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ABSTRACT  
This study investigates the confluence effects of patriarchy, cultural values, and economic 

limitations on women in Pakistan, herein framed as a "triple burden." Employing a qualitative 

research design, the paper integrates in-depth interviews, thematic analysis, policy 

documents, review in literature and academic sources to analyze how deeply ingrained gender 

norms, socio-cultural routines and economic limitations reinforce one another to confine 

women's agency, involvement, and welfare. Evidence shows that systemic patriarchy 

entrenches structural inequality, cultural norms tend to function as gatekeepers to advance, 

and economic constraints lower women's bargaining power both within the household and in 

the labor market. Advice targets policy reform, cultural reorientation, and economic 

empowerment to break these mutually reinforcing barriers. 

Keywords: Patriarchy, Culture, Economics, Gender Inequality, Pakistan, Women’s 

Empowerment, Triple Burden. 

Introduction 

Gender disparity in Pakistan is not the result of the collective prejudice of individuals or 

localized discriminatory practices, but is instead deeply rooted within the structural 

components of society, which articulates itself across political, social, cultural, and economic 

domains as both persistent and adaptive. The role of women in Pakistan is defined by a 

complex interplay of institutional systems, normative value systems, and material conditions 

that all intersect to limit women's rights, opportunities, and life path. This intersection 

produces a systemic state where inequality becomes self-perpetuating: political exclusion 

restricts women's capacity to influence the laws and policies that govern them; cultural norms 

legitimate and naturalize gender hierarchies; and economic marginalization consolidates 

dependency, thus reinforcing patriarchal domination. 

At the center of this system is patriarchy, not merely a collection of attitudes but a historically 

entrenched socio-political system in which men hold central positions of control and 

dominance over most central resources of society. In Pakistan, patriarchy functions at several 

levels: within the family through male control and hierarchical kinship relations; within 

community governance through male-dominated councils like jirgas and panchayats; and 
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within state institutions through the under-representation of women in leadership and policy 

making positions. Patriarchal power is imposed formally through legal codes and institutional 

culture and informally, through strongly internalized norms specifying "appropriate" for men 

and women. 

The persistence of patriarchy is closely intertwined with cultural convention and definitions 

of social norms, most of which are defined as unchangeable or God-given. Although these 

conventions differ across Pakistan's ethnolinguistic and regional settings, they tend to meet 

in a common place on a common set of limiting expectations for women's behavior and roles. 

Women are often positioned as family honor-bearers, with their bodies, mobility, and social 

lives placed under surveillance and control. In rural contexts, purdah (seclusion) and 

segregation by gender may be imposed via social pressure from communities, while in urban 

contexts, more subtle but equally effective forms of social sanction reputational gossip, for 

example are used to police women's behavior. Early and arranged marriages are prevalent, 

especially in rural settings, effectively tying women to household duties at a young age and 

curtailing their educational and economic opportunities. These cultural restrictions are also 

supported by selective religious interpretations that blur the lines of cultural practice and 

religious mandate, thus making resistance to the status quo seem like resistance to religion 

per se. 

The third support of this system is economic marginalization that converts structural and 

cultural constraints into concrete material disadvantages. Women's labor force participation 

in Pakistan is one of the lowest in the region, and those who are employed are frequently 

relegated to informal, low-paying, insecure work like domestic labor, agriculture, and home-

based piecework. Wage differentials also exist in formal employment, with reports indicating 

that women earn significantly less than men in the same jobs, even after controlling for 

variations in experience and education. Women's disprivilege in property ownership 

especially in agricultural land is still one of the main obstacles to their economic 

empowerment. While statutory law ensures women's inheritance rights, customary practices 

override such provisions in favor of male heirs, legitimized in the interest of maintaining 

family property within the male line. Without independent income or access to productive 

assets, women continue to be economically dependent on male relatives, a factor that further 

weakens their bargaining power in household and community settings. 

Whereas much current scholarship has looked at patriarchy, culture, and economic exclusion 

individually, there has been less consistent focus on the interrelationship between these 

forces. This research fills that gap by using the theory of the triple burden a framework that 

identifies how the three dimensions work not as independent constraints but as systems of 

control that reinforce one another. Patriarchy constitutes the overall institutional and 

relational architecture that delineates women's subordination; cultural values provide the 

moral and symbolic legitimation which normalizes and reproduces the subordination; and 

economic exclusion enforces material dependence, which makes it hard for women to 

challenge the first two forces. The process is recursive: restrictive cultural conventions restrict 

women from going into paid labor or public life; this absence of economic autonomy solidifies 

their dependence upon male family members; and this dependence enhances patriarchal 

power, which in turn reinforces the very norms that constrain women's opportunities. 
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For instance, in Sindh's rural areas, women are confined by physical barriers and cultural 

norms, including the lack of safe transport. Without mobility, women cannot access markets, 

educational institutions, or formal jobs. Excluding them from these opportunities deprives 

them not only of earnings but also of access to social networks and information that can assist 

them in contesting discriminatory practices. In the same vein, in some areas of Khyber 

Pakhtunkhwa, traditional practice of inheritance law systematically excludes women from 

land ownership, which subsequently bars them from utilizing land as collateral for loans or 

start-ups. These trends show how structural, cultural, and economic obstacles do not merely 

exist side by side but actively reinforce each other, establishing a self-perpetuating cycle of 

gender inequality. 

By conceptualizing gender inequality in Pakistan in terms of the triple burden, this research 

makes an argument for a more comprehensive model of how oppression is reproduced. It 

highlights that any viable gender equity strategy will need to be multi-faceted concurrently 

challenging patriarchal law and politics, transgressing limiting cultural norms through 

grassroots mobilization and reinterpretation, and challenging the economic marginalization 

that entrenches women in patterns of dependency. With such a comprehensive strategy 

lacking, interventions can only treat symptoms and not root causes, leading to incremental 

and reversible outcomes. 

