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This article focuses upon perceptions of girls’ education in the family
context within which decisions around children’s education and opportu-
nities are made. The article presents a framework showing how parental
attitudes to girls’ education are shaped by an objective logic framed by
the notion of returns, relating to potential benefits of daughters’
education, and respectability, relating to girls’ modesty and threats that
education may present to normative expectations for girls. Drawing
upon data collected in 2011 in rural areas of the districts of Faisalabad
(Jaranwala town) and Chiniot (Tehsil Chiniot) in the province of Punjab,
the study highlights how assumptions around the liberating effects of
education implicit in global education programmes fail to take into
account cultural values around gender norms that are central to inform-
ing parental attitudes towards their daughters’ prospects for education.

Keywords: education; gender; girls’ schooling; Pakistan; parental
attitudes; Punjab

Introduction
The 2012 shooting of Malala Yousafzai, then a 14-year-old schoolgirl and
campaigner for the rights of girls to attend school in the SWAT Valley of
Pakistan in Khyber Pakhtunkhwa, highlighted the extremity of the struggle
for girls in Pakistan to have equal access to attend school. Malala’s BBC
blog highlighted the contestation between girls’ education as a basic right
and as a transgressive act against religious and cultural conservatism. This
article aims to contextualise attitudes and choices made by parents around
sending girls to school within this contested terrain of culture and gender
norms.

Girls’ education continues to lag behind boys’ education in most
developing countries, with estimates of 93 million children out of school and
approximately 80% of these children living in South Asia or sub-Saharan
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Africa (DFID 2005; UNICEF 2006). Further to this, female schooling
participation in developing countries is still found to be significantly lower
than that of their male counterparts in most developing countries, with
Pakistan having the lowest gender-specific Education Development Index
(0.684) in the South Asian region (Table 1) and being second to last in the
World Economic Forum’s Gender Gap Index (2013), only behind Yemen.

Pakistan’s position within this global context of gender inequalities in
education reflects dimensions of both infrastructural inadequacies to provide
sufficient education to girls as well as societal values that place less weight
on girls’ schooling compared with boys’ schooling. Attitudes towards girls’
schooling are directly associated with cultural values that act as a deterrent
to the encouragement of gender-equitable access to education (Hamid 1993).
Rather than being viewed as an empowering choice by many parents, girls’
education represents a broader index of cultural values, considerations of
economic returns, notions of family integrity and gender ideals that, as we
will explore, can often lead to ambiguity around the importance of girls
being educated, and even an unfavourable attitude towards girls’ education.
Access to educational opportunities is therefore not only shaped by provision
and infrastructure but also by the family context and environment within
which decisions and aspirations around children’s education are formed. Son
preference impacts directly upon daughter discrimination as parents view
their household resources as being both finite and structurally skewed
towards their sons as inheritors and thus investments for the future of the
family (Purewal 2010). Hence, parents do not necessarily see education as a
human right but as a discretionary power which they can exert with regards
to whether or not to send their daughters to school (Qureshi 2004).

The agency and voice of girls and women is implicit in struggles around
the right to education. Women’s and girls’ voice says much about how
systematic discrimination and exclusion from educational opportunity is
exercised. Attempts to uncover a strategy for studying gender and culture
from the perspective of the ‘Third World Woman’ as a subject – not an
object – of scholarship have framed postcolonial feminism’s attention to
voice (Minh-ha 1989; Mohanty 1991; Suleri 1992). The identification of a
Third World girls’ voice in the experiences of and struggles for the rights to
education are an overlooked dimension to our understandings of education

Table 1. Education Development Index of South/East Asian countries: overall and
gender-wise.

India Bangladesh Nepal Indonesia Philippines Maldives Pakistan

EDI 0.797 0.759 0.734 0.935 0.839 0.910 0.640
GEI 0.811 0.976 0.810 0.959 0.955 0.952 0.684

Note: EDI, Education for All (EFA) Development Index; GEI, Gender-specific EFA Index.
Source: Asian Development Bank (2008, 82).
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in South Asia. While public discourse is increasingly being influenced by
the global agendas on girls’ rights to education, there is also a certain
amount of cynicism associated with how universal notions of gender and
rights are to be applied to and implemented in Pakistan in relation to, for
instance, the Hodood Ordinance, and increasing levels of vulnerability and
gendered violence. Poor conditions of government schools, non-availability
of schools in local vicinities for rural populations, and the imperatives
which household poverty impose on children to work, including girls, also
present impediments on female education (SDPI 2008).

