examining female Social Organisers’ work spaces, i.e. the “setting and scale for people’s daily actions and interactions” (Castree, 2009:155; on place as locale) is used as a starting point to explore “process(es( whereby spaces are ordered in ways that open up affective and other embodied potentials” (Thrift, 2009:94; on place space). Female Social Organisers are conceptualised not as victims of structural powers, but as agents who are part of negotiations over notions such as development and gender. This conceptual approach offers a new perspective on processes of negotiations and has enabled the insights presented in this paper.

Thinking about women, work and globalisation in developing countries demands a critical reflection on the complex imperial legacies that shape today’s world. Women in Pakistan and other Muslim majority countries work as development practitioners on the pretext of encouraging social change. A “social change” that is most often defined by discourses and supporting institutions shaped in the North and in non-Muslim contexts, which provokes ambivalent feelings in development workers as well as in other members of the respective society.

The insights gained highlight that women’s struggle for formal employment in Pakistan’s development sector opens up spaces for negotiations of gender relations. As I have shown in this paper, it is challenging in the Hazara region to recruit female employees. Local social norms and structural disadvantages (often based on social norms) pose severe challenges to the recruitment of adequate female staff whose job definitions and occupational fields are influenced by globalised debates about development. Nevertheless, the pressure to have women-only posts in development projects – in the Hazara context mainly stipulated by globalised development discourses – results in opportunities for women to enter the labour market and to challenge prevailing gender norms and expectations directed towards women. ‘Legitimising the doing of the job’ and ‘(not) talking about contestations’ are two processes identified as spaces for negotiations.

By taking up a formal employment, female Social Organisers have the chance to pursue a way of life that was not possible for their predecessors. They can take part in negotiation processes in many different ways and be role models for village women and men as well as for other women who are qualified to take up a formal employment. While I have focused mainly on the social category of gender in my analysis, I pointed to the importance of intersections with other social relations, in my case above all with class and ethnic relations, which define local residents’ identities in the specific place.

Endnotes

[1] The labour force participation rate in NWFP is 68% for men and 13% for women, while the average for Pakistan is 72% for men and 19% for women (GoP, 2008: Table 11).

[2] On 8 October 2005, an earthquake with a moment magnitude of 7.6 occurred in the region and caused an enormous amount of casualties and extreme physical damage. In consequence, national and international relief aid and development support was sent to the region in form of money, material and staff.

[3] According Bano (2008: 91), it was in the early 1980s, when the term “NGO” appeared for the first time in Pakistan. There have been other forms of voluntary organisations before, but neither “NGO” nor “Social Organisation/Mobilisation” as a term has been used before that time.

[4] A content analysis of job announcements was done based on advertisements published online on BrightSpyre, on Pak NGOs Home and on other websites (websites that don’t offer job alerts) through regular searches or encountered by chance between March 2009 and March 2010.

[5] ‘Mixed environment’ is a common expression used to describe settings where non-kin men and women have to interact with each other. The term ‘mixed’ however, is not explicitly related to gender in everyday language.

[6] Also a male Social Organiser reported for example that a family member urged him that: “…that (he( should not work in such office where females are working with (him(” (male Social Organiser, 23.07.08).

[7] “Na-maharam literally denotes any person of the opposite sex whose kinship does not represent an impediment for marriage” (Khatib-Chahidi, 1993 in Mirza, 2002: 16).

[8] In fact, media reports on incidents against aid workers in the area, but the background of the incidents remains mainly unclear. Usually, after reporting about anti-NGO feelings as a motivation for the deeds, another explanation is added: the incident may be the result of a domestic dispute. Even though the reporting leaves it unclear whether it was an action against NGOs, women working in offices or specific family members and family specific issues, women’s engagement in paid office work always seems to be a relevant factor in these cases for the exerted violence.

[9] Contrary to India or Bangladesh, female Social Organisers in Pakistan’s countryside don’t travel by motorbike, neither alone nor as a passenger of a male driver as it has become popular in cities such Lahore or Islamabad. But also male Social Organisers hardly use a motorbike for professional purposes.

[10] Practical challenges regarding health and sexuality are well described by Goetz (1997: 23-24). The situation delineated by Goetz for women development workers in Bangladesh is by and large the same for female Social Organisers in rural Hazara, still today.

[11] TNSM is the abbreviation for “Tehreek-e-Naafaz-e-Shariat-e-Muhammadi” (Movement for the Enforcement of Islamic Law)

[12] In the case of fieldwork that is short-term (weeks to few months) and usually with provisional lodging (e.g. scientific fieldwork), it even is a strategy of female fieldworkers to take a male relative with them to the accommodation facilities (but not to fieldwork).

[13] Mirza (2002:139-143) shows that people frequently include allusions to sexual misbehaviour when talking about female office workers’ conduct in the city of Lahore. By doing this, they construct those women as “morally corrupt”. Khan (2003:78) – more generally speaking – says that immorality in Pakistan almost invariably means sexual misbehaviour.

[14] I am fully aware that these statements are products of co-constructions in the research process. Interviewee’s presumptions may have constructed me as a “Western” and well educated woman, critical towards gender orders in Pakistan. This might have caused a particularly defensive argumentation. On the other hand, the interview situation may have provided room for the female Social Organisers to speak out about challenges that are kept silent in other interactions.
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