Pakistan's economic, social, and historical environments have perpetuated and deepened the 

"triple burden" of patriarchy, cultural confinement, and economic exclusion. Successive 

waves of political and ideological forces have historically determined the legal and 

institutional framework that shapes gender relations in Pakistan. In colonial times, British 

legal systems selectively codified parts of customary and religious law, frequently supporting 

patriarchal property and household arrangements in the name of administrative order. Post-

independence governments inherited these systems for the most part, making only 

piecemeal changes, and repeatedly reaffirming male privilege through lax enforcement of 

women's rights provisions in numerous instances. The Islamization measures of the late 1970s 

and 1980s under General Zia-ul-Haq reinforced gender inequality further by consolidating 

male dominance in the two codes and public life most prominently through the promulgation 

of the Hudood Ordinances, which disadvantaged women in issues of testimony, criminal 

prosecution, and virtue enforcement. These layers of history have also bequeathed a legacy 

of laws and institutions that, even when avowedly reformed, still function in a patriarchal 

logic. 

Socially, the control of family honor continues to be an effective means of policing women's 

mobility, dress, and behavior. In most communities, a woman's behavior is not seen as an act 

of individual agency but as a reflection of the moral reputation of the entire kin group. This 

has provided strong disincentives for households to enforce tight controls over women's 

behavior, typically presented as protection but actually a system of social monitoring. 

Practices like purdah, segregation by gender, and chaperoning women when they are outside 

the home are justified on grounds of culture and morality, with breaches of these rules having 

potentially serious social penalties including ostracism, violence, or forced marriage. These 

cultural forces cut across rural and urban boundaries, although their intensity and expression 

differ according to class, region, and level of education. 
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Economically, women's exclusion from productive resources and access to the markets is a 

core underpinning of their subordination. Structural impediments limited access to credit, 

limited provision of gender-responsive skill development programs, and systemic exclusion 

from property rights prevent women from being at the center of the labor market. Statutory 

law provides women with inheritance rights, but deep-seated customary practices often 

bypass these provisions, disallowing women from amassing the assets required to attain 

economic independence. Furthermore, the lack of childcare facilities, un-safe public 

transport, and gender discrimination in hiring processes aggravate these disadvantages to 

entail disproportionately low female employment rates. Even when they do work, women 

often end up in informal or domestic employment, where pay is lower, legal safeguards 

weaker, and possibilities of career promotion non-existent. 

It is important to understand this convergence in order to formulate successful interventions. 

Attending merely to legal reform e.g., reformulating discriminatory laws or enhancing 

statutory protection without confronting the cultural beliefs that naturalize and legitimate 

gender inequality threatens to generate shallow compliance without true change. Laws can 

be legally enhanced, yet without public acceptance, enforcement is still selective, and 

discriminatory custom continues to operate. Likewise, enhancing women's economic 

engagement through microfinance, enterprise programs, or vocational training can neglect 

to produce real empowerment when patriarchal values in the home are not challenged. 

Women might earn income but continue to have limited say over its expenditure, 

perpetuating economic subordination instead of eradicating it. 

This study then places the triple burden in the broader Pakistan socio-economic context, using 

a framework that recognizes the historically ingrained, culture legitimized, and economically 

imposed character of gender inequality. By theorizing patriarchy, culture, and economics as 

interconnected and not discrete spheres, this research gives a complete analytical window to 

comprehend why marginal reforms tend to fail. The goal is to recognize channels of change 

that at the same time address structural power, cultural story, and material reality knowing 

that change in one area without corresponding change in the others will not likely lead to 

lasting gender equity. 

 Literature Review 

The research on gender disparity in Pakistan cuts across various disciplines, such as sociology, 

economics, political science, and gender studies. One of the emerging findings is that 

patriarchy, culture, and economic constraints are mutually entwined. The present review 

aggregates 20 institutional and scholarly studies, categorized into three thematic clusters: (1) 

patriarchy and structural inequality, (2) cultural norms and gender roles, and (3) economic 

constraints and empowerment. 

Patriarchy and Structural Inequality 

Kabeer (2016) offers a useful conceptual framework for explaining why women's educational 

advances do not translate into labor market equality on a straightforward basis in Pakistan. 

Based on rich South Asian evidence, she contends that persistent social norms deeply 

ingrained in society still determine women's acceptable behaviors and roles, frequently 

overriding individual qualifications or career ambitions. In Pakistan, this implies that even well 

educated women university graduates, medical, legal, and engineering professionals are 

often subjected to non-negotiable family members' or community-imposed controls on their 
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work choices and mobility. These controls can include the need for a male escort when going 

to work, the exclusion from working in a mixed-sex environment, or the anticipation that work 

may not disrupt domestic responsibilities. Kabeer's account refutes the common 

development assumption that education in itself is enough to break down gender 

discrimination in the labor market, and instead demonstrates that in the absence of 

commensurate cultural and institutional transformation, education can lead to "credentialed 

seclusion" in which women gain skills but are not present in public economic life. 

Moghadam (2020) takes this conversation into the legal sphere with a comparative 

examination of patriarchal family laws in Muslim countries, and with particular reference to 

Pakistan's hybrid legal system, which combines statutory law with religious jurisprudence and 

customary norms. She illustrates how inheritance, marriage, and guardianship laws continue 

to institutionally disadvantage women in violation of constitutional promises of equality. 

Inheritance laws, for instance, typically grant women half the share of their male equivalents 

according to Islamic law, yet in rural Pakistan, local customs (e.g., watta satta or not giving 

women any property in order to retain land within the patrilineal stock) further limit these 

statutory rights. Marriage legislation often positions women in a position of dependence, with 

guardianship laws conferring disproportionate powers over marriage, residence, and even 

employment on male relatives. Moghadam's research shows that in most rural and 

conservative areas, customary law takes precedence over statute provisions, with the result 

that there is a parallel legal culture in which formally women's rights exist but are hardly ever 

realized in practice. 

UN Women (2023) frames the problem from a policy application approach, with a 

comprehensive report on the structural impediments to women's participation in work, 

property, and political decision-making. The report also recognizes that, for two decades, 

Pakistan has made numerous legal reforms to strengthen gender equality e.g., laws against 

workplace harassment, women's quotas in political offices, and amendments to property 

rights. But the report emphasizes that these laws are weakened by poor enforcement, most 

commonly at the local and provincial levels where much governance in Pakistan is delivered. 