Girls’ education in rural Pakistan
Trends reflecting girls’ education transcend economic, social and cultural
dynamics. Women absorb many of the impacts of economic deprivation
(UNFPA 2009), and gender disparities in terms of participation in education
in countries with low Human Development Index figures highlight the con-
nections between poverty, gender and social development (Table 2). Girls in
rural areas, in particular, are found to have less access to schooling opportu-
nities than their male counterparts (Song, Appleton, and Knight 2006) and
are at a further disadvantage to girls in urban areas. This highlights a pattern
of relative urban privilege and rural disadvantage in relation to gender pat-
terns of social development. In Pakistan, the literacy rate among rural
females of age ‘10 and above’ is 35%, whereas it is 67% among their urban
counterparts (Social Indicators of Pakistan 2011). The education gender gap
in urban areas has, according to the SDPI (2008, ix), become ‘almost non-
existent’, while they are further widening in rural education. The National
Education Policy of Pakistan (National Population Policy 2010) acknowl-
edged rural–urban and gender disparities in access to education and
addressed these disparities through targeted schemes and heightened

Table 2. Human Development Index, public expenditure on education and literacy
rates of countries in South and West Asia.

Country

Human
Development
Index ranking

NER
boys

NER
girls

Public expenditure
on education (as %

of GNP)
Literacy rate,
aged 15+ (%)

Iran 94 94 100 5.2 84
Sri Lanka 99 97 97 5.4 91
Maldives 100 97 97 8.3 97
India 128 89 87 3.3 65
Pakistan 136 66 57 2.7 54
Nepal 145 79 74 3.2 55
Bangladesh 140 89 90 2.8 52

Note: Gross National Product (GNP); Net Enrollment Ratio (NER).
Source: UNESCO (2010).

British Journal of Sociology of Education 3

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [T

he
 U

ni
ve

rs
ity

 o
f M

an
ch

es
te

r L
ib

ra
ry

] a
t 0

6:
48

 2
8 

Fe
br

ua
ry

 2
01

4 



presence of women and girls in education projects. At best, special facilities
for girls and boys have been a means of demonstrating equality of access.
To this effect, 60% of the funds for the Punjab Education Sector Reforms
Program were earmarked for spending on ‘missing facilities’ for girls’
schools in the state (Punjab Women Empowerment Package 2012). As such,
the Government of Pakistan has acknowledged its failure in raising the edu-
cational levels of the female population significantly, especially those living
in rural areas (Ministry of Education 2009). However, its focus has contin-
ued to be that of providing facilities rather than addressing the social and
cultural impediments.

With this backdrop, we understand the failings to improve female educa-
tion through the dominant taxonomy of the household unit in Pakistan. It is
here that we highlight Pierre Bourdieu’s (1992) seminal work The Logic of
Practice in how socio-cultural worlds are structured through male and
female binaries while also reflecting collective, embodied practices that
capitulate to and obey a practical logic shaping the ‘habitus’. For our pur-
poses here, the rural household in Punjab reflects a social universe or ‘habi-
tus’ highlighting this binary, which shapes a two-pronged gendered notion
of ‘respectability’ and honour with, on the one hand, virtues of female
domesticity, and on the other, male honour within the public, outward
domain. Feminine qualities of nurture centred on the home result in a series
of actions and practices that affirm positive associations with female space
and the bodily practices associated with it for girls and women. In this
sense, girls’ schooling represents a direct opposition to the concept of
respectability within the rural Punjabi household, by crossing the binaries of
male and female and of public and domestic. While Bourdieu’s exploration
of how inversions of the oppositional binary result in new symbolic func-
tions and meanings within the house as ‘The World Reversed’, the inversion
is asymmetrical for girls and women venturing into the public domain as a
risk-invoking act. It is at this nexus of the social world of the rural Punjabi
household that the decision-making processes around girls’ education takes
place in affirming the values associated with the symbolic function of
female education, creating a discriminatory objective logic against girls’
continuing education.

While we utilise Bourdieu’s understandings of the household’s objective
logic as the moral framework that leads to discrimination against girls to be
educated, the most entrenched approach to tackling low levels of female
education in Pakistan is human capital theory which draws a correlation
between female education and household economic productivity (Colclough
1982). In rural Pakistan, the feudal economy still remains the dominant
mode of production, and women’s low non-household labour participation
and literacy rates show that the human capital theory is thus misplaced.
Economic processes are not merely tied to cultural ones but are shaped and
constituted by them (Bourdieu 2005). Even in countries where gender parity
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has been obtained in terms of access to basic education, women and girls
continue to be excluded from reaping benefits of empowerment and social
development associated with education (Chitrakar 2009). In South Asia,
gender norms are based around an ideal of the patriarchal extended family
in which older, senior men have authority over others, including younger
men, and women are ‘given away’ in marriage. Although women can
inherit according to Islamic law, daughters have no claim on their father’s
patrimony, which is reserved exclusively for sons. Dowries and bride price
exchanges between brides’ and grooms’ families exist outside productive
relations such as land or property and therefore do not contribute positively
to women’s status (Alvi 2007; Agarwal 1994). At best, their success in pro-
ducing a son places them in a less marginalised position within this system
(Purewal 2010).