Implementation gaps are added to by low institutional capacity, political opposition from 

vested interests, and the lack of available legal aid for women who seek to exercise their 

rights. The report also mentions that the continuance of discriminatory frames of mind among 

lawmen, officials, and even legislators ensures that, in effect, women continue to be shut out 

from the very places these changes were meant to open up to them. 

Hussain and Bittles (2017) provided a detailed analysis of how consanguineous marriage 

marriage between relatives is used to reinforce patriarchal family systems in Pakistan. Their 

research indicated that consanguineous marriage is not only a cultural norm but also plays a 

significant socio-economic role for kinship systems dominated by males. By facilitating 

marriage among the extended family, land, property, and other significant assets are 

maintained and held in male relatives' custody. This unification eliminates the diffusion of 

wealth outside the family line and allows inheritance to continue within the male sphere. As 

a result, women are denied independent economic access to resources and means for 

financial independence. This setup reduces women's economic bargaining power and makes 

them reliant on male family members and further solidifies gendered inequalities in the 

household as well as in the wider community. 
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Likewise, Jahangir and Jadoon (2022) investigated the wide gap between the rights promised 

to women in Pakistan's constitution and the enforcement of such rights in real life. Their study 

focused on the fact that, though the law books grant rights like inheritance and property rights 

to women, the implementation of these laws is either weak or ineffective. The research 

emphasized an array of factors underpinning this enforcement deficit, such as resistance to 

gender equality at the cultural level, inefficiencies within the bureaucracy, and insufficient 

institutional will to act against violations. Women who are otherwise entitled to property are 

often coerced to abandon their claims in favor of male family members in most instances, 

mirroring entrenched patriarchal practices that take precedence over constitutional 

protection. This law-practice divide continues to reproduce systemic inequality where women 

continue to be denied access and control over resources that can empower them 

economically and socially. 

Qureshi (2018) examined the impact of decentralization reforms on the political 

representation of women in Pakistan. The reforms that added reserved seats for women in 

local assemblies were initially welcomed as a step towards gender-sensitive governance. The 

research did recognize that these actions opened up new avenues for women in politics; still, 

the degree of their real decision-making authority was restricted. Several female members of 

the councils faced major social obstacles, such as resistance from village elders and 

dependence on male kin for serving as intermediaries in politics. In many cases, women's 

participation in such councils was symbolic, with men continuing to hold decision power over 

policies and allocation of resources. This "tokenistic" representation ensured that although 

more women sat in political spaces, their leverage to shape the governance or threaten the 

deep-rooted patriarchal systems was low. 

The World Bank (2024) brings an econ"mic focus to urgency surrounding these issues by 

estimating the macroeconomic costs of gender inequality. In their estimates, Pakistan loses 

about 26% of its potential GDP through the under-ployment of women's skills and labor. This 

loss is not some theoretical estimate it is a real drag on national productivity, innovation, and 

competitiveness. The report attributes this economic underperformance to women's low 

labor force participation in the formal economy, their high concentration in low-wage, 

informal jobs, and limited access to productive assets like land, credit, and technology. By 

presenting gender disparity as both a social injustice and an economic burden, the World 

Bank's analysis highlights that correcting gender imbalances is not merely a human rights 

issue but an essential component of Pakistan's long-term economic sustainability and 

development. 

Together, these studies give us a multi-layered perspective on the resilience of gender 

inequality in Pakistan. Kabeer's research reveals the force of social norms to undermine the 

effects of education, Moghadam documents the structural disadvantage built into family law 

and customary practice, UN Women exposes the disparities between legal reform and 

successful enforcement, and the World Bank shows us the heavy economic cost of these 

inequalities. Their collective wisdom establishes that gender inequality can only be addressed 

with a multi-faceted strategy one that works to change cultural expectations, reform and 

enforce protective laws, and acknowledges women as a valuable economic asset whose 

exclusion has significant national costs. 

Cultural Norms and Gender Roles 
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Shirazi and Khan (2019) examine rural Pakistan's traditional land ownership systems, Shirazi 

and Khan (2019) examine the perpetuation of rural Pakistan's traditional land ownership 

systems, unveiling the extent to which inheritance practices systematically benefit male over 

female heirs. They point out that although statutory law provides women with inheritance 

rights within Islamic and civil codes, the real allocation of property tends to conform to 

patriarchal traditions that aim to keep land in the male line. In much of rural society, 

daughters are encouraged or coerced to relinquish their legal entitlement in favor of brothers, 

usually on the basis that such behavior maintains family cohesion and safeguards ancestral 

property. The authors point out that the practices are not simply inert traditions but are 

actively enforced under the discourse of cultural preservation, thus normalizing women's 

economic dependence on male kin, hence constraining women's bargaining power in 

household and community decision-making. 

The Pakistan Demographic and Healt" Survey (PDHS, 2018) is a quantitative perspective on 

the convergence of economic dependence and domestic violence and puts at 28% the rate of 

prevalence of intimate partner violence among ever-married women. Most importantly, the 

survey shows a high negative correlation between women's economic autonomy and the risk 

of abuse. Women who have their own earnings and maintain decision making power over 

them are much less likely to suffer physical or emotional violence at the hands of their 

husbands. This result highlights the protective function of economic independence and 

implies that control over financial resources is not only an empowerment factor but also a 

determinant of women's physical safety. 

Ali and Gavino (2008) examine the socio-cultural logic of "honor" (izzat) and its effect on 

women's engagement with public life. Using ethnographic interviews in rural and urban areas, 

they report how opportunities for women's mobility, education, and work are frequently 

restricted to maintain perceived family honor. Within this cultural context, the public 

presence of a woman can be read as a danger to the social status of her family and result in 

the imposition of restrictions that confine her to the home. Not only does this ideology restrict 

the agency of women but also economic dependence, since the denial of access to education 

and work opportunities denies them avenues to economic independence.  

Mahmood and Javid (2021) investigate the link between microfinance access and women's 

empowerment and find a broadly positive correlation. They document that women who have 

access to microcredit tend to exhibit greater confidence, participation in decision-making, and 

involvement in the community. That said, their investigation also finds that there is a major 

limitation: the empowerment is incomplete when the earnings accrued through these efforts 

are taken away or controlled by male household members. In these circumstances, the 

hoped-for advantages of microfinance economic autonomy and self-directedness are 

subverted, maintaining instead the power structures within the household that already exist. 