The impacts that social conventions of seclusion (purdah) and traditional
gender roles have upon the autonomy and aspirations of women in Pakistan
are ubiquitous, particularly identifiable as girls reach adolescence. This can
result in the enforcement of modesty of girls to various degrees, such as the
wearing of the veil, withdrawal from school and a socialisation process that
veers girls away from the public sphere and towards homeward duties, fur-
ther reducing their chances of pursuing higher education (Caldwell, Reddy,
and Caldwell 1985; Mandelbaum 1988; Shah and Eastmond 1977; Siann
and Khalid 1984; Stromquist 1989).

In this light, we draw upon the concepts of returns and ‘respectability’
that place decision-making around girls’ education more appropriately
within context for this study. These two approaches, as will be argued, are
useful in understanding the objective logic of parental attitudes in rural
Pakistan around girls’ education. Beyond the remit of returns and respect-
ability lies a complex backdrop of how culture and economics relate to edu-
cation. Social class is a significant marker of how education is perceived
and experienced (Bourdieu and Passeron 1990). For the urban affluent clas-
ses of nearby cities such as Faisalabad or Lahore, girls’ and women’s edu-
cation are a feature of the social reproduction of privilege (Maskiell 1985).
Because the landed affluent classes of most of rural Pakistan tend to live in
the cities and extract surpluses from the rural economy, they send their chil-
dren to schools in urban areas where they can utilise education as a means
of bolstering their cultural and social capital. Therefore, those who actually
reside in the rural areas of Jhang and Jaranwala are from lower socio-eco-
nomic groups, for whom girls’ education has a different set of consider-
ations less framed by social mobility and more to do with negotiating the
economic and social concerns of returns and respectability. In this sense, the
cultural capital associated with educational attainment is a luxury reserved
for the urban middle and upper classes. With this in consideration, we focus
our attention upon the theory of returns and the concept of respectability.

British Journal of Sociology of Education 5
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The theory of returns in which the rationale behind sending children to
school and investing in them for later in life is based upon a notion of who
will eventually become economically productive contributors to the house-
hold. Girls, who are assumed to marry and hence leave their natal homes,
are seen as futile investments in this light, while boys are viewed as stead-
fast investments worthy of a larger share of family resources (Sathar and
Lloyd 1994; Sawada and Lokshin 2001; Stith, Gorman, and Choudhury
2003). The notion of men as breadwinners also awards them preferred status
over females in terms of their productive potential, which impacts upon
how they are invested in early on in life (Dancer and Rammohan 2007;
Khan and Ali 2005).

Another perspective views cultural norms that deem girls’ vulnerability
in the public sphere, including educational opportunities, a matter of
‘respectability’. Girls, in this view, maintain and carry the burden of
‘respect’ or izzat through restrictions on their mobility and circumscribed
adherence to social conventions in terms of roles, behaviour, appearance
and kinship relations. In this sense, socio-cultural norms of rural society in
Pakistan have been acknowledged to have an adverse effect on girls’
schooling (Hamid 1993) whereby reservations around ‘respectability’ come
to the forefront of the decision-making equation around sending girls to
school. Threats to respectability can stem from walking to school, coming
into contact with men unrelated to them, and exposure of girls to ideas not
in line with traditional gender roles expected of them.

Parents following the cultural norms that circumscribe the limited mobil-
ity options for adult females have been found to place more importance
upon girls’ modesty than their education as compared with male children
(Khan and Ali 2005; Liu 2004; Tansel 2002). The negative association of
education for girls is one which views education as a potentially corrupting
force on the gender ‘balance’ of roles within the family, leading girls and
women to stray away from traditional gender roles.

The social determinants of girls’ education position the cultural context
of decision-making alongside economic ones, making respectability an
equally important, if not more important, factor as affordability and eco-
nomic returns (Smits and Hosgor 2006). The expectations of girls to carry
the codes of respect through modest behaviour have been found to impact
directly upon their potentials for educational attainment and in low expecta-
tions from parents and teachers of girls’ achievement (Colclough, Rose, and
Tembon 2000).