Jafar (2005) addresses the problem from a cultural and religious perspective, investigating 

Islamic feminism as a strategic intervention to counter patriarchal understandings of religion 

and culture in Pakistan. She contends that in resistant societies to secular feminist argument, 

religious reinterpretation can offer a more culturally pertinent and politically fruitful path to 

promote women's rights. By basing gender equality on Islamic values of justice and dignity, 

such reinterpterations can challenge the theological validity of restrictive practices while 
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appealing to wider sections of society that may otherwise reject feminist arguments as 

"Western" or culturally foreign. 

Haque (2010) presents a critical analysis of Pakistan's legal reforms to empower women's 

rights and contends that such efforts are bound to fail as they overlook the cultural 

underpinnings of gendered inequality. She finds that legislative interventions—whether on 

workplace harassment, domestic violence, or property rights are often symbolic in their effect 

when the attitudes of society are not altered. In patriarchal societies where patriarchal values 

are prevalent, even well-developed laws are bypassed through extralegal practice, disobeied 

in enforcement, or confronted actively. Haque concludes that legal reform, though essential, 

should be followed by persistent efforts at cultural transformation in order to achieve 

substantial and enduring change. 

Shahnaz and Kazi (2020) did a study by applying time-use surveys to explore the division of 

household work between men and women in Pakistan. What they found was a drastic gender 

divide: women spend an average of 5.7 hours a day doing unpaid domestic work, compared 

to only approximately 1.2 hours for men. This profound disparity implies that women have 

much less time and energy for paid work or skill improvement activities. Consequently, 

women's capacity to enter, stay, or move forward in the labor market is drastically limited, 

locking them into economic dependency and exercising patriarchal domination of household 

decision-making. 

Naz et al. (2016) conducted a field experiment in Khyber Pakhtunkhwa (KP) to examine how 

the norms of culture, and more specifically purdah-related norms, influence girls' and 

women's social inclusion. The research concluded that enforcing purdah-related norms, 

whereby women are discouraged from exposing themselves to the public domain, directly 

impacts the rate of girls' enrollment in secondary school negatively. In addition to education, 

these norms also limit girls' access to sports, extracurricular activities, and civic action, 

depriving them of opportunities for individual growth, leadership competencies, and active 

community participation. These limitations perpetuate a cycle in which women are left out of 

public life, further solidifying the view that their role is only in the home. 

Khan (2017) researched media representations of women in Pakistani drama television, 

examining how these representations affect gender role attitudes in society. His study 

revealed that female protagonists are often characterized in submissive, sacrificial roles 

whose identities are defined mainly by maintaining family honor. These representations tend 

to celebrate women's stoicism in adversity and self-abnegation, reinforcing consensual 

expectations about the need for women to prioritize family duties over personal aspirations 

or autonomy. Through repeated normalization of such stories, mass media reinforces 

patriarchal values and subtly discourages women to defy limiting gender roles and shapes 

audience perceptions of what an "ideal" woman should be. 

Economic Constraints and Empowerment 

Afzal (2019) highlights the disconnect between educational achievement and real labor 

market engagement for women in Pakistan. Though she recognizes that education is a 

required stepping stone to labor market entry, her work places emphasis on the fact that it is 

not, of itself, enough to secure employment or career progression. Through policy analysis 

and qualitative interviews, she diagnoses structural and logistical barriers that are currently 

unspoken in public debate first among them the absence of stable social support networks 
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and safe, accessible transportation. Women, especially in low- and middle-income urban 

areas, might have skills for formal employment but still cannot reach workplaces because they 

fear harassment on the way to work, poor public transport, or cultural prohibitions on 

traveling alone. This result places education within a larger system of enabling conditions and 

underscores that interventions beyond skill development are needed. 

Khan and Khan (2020) present a quantitative estimate of Pakistan's gender pay gap and find 

women are paid 34% less on average than their male counterparts even when they hold the 

same job. Notably, this pay gap exists even when holding constant factors like education, work 

experience, and region. The authors attribute the existence of such a gap to structural 

discrimination through recruitment, promotion decisions, and wage setting. They also add 

that occupational segregation where women disproportionately work in low-wage 

occupations like teaching, domestic service, and healthcare support reinforces income 

inequality and restricts long-term economic mobility. 

Critelli (2012) focuses on grass-roots activism, reporting on the activities of Pakistani women's 

organizations in fighting domestic violence. Based on case studies of non-governmental 

efforts, she demonstrates how such organizations have helped to offer immediate 

intervention to survivors and to transform public discourse to delegitimize the normalization 

of domestic abuse. Even with these achievements, Critelli points out that these agencies 

frequently work within exigent resource deficits, with minimal availability of sustainable 

funding and political backing. Their capacity to ramp up services, have a role in policy-making, 

or offer long-term rehabilitation to survivors is therefore curtailed, making it crucial to couple 

advocacy with larger-scale institutional support. 

Noreen and Khalid (2016) explore decision-making relationships in Pakistani families and 

identify that even in situations where women earn a large portion of the household income, 

men exercise the greater decision making power. This pattern occurs across socio-economic 

levels, indicating that patriarchal power is firmly embedded in family structures and not easily 

dislocated by women's economic engagement. The authors observe that this disparity 

commonly extends to decisions regarding women's own wages, mobility, and access to 

healthcare, and a pattern by which economic contribution does not necessarily constitute 

empowerment or autonomy. 

Chaudhry and Rahman (2009) examine the interlocked relationship between poverty and 

exclusion by gender. According to them, gender inequality is both a cause and an effect of 

poverty: women's limited access to education, employment, and property constrains income 

potential within households, whereas economic deprivation in return strengthens 

dependency upon patriarchal ideology and male dominance. This vicious cycle sustains multi-

generational disadvantage, with the daughters experiencing the same limitations as their 

mothers, thus hindering overall societal and economic advancement. 

International Labour Organization's 2023 review of Pakistan's labor market presented a 

detailed picture of gender gaps in the Pakistan workforce. According to it, women's 

participation in the workforce is a mere 23%, one of the lowest percentages in South Asia. 

This is not because of choices made by women alone but is influenced by structural barriers. 

The review registered the lack of proper maternity protection, which compels numerous 

women to abandon their work while pregnant or after pregnancy. It also indicated the 

existence of harassment in workplaces, which creates hostile working environments for 
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women, deterring them from staying in or joining the labor force. The "informal employment 

trap" was another key structural obstacle, with a majority of women laboring in informal, 

poorly compensated, no-benefit jobs that lack contracts and legal protections, which hinders 

their ability to enter the better-paying, contractual, more formally protected jobs. 

A study by Said and Mushtaq (2019) also shed light on an important but frequently neglected 

factor determining women's work in urban areas secure mobility. Their analysis discovered 

that in cities such as Karachi and Lahore, lack of secure and dependable public transportation 

was one of the foremost discouragements for women to enter the workforce. Women 

reported steering away from job opportunities with long commutes or late shifts due to 

harassment, theft, and assault concerns while traveling. Even where they were predisposed 

to work, they depended on male family members for transport, which limited their autonomy 

and the types of jobs available to them. 

Malik and Courtney (2019) analyzed women's entrepreneurship in Punjab and concluded that 

microenterprises had become a source of income for many women, yet such enterprises were 

normally kept small-scale and low yielding. According to the study, women experienced much 

hindrance in expanding their enterprises because they had poor access to credit facilities. The 

banks asked for guarantors, which were usually male, thus maintaining dependence on male 

family members. In most instances, even when women owned businesses in name, male 

relatives handled financial transactions and made important business decisions, reducing 

women's autonomy. 

The Asian Development Bank performed an economic analysis in 2021 that highlighted the 

macroeconomic implications of gender disparities at work. Their estimate was that if Pakistan 

adopted gender-equal job policies giving men and women equal pay for equal work, 

eliminating impediments to entry, and providing safety at the workplace its GDP by 2040 

could rise by up to 30%. This result underlined that enhancing women's access to the 

economy was both an issue of social justice and an economic necessity since withholding half 

the population from maximum participation in economic activities severely erodes national 

growth potential. 

Klasen and Lamanna (2009) provide a wider cross-country overview, econometrically 

validating that education and employment-related gender inequality seriously constrains 

economic growth for developing nations. With Pakistan as the focal point, they illustrate that 

denying women equivalent participation in labor markets results in underutilization of 

national human capital, lower productivity, and slower GDP growth. This study enforces the 

thesis that gender equality is not just a social justice need but an economic necessity. 

Mumtaz and Salway (2009) are concerned with mobility restriction as a key driver of women's 

health outcomes. Based on fieldwork in rural Pakistan, they report how restrictions on 

women's freedom to move unaccompanied either through cultural norms, absence of 

transport, or fear of victimization drastically limit access to maternal health care services. 

These limitations help fuel high rates of maternal mortality and suboptimal reproductive 

health outcomes, demonstrating how mobility is not merely a question of freedom but a 

determinant of health equity in life-and-death terms. 

Aslam (2013) turns the spotlight on the quality aspect of education and finds that although 

gender disparities in school enrollment have decreased over the past decades, parity in 

learning levels has not been attained. She explains that this gap can be attributed to gender 
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discrimination in pedagogical practices, curriculum materials, and school facilities. Girls are 

often taught in settings with fewer resources, less trained teachers, and curricula that endorse 

patriarchal gender values. This implies that even if girls finish comparable years of education 

as boys, they can end up with lesser capabilities, sustaining disadvantages in higher education 

as well as the job market. 

Bari (2016) critically analyzes Pakistan's reserved seat system of women in the country's 

legislatures. While the policy has been successful in quantitatively enhancing women's 

representation in politics, Bari discovers that women legislators are frequently subject to 

structural and political limitations that constrain their policymaking influence. Such 

restrictions include male-dominated party leadership, absence of constituency development 

funds, and even the belief that reserved-seat members are not as legitimate as their directly 

elected counterparts. Therefore, symbolic representation of women in politics has not yet 

found its way fully into substantive policy gains for gender equality. 

Sathar and Wazir (2020) explore the demographic and socio-economic consequences of early 

marriage, finding a strong correlation between marrying at a young age, reduced participation 

in the labor force, and higher fertility rates. Women who marry early are more likely to leave 

education prematurely, face greater economic dependence on their husbands, and 

experience restricted mobility. These factors combine to reduce their capacity for both 

personal development and economic contribution, thereby reinforcing cycles of poverty and 

gender inequality. 

Research Questions  

1. In what ways do the patriarchal power relations in Pakistan affect both institutional systems 

and collective perception, cementing gender discrimination in legal, political, and social 

domains? 

2. How do culturally ingrained norms influence community attitudes and women's own views 

of their roles, to reinforce limits on mobility, voice, and economic participation? 

3. Which economic constraints such as occupational segregation, wage gaps, and asset 

ownership disparities not only restrict material possibilities but also affect women's 

empowerment and agency? 

4. What policy change package, cultural outreach, and mindset-transformative interventions 

can best disassemble the mutually reinforcing structural and psychological obstacles 

presented by patriarchy, culture, and economic marginalization? 

Research Methodology 

Research Design 

This research employs a strictly qualitative research design since the topic at hand patriarchy, 

culture, and economic marginalization as seen by Pakistani women is centrally located in 

personal accounts, social meanings, and historical context. Quantitative data can determine 

the number of women who are discriminated against, but they cannot fully explain how and 

why these inequalities function, and how they are psychologically internalized. By 

emphasizing the qualitative data, the study eschews breadth in favor of depth and seeks to 

probe the intertwined aspects of the "triple burden" at the intersection of material realities 

and lived mental structures. 

The design explicitly eschews a compartmentalized understanding of patriarchy, culture, and 

economics. Rather, it understands them as mutually reinforcing systems. Patriarchy shapes 
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law-making and institutional frameworks, cultural norms inscribe and normalize these into 

daily life, and economic limitations see that women are kept dependent, decreasing their 

ability to fight back. This is not a mere addition of three issues it is a synergistic system that 

perpetuates itself generation after generation. Qualitative methods are especially well-suited 

to uncover this synergy because they appreciate stories, context, and nuance over patterns 

of numbers. 