In developing an understanding of decision-making around girls’ educa-
tion, we posit that both ‘respectability’ and returns contribute to the attitudes
of parents. Our examination of the two districts in Pakistani Punjab shows
that education is not being perceived as a potential benefit, in part, because
of how consanguinity shapes kinship arrangements, which greatly limits the
perceived benefits of girls’ education as a matter of outward and upward
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mobility. Parental decision-making about ambitions for girls’ education,
when endogamous in its scope, tends to seek containment of aspiration and
mobility, rather than fostering it. The cultural and economic perceptions of
girl children and hence the value and risks associated with their education
shape the social worlds which shape the decision-making about girls’ educa-
tion. While negative attitudes towards girls’ education are a key cause in
lowering their access to and attainment of education (Subrahmanian 2005),
the comparatively negative attitude towards girls’ education compared with
boys’ education is in need of further examination for both cultural and
economic considerations.

The study
This study is based upon fieldwork conducted in two areas in the Pakistan
province of Punjab: Jaranwala town (District Faisalabad) and Tehsil Chiniot
(District Jhang). The population of Jaranwala town and Tehsil Chiniot are
917,701 and 705,941 respectively (Government of Pakistan 2000). The
province of Punjab, in comparison with other Pakistan provinces, has the
second highest total literacy rate, the highest female literacy rate, and the
highest gender parity index (Table 3). The two selected districts of Faisala-
bad and Jhang are respectively medium-ranking and low-ranking in terms
of female literacy in comparison with other districts in the province
(Table 4).

The quantitative dimension of the study is based on a household survey
for which the sample size of 350 was selected through a proportional alloca-
tion technique from both of these selected areas. With a view to include a
broader sample, five chaks (villages) were selected randomly from each of
these two areas. Schools in these areas are mainly government schools, with
only a minute presence of privately owned schools in these rural areas. The
survey areas varied from 5 to 20 kilometres from urban conurbations.
Households comprising children of both sexes of school-going age were
selected randomly from each village.

In terms of women’s participation in public life, the presence of women
in the public sphere is limited, with little evidence of participation in formal
political activities. However, this does not mean that women are absent
from public life altogether and their presence, largely through the private
sphere and its links to more informal family and community networks, is an
integral part of rural Punjabi society. Consequently, women were sought out
in the survey as it was understood that women play a significant role in the
decision-making processes of the family. In these areas, the moral influence
of the Ulema could be said to be stronger in lower-class and working-class
households with a more significant influence of biraderi (clan) kinship net-
works and senior family members’ authority on a broader societal level.

British Journal of Sociology of Education 7
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The survey and interviews were conducted by both male and female
Pakistani social science postgraduate students at Government College Fai-
salabad. Faisalabad is the largest city in the area, being second in size only
to Lahore in the state, and thus most of the research assistants originated
from the two districts of Jhang and Jaranwala that were the focus of the
study. There was a significant level of cultural and linguistic familiarity of
the research assistants and the authors with the locality. Thus, the questions
being asked in the questionnaire and semi-structured interviews with respect
to attitudes towards education resonated on both epistemological and onto-
logical levels. The survey data were input by the research students, and the
interviews were conducted and transcribed in Punjabi by the research assis-
tants and then translated by the authors. The survey questions were first
piloted in order to establish clarity in how participants would perceive the
questions. The study’s starting point, drawn from quantitative indicators
showing comparatively low enrolment and literacy rates of girls compared
with boys (Tables 3 and 4), is that there is bias against girls’ education.
However, when the original thematic questions were administered through

Table 3. Literacy rate at 10 years and above and Gender Parity Indexa by
province.

Region/province
Literacy rate (10 years and above)

2006/07 2007/08 2008/09
Pakistan Male 67 69 69

Female 42 44 45
Both 55 56 57
GPI 0.63 0.64 0.65

Punjab Male 67 70 69
Female 48 48 50
Both 58 59 59
GPI 0.72 0.69 0.72

Sindh Male 67 69 71
Female 42 42 45
Both 55 56 59
GPI 0.63 0.61 0.63

Khyber
Pakhtunkhwa

Male 67 68 69

Female 28 33 31
Both 47 49 50
GPI 0.42 0.49 0.45

Balochistan Male 58 66 62
Female 22 23 23
Both 42 46 45
GPI 0.38 0.35 0.37

Note: aThe Gender Parity Index (GPI) is the ratio of female enrolment to male enrolment. A
GPI of one means that for every male at school there is one female.
Source: Pakistan Social & Living Standard Measurement Survey 2008/09.