Significantly, this framework also accounts for the fact that inequalities are not merely 

external. They are perpetuated by internalized beliefs what social psychologists refer to as 

internalized oppression in which people absorb and even legitimate their own subordination 

as the natural order of things. This framework enables the research to examine how structural 

injustices are psychologically internalized and reproduced, at times unconsciously, among 

groups and even by women themselves.  

Data Sources 

The research draws on a broad spectrum of qualitative evidence, selected to reflect the 

structural and the psychological aspects of women's lives in Pakistan. No new fieldwork or 

face-to-face interviews were undertaken, but existing written accounts with the immediacy 

of first-hand testimony are utilized, together with analytic and interpretive scholarship. 

Firsthand qualitative reports constitute a significant cornerstone of the data. They encompass 

case studies and NGO reports like those from Aurat Foundation, Shirkat Gah, and the 

Women's Action Forum. These have, over several decades, documented in-depth testimonies 

of women facing restrictive family laws, workplace discriminations, sexual harassment, 

withholding of inheritance, and movement restrictions. These accounts are of inestimable 

value not just because they are descriptions of events but because they include the women's 

own introspection and demonstrate how they interpreted and managed their experiences. 

Besides NGO work, legal files and court transcripts were also analyzed, particularly in family 

law, property disputes, and gender violence cases. These sources give a glimpse into how 

patriarchal systems work within formal institutions and how women cope with these systems, 

at times perpetuating their own disempowerment by dropping cases or accepting unfair 

settlements. 

The research also includes public speeches, interviews, and personal accounts of well-known 

women activists, parliamentarians, journalists, and grassroots leaders. These give two levels 

of perspective: the insider's experience of oppression and the activist's representation of the 

problem for public debate. For instance, a speech from a female parliamentarian who is 

campaigning for workplace harassment legislation discloses not just the legal obstacles but 

also the cultural resistance she encountered within her constituency. 

Secondary sources are equally instrumental in defining and interpreting such realities. Peer-

reviewed articles from academic disciplines like gender studies, sociology, development 

economics, and feminist political economy offer theoretical frameworks to comprehend 

patriarchy as a structural system and not merely as a cultural phenomenon. Reports by 

international institutions such as UN Women, the International Labour Organization, Amnesty 

International, and the World Bank provide an international comparative context, outlining 

how Pakistan's issues fall within broader trends of gender inequality and yet also include 

distinct local elements. Ethnographic studies urban and rural provide richly textured 
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observations on how gender norms are learned within domestic spaces, negotiated in local 

settings, and subtly contested. 

Lastly, media reporting and investigative journalism provide useful sketches of public opinion. 

Reports of women driving motorbikes, becoming part of police forces, or inheriting property 

tend to create heated discussion within Pakistani society and witness the persistence of 

cultural concerns regarding the autonomy of women. These stories assist in tracing the ways 

the broader public imagination engages with institutional systems and material conditions. 

Analytical Framework 

The study uses a Feminist Political Economy (FPE) lens, which places the analysis of gender 

inequality in the context of the larger interrelation of household, market, and state relations 

of power. This is important in examining how laws, policies, and economic institutions 

reproduce gender hierarchy. In a Pakistani perspective, it involves considering not only 

discriminatory legislation or labor market exclusion, but also the unpaid reproductive work 

that women do within the home, which is invisible in economic policy but crucial to the 

economy's operation. 

But since material exclusion does not completely account for the longevity of the triple 

burden, this research combines social-psychological theory specifically the principles of 

internalized gender roles, self-efficacy, and stereotype threat. These principles shed light on 

the ways in which women's opportunities are not only limited by external impediments but 

also by what women themselves believe about what they can or ought to do. For instance, a 

woman may turn down an opportunity not only because her family does not like it but also 

because she believes in the idea that "good women" remain home. 

This dual lens is particularly effective in understanding intersections. The gap in wages, for 

example, is not simply a product of labor market discrimination but also cultural assumptions 

regarding women's economic dependence and men's breadwinning status, assumptions that 

may even be held by women themselves. Likewise, mobility restrictions are not simply safety 

issues—they are constitutive of a cultural script that binds a woman's honor to her visibility 

in public spaces, diminishing her self-confidence and career ambitions. 

 Procedure 

The research initiated a systematic search of qualitative sources in academic databases 

(JSTOR, Scopus, Google Scholar), organizational repositories, and trustworthy grey literature. 

Keywords were selected to highlight the structural and psychological dimensions of the 

research issue: "patriarchy in Pakistan," "cultural norms and gender roles," "economic 

empowerment of women," "internalized gender bias," "Feminist Political Economy," and 

"psychological barriers to empowerment." 

Texts which satisfied the selection criteria of credibility and relevance were read in full, and 

manual coding was used. Three main thematic categories were originally set: (1) patriarchal 

institutions, (2) cultural norms, and (3) economic obstacles. Subcategories developed 

inductively as analysis went on, including mobility restrictions, honor culture, denial of 

inheritance, wage gaps, unpaid domestic labor, and loss of self-esteem. These subcodes 

permitted a finer grained mapping of the material and psychological aspects of each barrier. 

An intersectional mapping procedure followed, where themes were determined to overlap. 

For instance, denial of inheritance was categorized as both an economic obstacle and a 

cultural custom, added by a psychological element where women would assert resignation 
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towards the belief that property "naturally" belongs to men. The intersections highlighted 

how these three burdens reinforce one another. 

During the interpretive synthesis phase, common trends across multiple sources were 

brought together in coherent analytical narratives. Divergent versions were preserved to 

prevent overgeneralizing, making sure that the analysis honored regional, class, and ethnic 

diversity in Pakistan. For instance, women in the middle-class residential areas of Karachi 

might experience mobility restrictions based on family requirements, whereas women in rural 

Sindh experience sanctions from both family and village council (jirga) with much more severe 

penalties. 

In order to validate and support, a triangulation process was used whereby no theme would 

be included in the final analysis unless supported by two or more independent sources. This 

implied, for example, that an NGO's accusation of general workplace harassment was cross-

checked against peer-reviewed academic studies as well as media investigations before being 

included in the findings. 

Ethical Considerations 

Since the research is employing only publicly available information, direct ethical risk to 

participants was none. Ethical standards were upheld through proper citation, refraining from 

sensationalism, and dignified representation of women's stories. The language neither 

reinforces stereotypes nor focuses on victimhood, highlighting instead agency and resilience 

in addition to adversity. This strategy is particularly critical in the Pakistani context, where 

representations of women's adversities have the potential to inadvertently contribute to 

orientalist tropes of victimhood. 