8 N. Purewal and N. Hashmi

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [T

he
 U

ni
ve

rs
ity

 o
f M

an
ch

es
te

r L
ib

ra
ry

] a
t 0

6:
48

 2
8 

Fe
br

ua
ry

 2
01

4 



the pilot questionnaire, it was found that less direct questions around chil-
dren’s education did not elicit cogent responses. Thus, the questions were
refined to be more explicitly focused upon the notion of gender bias, rather
than being circumspectly posed around general attitudes towards girls’ edu-
cation. For this reason, leading questions were framed as a means of not
only drawing out opinions and attitudes for the survey but also to identify
cases for the qualitative interviews. While the strong wording of the leading
questions around ‘bad practices’ and ‘rebellion’ is a limitation in that they
are provocative in reflecting culturally dominant ideas about gender, this
also had benefits to the study in that disagreement and contestation with this
stereotype were also elicited. The methodological outcome of stating leading
questions was that the results produced a focused engagement of the sample
with the social context of gender discrimination and bias at the household
level. The study was able to penetrate the surface of parental decision-mak-
ing and make a number of findings around how overt and residual bias
are expressed in perceptions of girls’ education by parents. Twelve

Table 4. Literacy rate in selected districts in the Pakistan province of Punjab.

District

Total Gender disaggregated

1981 1998a Male Female

All Punjab 27.4 46.6 57.2 35.1
Bahawalpur 20.4 35.0 44.9 24.0
D.G. Khan 16.3 30.6 42.1 18.1
Faisalabad 31.8 51.9 60.9 42.2
Jhang 20.3 37.1 51.5 21.4
Toba Tek Singh 30.3 50.5 61.3 39.1
Gujranwala 29.9 56.6 63.6 48.8
Gujrat 31.3 62.2 73.0 51.6
Narowal 25.5 52.7 65.6 39.8
Sialkot 30.8 58.9 65.9 51.5
Lahore 48.4 64.7 69.1 59.7
Kasur 18.7 36.2 47.6 23.4
Nankana (Included in Sheikhupura District)
Okara 24.8 37.8 49.3 25.0
Sheikhupura 22.4 43.8 53.3 33.3
Multan 23.5 43.4 53.3 32.3
Pakpattan 16.9 34.7 47.0 21.3
Sahiwal 21.7 43.9 54.7 32.3
Rawalpindi 46.6 70.4 81.2 59.2
Attock 21.1 49.3 66.9 32.0
Chakwal 39.7 56.7 73.4 42.2
Jhelum 38.9 68.9 77.0 50.5
Sargodha 24.9 46.3 59.2 32.7
Mianwali 21.4 42.8 63.8 22.1

Note: aCensus of Pakistan 1998, Population Census Organization, Government of Pakistan.
The most recent census in Pakistan was conducted in 1998.
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semi-structured qualitative interviews were conducted with cases identified
in the survey exhibiting significant engagement with the key leading ques-
tions. Gender dynamics of power in the interview process were reflected
upon in the notes taken by the research assistants in the ways in which the
head of household (HOH), if a man was present, would be de facto identi-
fied as the male head of household. This was addressed through a concerted
effort to employ a system of ‘positive discrimination’ to ensure as much of
a balance as possible of female voices within the qualitative and quantitative
data collection.

Dependent variables
Negative attitudes towards female education are a root cause of low educa-
tional levels of girls in rural Pakistan. Parents’ attitudes towards their
daughters’ schooling were measured through three main questions: Question
I, ‘Whose schooling is more necessary – girls/boys/both?’; Question II,
‘Does higher level education cause girls to become rebellious against par-
ents?’ (on a Likert scale); and Question III, ‘Do parents believe girls are
likely to indulge in “bad practices” by attending higher level schooling?’
(on a Likert scale). The notion of ‘bad practices’ for girls means the stigma
associated with girls having mobility within the public sphere and the
potential risks this may present to their ‘respectability’. Thus, education
could be seen as having a corrupting influence upon girls. This might
include concerns around girls’ demands to choose their life partner or
options to have romantic or sexual relations with males outside the bounds
of normative, parentally-endorsed marriage. In Pakistan, sexual relations out
of marriage are subject to prosecution under the Zina Hodood Ordinance;
and a woman found guilty is deemed unlawful, disreputable and unaccept-
able within the normative bounds of society, making it difficult for her par-
ents to find a life partner for her. Indeed, ‘honour killings’ encapsulate the
most extreme reaction to this notion of ‘bad practices’ in which women
have even been killed by male family members to uphold their families’
respect. This burden of respectability that girls carry will be further explored
as a key factor in parents’ decisions about their schooling. Throughout the
discussion and analysis of findings, these three questions will be referred to
as Question I, Question II and Question III.