Limitations 

The dependency on second-order qualitative data indicates that the research might not be 

able to cover the most recent changes in cultural attitudes or newly emerging grassroots 

efforts. Regional variation within Pakistan also restricts generalizability; rural Balochistan 

practices are far different from those of urban Lahore, and women's coping mechanisms for 

coping with constraints accordingly differ too. Last but not least, NGO documentation 

although invaluable can constitute advocacy-driven agendas, so careful cross-checking needs 

to be done to prevent single-dimensional interpretations. 

Findings and Discussion 

This study unearths the interconnected forms of patriarchy, cultural norms, and economic 

exclusion in Pakistan to find a system that not only manages women's material resources and 

possibilities but also configures their psychological worlds. The "triple burden" is not three 

distinct challenges; it is a reinforcing system in which each component feeds into the others, 

rendering change gradual, uneven, and frequently contentious. They are structured around 

the three overarching dimensions of the triple burden, and then their intersections are 

analyzed. 

Patriarchy: Institutionalized Control and Internalized Compliance 

The research discovers that Pakistani patriarchy is not a distant cultural context nor an 

unofficial social sentiment it is a system formalized in legislation, political institutions, and 

domestic authority relations. 

In the legal arena, discriminatory constructions of family and inheritance legislation continue. 

Although legislative structures occasionally provide equal rights in theory, practice often 
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accommodates patriarchal discrimination. For instance, in rural Sindh and southern Punjab, 

land disputes often conclude with women being coaxed or pressured to give up their 

inheritance "for the sake of family unity," as discussed in Shirkat Gah's 2020 field reports. 

These cases show how legal provisions on paper are subverted by male-dominated 

mechanisms of dispute resolution, like jirgas or panchayats, which put customary practice 

before statutory law. 

Reserved seats have enhanced women's representation in politics but still have their impact 

mediated through male-dominated patronage networks. Interviews gathered by the Aurat 

Foundation indicate that women councillors in Khyber Pakhtunkhwa are occasionally 

excluded from council meetings or forced to have a male relative speak on their behalf. This 

disempowers their voices as well as symbolically reinforces male dominance as a public norm. 

At the family level, male elders hold decision-making authority. Decisions regarding 

education, marriage, work, and reproductive health normally need the consent of males. At 

this point, the socio-psychological aspect is apparent: there are a lot of women who 

internalize obedience as a moral obligation, seeing compliance as respect for harmony within 

the family rather than subjugation. This internalized patriarchy is one of the most long-lasting 

hindrances since it reinforces gender inequality without explicit coercion. Women themselves 

can police younger female relatives, enforcing the same norms that once had been enforced 

over them. 

Culture: Honor, Respectability, and the Boundaries of Mobility 

Cultural norms are the moral and affective rationale for patriarchal domination. Forms like 

izzat (honor) and sharam (modesty/shame) are called upon to govern women's appearance, 

movement, and decisions. These norms are not merely ethereal ideals; they become every-

day directives regarding how far a woman can travel alone, to whom she can talk, and what 

work she can do. 

The observance of purdah physical seclusion or symbolic modesty is central. In the 

countryside, purdah is typically synonymous with women working solely in domestic 

agricultural or handicraft production, where their economic contributions do not appear in 

national statistics. In cities, it can take the form of family restrictions on night shifts, work 

travel, or even attending conferences. 

Early marriage is a cultural expectation inextricably linked to economic and patriarchal 

systems. It is defended as a safeguard against moral danger but cuts short women's education 

and restricts professional opportunities. UNFPA's 2021 report on Pakistan cites child marriage 

rates as most prevalent in rural Sindh and Balochistan, where literacy among women is lowest 

a connection that testifies to the way in which cultural norms and structural deprivation feed 

off one another. 

The psychological effects of these cultural codes are enormous. Women may internalize the 

belief that their value is intrinsically linked to their power to maintain family honor, 

generating a self-regulatory system where women police their own behavior to prevent 

bringing "shame." For some, deviating from these norms is to risk social exclusion or even 

violence; for others, it generates cultural negotiation, where women find ways to quietly 

extend their freedoms without explicitly defying authority. 
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Economics: Dependence as a Tool of Subordination 

Economic marginalization appears as both an outcome and a cause of women's 

marginalization. Pakistan's female labor force participation stands at approximately 20–22%, 

with most women working in low-wage, insecure sectors if at all. The overrepresentation of 

women in agriculture and informal work is a manifestation not only of market discrimination 

but also of women's mobility and visibility being curtailed by cultural constraints. 

Wage differentials are still high. In industries such as health and education traditionally seen 

as "acceptable" for women male counterparts continue to earn higher wages, and men hold 

a disproportionate number of leadership roles. Women in the private sector frequently have 

increased risks of harassment, perpetuating fears that workplaces are not safe and deterring 

female engagement. 

Ownership of property is arguably the most determinative economic influence. While Islamic 

law favors inheritance by women, societal norms discourage women from asserting these 

rights. A UN Women study in 2019 discovered that in rural areas, women were afraid of losing 

their family's support should they seek legal claims over land. Without assets, women's 

bargaining power both in the household and in society is greatly limited. 

Psychologically, this economic dependency brings about learned helplessness. Women with 

no independent income or property can feel trapped in violent relationships or be unable to 

control decisions about their own lives. Even when microfinance projects or skill development 

projects are focused on women, male relatives tend to dominate the proceeds, reinforcing 

dependence. 

The Intersections: A Self-Reinforcing System 

The most important finding of this study is that patriarchy, culture, and economics do not just 

exist together they actively support each other in a closed feedback loop. Cultural practices 

of honor and modesty legitimize the constraints of patriarchy. Patriarchal arrangements then 

condition economic access constraining education, mobility, and property rights ensuring 

ongoing economic dependence. That dependence loops back into a rationale for patriarchal 

control, as economically dependent women are seen to require male protection and 

supervision. 