Heads of households – patriarchal authority and decision-making around
girls’ education
Male HOHs emerged as an overrepresented group within the sample.
Despite mothers’ and women’s representation being an explicit priority from
the onset of the data collection stages of the research, only 45% of the 350
sample investigations were conducted with women due to limited access to
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females through the household survey method and a notable pattern of insis-
tence at the time of interview that male HOHs act as the respondents due to
formal authority. However, even in most cases where the male HOH was
the main respondent, women were generally also present and participated in
the questionnaire. While this is a limitation in terms of ascertaining the
power dynamics, the qualitative interviews provide a certain amount of
recourse to fill in some of the gaps created by this. Schooling outcomes for
girls have been argued to be affected by the perceptions and social charac-
teristics of the HOHs (Mare 1980) and, in particular, about girls’ higher
level schooling (Chernichovsky 1985; Dancer and Rammohan 2007; Khan
and Ali 2005; Sawada and Lokshin, 2001). Similarly, Buchmann and
Hannum (2001) inferred that in developing countries the education of rural
girls face the vicious cycle of poor cultural beliefs of the male HOHs. These
beliefs promote the idea that higher level education is not suitable for girls
(Stith, Gorman, and Choudhury 2003). Parish and Willis (1993) go further
in arguing that patriarchy causes parents to manipulate their girls in the
benefit of their boys. We would argue that the threat of ‘rebellion’ posed by
education and its accompanying access to the public sphere serves as a
justification for the dominant hegemony of the household. It is here that
objective logic formulates parents’ attitudes to at best be tacitly supportive
of girls to attend school and at worst be negative about education’s
potentially corrupting influences on their daughters.

Results
Question I: gender-biased attitude
Question I poses a choice between preference for girls’ or boys’ education
or showing no bias. More than one-half of the HOHs (52%) were found to
be in favour of boys’ schooling as compared with that of girls’. The per-
centage of those identifying themselves in favour of girls’ schooling over
boys was merely 1.7%, yet those showing no bias when asked whose edu-
cation they preferred – girls’ or boys’ – constituted a significant 46.3%
(Table 5). This latter figure of un-bias in part reflects a public discourse
(brought out by the questionnaire method) that defends education generally
and that of both daughters’ and sons’, showing that there are more complex
contours of gender-biased attitudes (GBAs) beneath such starkly posed
questions, which we follow up in Questions II and III. What Question I
does highlight, however, is that there is a sizeable proportion of parents
overtly stating that they have no bias against girls’ education (46.3%) along-
side another sizeable proportion of parents who prefer boys’ education to
girls’ (52%), which points to a vast cultural terrain comprised of the objec-
tive logic discussed earlier. We break this down into a scenario of both
overt gender bias and a residual gender bias. Residual bias may not be
apparent under Question I, which frames a ‘boys versus girls’ choice. The

British Journal of Sociology of Education 11

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [T

he
 U

ni
ve

rs
ity

 o
f M

an
ch

es
te

r L
ib

ra
ry

] a
t 0

6:
48

 2
8 

Fe
br

ua
ry

 2
01

4 



same parents who state they are unbiased may also reflect strong concerns
about respectability and returns, as will be discussed in relation to Questions
II and III, showing the limits of the statistical indicators of GBA.

The qualitative interviews highlight a number of tensions existing within
these overt and residual expressions of gender bias that place value judge-
ments on perceived economic returns and potential threats to respectability
surrounding children’s education. The notion that sons’ education represents
an economic investment accompanies the sense that girls’ education is not
perceived as a productive activity with benefits or returns, and instead
detracts from the emphasis upon women’s work within the home. One male
HOH respondent justified the rationale for bias against girls’ education:

We have to prefer sons’ education over daughters’ education. Educated sons
help fathers to meet the household expenditures, so they should get education
to become an officer, whereas, daughters should help their mothers. Mothers
have to do household chores, so daughters do not really need higher educa-
tion. (Male 38, age 53)

The futility of investing in the education of daughters who are viewed as
temporary investments and thus provide low economic return is another
aspect of gender bias also commented upon:

Table 5. Attitude of fathers towards girls’ schooling.

Total, count (%)

Question I: gender-biased attitude
Biased towards girls 6 (1.7)
Unbiased 162 (46.3)
Biased towards boys 182 (52.0)
Test statistic: Somer’s D, p < 0.0001

Question II: schooling causes girls to be
rebellious towards parents
Strongly agree 97 (27.7)
Agree 86 (24.6)
No opinion 7 (2.0)
Disagree 121 (34.6)
Strongly disagree 39 (11.1)
Test statistic: Somer’s D, p < 0.0001

Question II: schooling encourages ‘bad practices’
among girls
Strongly agree 80 (22.8)
Agree 92 (26.3)
No opinion 17 (4.9)
Disagree 121 (34.6)
Strongly disagree 40 (11.4)
Test statistic: Somer’s D, p < 0.0001

Total, count (%) 350 (100)
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Our son would be head of the household. He has to earn and feed the family,
whereas daughters are paraaya dhaan [transl. ‘the wealth of others’] and have
to eventually move to another home; why should we educate them? We will
educate our sons and get them recruited in the Police or Army … we will
train her (daughter) for household chores and then marry her off. (Female
housewife 19)

The widely accepted convention of girls’ imminent marriage resulting in
their departure from their natal homes was a commonly cited explanation
for the bias against girls’ education. The value attached to girls’ education
is thus closely associated with the prominent emphasis upon marriage for
women’s life prospects in rural Pakistani society, often with women them-
selves asserting this upon their daughters’ prospects for education (Table 6).

The spatial and security dimensions of girls travelling to and from school
and sensibilities in maintaining girls’ ‘respectability’ in the public sphere
provides another set of rationale for gender bias against girls’ schooling:

… girls in our society are not allowed to wander outside the home. Therefore,
we are not willing to send them to cities for education. (Male 38, age 53)

Thus, the results on GBA show a presence of overt bias accompanied by a
residual bias when combined with the analysis of Questions II and III,

Table 6. Attitude of mothers towards girls’ schooling.

Total, count (%)

Question I: gender-biased attitude
Biased towards girls 6 (1.7)
Unbiased 162 (46.3)
Biased towards boys 182 (52.0)
Test statistic: Somer’s D, p < 0.0001

Question II: schooling causes girls to be rebellious towards
parents
Strongly agree 97 (27.7)
Agree 86 (24.6)
No opinion 7 (2.0)
Disagree 121 (34.6)
Strongly disagree 39 (11.1)
Test statistic: Somer’s D, p < 0.0001

Question III: schooling encourages ‘bad practices’ among girls
Strongly agree 80 (22.8)
Agree 92 (26.3)
No opinion 17 (4.9)
Disagree 121 (34.6)
Strongly disagree 40 (11.4)
Test statistic: Somer’s D, p < 0.0001

Total, count (%) 350 (100)
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which shows pressures to succumb to societal curbing of girls’ mobility in
turn forcing parents to weigh up both benefits and risks associated with
sending girls to school. In essence, as girls get older and reach higher levels
of education even within the primary/elementary stage, the risks and
benefits become increasingly skewed against their continuing education.
However, this shows a more complex picture of GBA than Question I is
able to illuminate.

Question II: social control and girls’ compliance
The analysis of Questions II and III highlights dynamics of both overt and
residual bias against girls’ education. When the entire sample (including
both cohorts of 52% biased towards boys’ education and 46.3% unbiased
from Question I) were asked about perceptions of girls’ education
specifically, the residual considerations come to the fore. What emerges is a
picture of variation and contestation, although this is still framed within the
objective logic that deems girls’ mobility, and thus education, a site of
debate.

Structural and cultural dimensions of the limits placed upon women’s
mobility also have more subliminal, internalised dimensions reflected in
social norms when it comes to girls’ education. More than one-half of the
HOHs (52.3%) agreed to the statement that higher education causes girls to
become ‘rebellious’, while those who disagreed constituted 45.7% (Table 5).
This result is mixed and by no means shows an outright rejection of
education. However, perhaps more importantly it reveals the complexities
underlying parental attitudes that, on the one hand, must consider the bene-
fits of educating their daughters and, on the other, negotiate cultural codes
that shape the gendered social fabric of rural social relations. The compli-
ance of girls to norms of social acceptability assumes a status quo in which
girls forfeit opportunities for individual advancement for the sake of family
desires and codes of honour and reputation.

The notion of rebelliousness stems primarily from fear of transgressions
from the norms of marriage, which are by and large arranged within
biraderi family networks. Education in this sense must be viewed within
this context in how it relates to social relations that rely upon compliance
by both males and females. Girls’ education is thus a considerable factor in
ensuring that this compliance is maintained, as marriage is central to the
social fabric of rural society in Pakistan.

In our rural society, sons are our heirs. Fathers avoid higher level schooling
of daughters as highly educated girls make demands for inheritance and start
behaving like brothers in demanding the same status … Parents experience
difficulties for marrying highly educated daughters, as within family (marriage
within kin group) highly educated matches are rare. (Male 21)
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Thus, girls’ education from the perspective of social control and compliance
appears, as by this respondent, to be a liability rather than a benefit to the
family. Elements of social conservatism present fears to parents of girls
becoming too educated and disrupting conventions around inheritance and
kinship relations, and in this sense becoming ‘rebellious’.

Question III: respectability
When presented with the statement that education causes ‘bad practices’,
more than one-fifth of fathers (22.9%) ‘strongly agreed’ while 49.1%
‘agreed’ with this statement (Table 5). However, 46% of the fathers did not
support the statement. Thus, what can be said is that the high ratio of
fathers with generally negative perceptions about female education on
Question I and Question II highlights the challenges that social conserva-
tism plays through the will and attitudes of the HOHs to maintain certain
‘balances’ of culture and the family through gender.