Psychologically, the structural and cultural restrictions are internalized, influencing women's 

self-perception and aspirations. Most women devise methods of quiet resistance like seeking 

home-based businesses or off-the-books study groups but absent structural reform, these are 

survival mechanisms not solutions for change. 

This self-perpetuating vicious circle implies that reforms aimed at one aspect in isolation are 

usually thwarted by the others. Education programs fail if mobility constraints persist; 

microfinance collapses if women are refused property rights; legal reforms collapse if cultural 

attitudes dissuade women from claiming their rights. 

Recommendations 

The evidence of this study points unequivocally towards intervention that does not isolate 

gender inequality in Pakistan as a one-issue problem, but instead appreciates the highly 

integrated character of patriarchal institutions, restrictive cultural expectations, and 

economic marginalization. Policies, programs, and initiatives at the community level have to 

be framed to act on these fields simultaneously if they are to produce enduring change. 
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At the institutional level, legal and institutional frameworks need to be strengthened urgently. 

The laws that currently protect women's rights with respect to inheritance, workplace 

harassment, and equal wages should not only be on paper but actually enforced in practice 

by active monitoring, transparent accountability procedures, and real penalties for default. 

This is only possible if law enforcement officials, judicial personnel, and local government 

bodies are equipped with the skills to read and apply the law with a gender perspective. Also, 

legal aid services that are affordable, at both district and local levels, especially in rural 

regions, need to be made available so that women denied their rights be it property rights, 

employment opportunities, or personal security can have their grievances redressed without 

fear of their families or communities retaliating. 

Cultural change will have to go hand in hand with such legal reforms. Unless the social 

attitudes underlying patriarchal dominance are changed, even the most enlightened 

legislation will be insufficiently used. Grassroots-level conversations between religious 

leaders, elders, and youth can become a platform to challenge limiting definitions of honor 

and modesty and replace them with stories affirming women's autonomy and agency in 

family and community life. Media and narrative, especially through television dramas, radio 

shows, and social media initiatives, have a significant role to play in transforming public 

mindsets. By presenting women as leaders, in non-conventional careers, and as active 

decision-makers, these stories can gradually do away with stereotypes limiting women's 

identities to home roles. 

Economic empowerment is also at the heart of dismantling the cycle of dependency that 

perpetuates both cultural and patriarchal restrictions. This means moving beyond 

microfinance or short-term cash transfers to establish sustainable ownership of assets and 

control for women. Landholdings, housing property deeds, livestock ownership, and business 

assets should increasingly be owned and registered in women's names, providing them with 

real bargaining power both within household and market transactions. Access to individual 

bank accounts, electronic payment systems, and direct financial transfers can also guard 

women's earnings against those relatives seeking to appropriate them. Physical deterrents to 

economic engagement like inadequate transport and a lack of affordable childcare also need 

to be addressed systematically if women are to access and stay in formal jobs. 

No less critical is the psychological dimension of empowerment. Years of limited mobility, 

cultural enforcement, and economic reliance can undermine women's self-esteem and self-

belief, producing internalized limitations even where formal controls have been lifted. Special 

capacity-building efforts integrating leadership skills, negotiation tactics, and money 

management can empower women to feel confident about asserting their rights and seeking 

opportunities. Mentorship programs, especially those that connect young women with 

successful female role models, can offer inspiration as well as hands-on guidance. Also, 

affordable mental health care, either embedded in primary healthcare or delivered by NGOs, 

can deal with the psychological impact of long-term marginalization and assist women in 

healing trauma stemming from domestic violence, workplace harassment, or public 

humiliation. 

Lastly, there is an urgent need for synergistic policy action that prevents these efforts from 

being dispersed among standalone programs. There should be a specific national unit or 

coordination agency whose role is to harmonize ministries' and departments' work 
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concerning women's affairs, labor, education, and health. This organization must make 

certain that all gender-specific interventions address structural obstacles, cultural 

dispositions, and psychological resilience in an integrated fashion. Monitoring systems must 

not merely follow certain quantitative indicators like employment rates or levels of education, 

but also track qualitative changes in confidence, decision-making authority, and societal 

attitudes towards women's participation. 

Conclusion 

This study has revealed that gender inequality in Pakistan is maintained by an intricate and 

interdependent network of forces. Patriarchy still dominates private and public decision-

making spheres, curtailing women's control over their lives. Cultural norms most notably 

those pertaining to honor, modesty, and family reputation reaffirm and legitimate patriarchal 

power, frequently presenting curbs on women's mobility, education, and work as moral 

imperatives. Economic exclusion compounds this system by denying women the resources, 

bargaining power, and autonomy they need to resist such restrictions. 

Most importantly, these forces do not exist independently of each other. Rather, they create 

a self-reinforcing circle in which cultural norms legitimize patriarchal domination, patriarchal 

institutions perpetuate economic dependency, and economic dependency in turn reinforces 

the acceptance of limiting cultural norms. This is perpetuated not only through external 

controls, like discriminatory legislation or social sanctions, but also through internalization of 

gender roles. Women, socialized as young persons to view obedience and self-sacrifice as 

positive attributes, will take or even justify the very institutions that confine them. This 

psychological aspect creates gender inequality as a resistant area to change because it is 

ingrained in personal view and daily relations. 

Counteracting such a strongly rooted system needs combined approaches. Legal changes 

need to be followed by grassroots cultural change and direct investments in the economic 

empowerment of women. Equally important, interventions need to foster women's 

confidence, decision-making ability, and resilience so that they are not just legally protected 

but also enabled to exercise their rights. Transformation thus has to be initiated both top-

down via legislation, policy, and institutional change and bottom-up via grassroots 

mobilization, change in cultural stories, and the mundane acts of resistance and agency 

practiced by women themselves. 

The way towards gender parity in Pakistan is not straightforward nor direct. It entails 

challenging established traditions, subverting power structures, and altering entrenched 

mindsets. However, as the research indicates, the potential for change is in acknowledging 

that women are not passive recipients of this system but constructive agents in bringing about 

change. By investing in their legal rights, cultural visibility, economic independence, and 

psychological empowerment, Pakistan can start to substitute the closed circle of 

disadvantage for a cycle of opportunity, dignity, and equality a cycle in which women are not 

just valued contributors to the economy but full and equal citizens whose leadership and 

voices define the country's future. 
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