Girls being visible within the public sphere during travel to and from
school and in mixed-gender schools were other causes of apprehension
acting as deterrents for parents in sending their daughters to school. As one
teacher commented:

The cultural environment of rural areas is such that they like to educate
girls just to literacy levels so that they can read and write. The reason is
that highly educated girls may want to have a ‘love marriage’ (a marriage
out of their own choice and accord) through their interactions in the
coeducational system at college or university … and parents lose their
honour. (Male teacher 9)

The fear of losing control of daughters’ whereabouts and interactions lies at
the heart of many parents’ apprehensions. One mother commented strongly
against sending girls to school outside the immediate vicinity of the village:

By educating daughters, the family’s respect can be destroyed. When they
will be away from home, they will act according to their will. Who is watch-
ing over them then? These older girls should be kept at home. We [parents]
should be aware of whether a daughter is standing or sitting. (Female 5, Age
39)

Conclusion
This study has focused upon parental attitudes towards their daughters’
education. At the onset, we situated the two concepts – returns and ‘respect-
ability’ – within Bourdieu’s (1992) objective logic in terms of what shapes
the social worlds of gender in terms of attitudes to girls’ education in rural
Pakistan. The two themes of returns and ‘respectability’ emerged as key

British Journal of Sociology of Education 15

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [T

he
 U

ni
ve

rs
ity

 o
f M

an
ch

es
te

r L
ib

ra
ry

] a
t 0

6:
48

 2
8 

Fe
br

ua
ry

 2
01

4 



concerns that parents from the selected districts of rural Pakistan revealed
about their daughters’ education, and in this sense represent the dominant
taxonomy of the household in which decisions are made around children’s
education. At the onset, we argued that girls’ education immediately poses a
challenge to the binaries of male and female spaces so central to the social
world of the rural Punjabi household by drawing girls out of the feminine,
inward space to the outward, masculine public space. The continuing failure
of policies to bring about significant improvements in female education is
due to an inability to recognise this fundamental feature.

Boys’ educational attainment, while still being a matter of family status
and respect, is perceived as positive for the family unit that positions boys’
prospects at an advantage compared with girls’. Girls’ educational prospects,
on the other hand, are subject to scrutiny by parents uneasy about both the
returns for sending their daughters to school and the perceived risks
associated with girls’ mobility in the public sphere, particularly beyond the
age of 10.

An underlying dimension of GBA in rural Pakistan is the negative
connotation of girls’ education. Parental attitudes to girls’ education are
laden with a rationale about girls’ vulnerable and potentially corruptible
position within society that goes beyond a simplistic understanding of fun-
damentalist Islam and gender, as media analysis of the case of Malala You-
safzai has crudely indicated. The variations that exist within our sample
highlight the juncture between bias as an oppositional stance to girls’ educa-
tion and bias as a set of concerns that generate tension, complexity and var-
iation. Reluctance to put one’s own daughter and family in a position of
vulnerability remains a significant factor in parental decision-making. How-
ever, as we have argued, this is part of a broader objective logic formulated
by a matrix of economic, social and cultural factors that not even Taliban
interests can claim to represent.

Both the quantitative and qualitative dimensions of this study highlighted
a prominent understanding of girls’ circumscribed position within the fam-
ily. It is therefore not surprising that the introduction of free universal edu-
cation in Pakistan in 2004 has not shown immediate impacts upon girls’
education. With such underlying dimensions to parental decision-making
around their children’s education at the household and grassroots level, the
task of encouraging parents to send their daughters to school entails
addressing cultural and social norms as they relate to the broader processes
and institutions of education. The preoccupation with ‘rebelliousness’ and
‘bad practices’ that education evokes for rural society in Pakistan exhibits
the obstacles to overcoming gender disparity in enrolment, attainment, and
literacy when girls’ education is societally viewed with suspicion. Thus,
both overt and residual bias, as highlighted in this study, need to be
addressed.
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Conceptions of educated girls and women by rural society often associ-
ate higher schooling with rebelliousness and indecency, as the findings here
have shown. This perception of girls’ education needs to be tackled along-
side the wider promotion of girls’ education by non-governmental organisa-
tions, the Ministry of Education and other government and international
agencies as a means of addressing the gender-biased attitude, both overt and
residual, which is rampant in rural Pakistan. Implicit in the shortcomings of
policy approaches towards girls’ education is an ineffective and often inap-
propriate understanding of how gender roles, expectations and values
around education relate to the wider social sphere (Aikman and Unterhalter
2005). Only then can there be a chance of improving gender disparities
within education.
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