Female Education and Social Change: Changing
Perceptions of Women's Roles in Society in the High
Mountains of Northern Pakistan
Authors: Voigt, Katja, and Spies, Michael
Source: Mountain Research and Development, 40(4)
Published By: International Mountain Society
URL: https://doi.org/10.1659/MRD-JOURNAL-D-20-00028.1

BioOne Complete (complete.BioOne.org) is a full-text database of 200 subscribed and open-access titles
in the biological, ecological, and environmental sciences published by nonprofit societies, associations,
museums, institutions, and presses.
Your use of this PDF, the BioOne Complete website, and all posted and associated content indicates your
acceptance of BioOne’s Terms of Use, available at www.bioone.org/terms-of-use.
Usage of BioOne Complete content is strictly limited to personal, educational, and non - commercial use.
Commercial inquiries or rights and permissions requests should be directed to the individual publisher as
copyright holder.

BioOne sees sustainable scholarly publishing as an inherently collaborative enterprise connecting authors, nonprofit
publishers, academic institutions, research libraries, and research funders in the common goal of maximizing access to
critical research.

Downloaded From: https://bioone.org/journals/Mountain-Research-and-Development on 21 Apr 2021
Terms of Use: https://bioone.org/terms-of-use

Mountain Research and Development (MRD)
An international, peer-reviewed open access journal
published by the International Mountain Society (IMS)
www.mrd-journal.org

MountainResearch
Systems knowledge

Female Education and Social Change: Changing
Perceptions of Women’s Roles in Society in the High
Mountains of Northern Pakistan
Katja Voigt1* and Michael Spies2
* Corresponding author: katja.voigt@rosalux.org
1
2

Rosa-Luxemburg-Stiftung, International Politics and North America Unit, Straße der Pariser Kommune 8a, 10243 Berlin, Germany
Eberswalde University for Sustainable Development, Centre for Econics and Ecosystem Management, Schwappachweg 3, 16225 Eberswalde, Germany

Ó 2020 Voigt and Spies. This open access article is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International License (http://creativecommons.
org/licenses/by/4.0/). Please credit the authors and the full source.

This article investigates the
emergence of female
education and its social
impacts in a remote and
male-dominated mountain
community through a case
study of Nagar District in
northern Pakistan. Drawing
on qualitative interviews with 24 women from different educational
backgrounds and 15 selected male informants, the study reveals a
notable increase in educational opportunities for girls and young
women within a relatively short time span, and shows how these
changes have affected local perceptions of women’s social roles.
While there are mixed opinions about the usefulness of education
for girls—some find that educated women are better housewives

and mothers, while others highlight career opportunities for
women—female education has clearly contributed to an increase
in self-determination of women. Young women now marry later and
have fewer children, parents give their daughters more freedom,
and education has contributed to an increase in female mobility
and to a more confident and visible role of women in community
life. While other aspects of social change also play critical roles,
this study shows that female education is one important element
in the development of a more equitable society in mountains and
elsewhere.

Introduction

education in remote mountain areas is generally low, as
pointed out in several case studies, is therefore not
surprising (Somuncu 2006; Audsley et al 2016; Schwilch et al
2017).
Studies on education in mountains have shed light on a
number of important aspects, such as the role of public
infrastructure in providing education to communities
(Simedru 2006; De Piero et al 2017; Schwilch et al 2017; Song
et al 2017). Other aspects that have received signiﬁcant
attention are questions related to the inclusion of
marginalized ethnic groups in educational systems (Hu and
Liu 2017; Thi Kim Chi and Hongcheng 2018; Xiaoyan et al
2018) and to the role of education in promoting sustainable
development and ecological awareness among mountain
communities (Roa Garcı́a et al 2008; Laurentiu 2018; Mili et
al 2018). The topic of female education, however, has
received less attention in research on education in
mountains, despite its important role in broader research
and policy debates on sustainable development (Gurung
1999; Murtaza 2012; Eger et al 2018; Wier and Price 2019).
Through a case study in the high-mountain region of GilgitBaltistan, Pakistan, this paper aims to address this gap.
Despite its peripheral location in high mountains with
low population density and often poor communities,
educational levels in the semiautonomous region of GilgitBaltistan are surprisingly high. Benz (2014: 9) found that in
2005–2006, the total net enrollment of the region’s primary
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When the central wish of an uneducated mother is to give
her children the opportunity to go to school for as long as
they want, even if this means that she has to work twice as
hard in the ﬁelds, then one can be sure that education is
considered a chance for a better life. In Nagar, a highmountain community in northern Pakistan (36.258N,
74.548E), such strong and impressive women are not an
exception.
Access to education, especially for girls, is still lacking in
parts of the world. Despite its prominent role within the
Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) and their
predecessors, the Millennium Development Goals, we are far
from reaching ‘‘Goal 4: Ensure inclusive and equitable
quality education and promote lifelong learning
opportunities for all.’’ The recently published SDG progress
report of the United Nations Secretary-General ﬂags that
262 million children and youth between the ages of 6 to 17
were out of school in 2017, while two-thirds of the 750
million illiterate adults are women (UN ECOSOC 2019).
Furthermore, there is great structural inequality behind
these ﬁgures. Higher rates of illiteracy and poor educational
infrastructure are more frequent in remote, rural areas than
in urban settlements, while educational levels are higher for
men than women and for wealthier households (Somuncu
2006; UNESCO 2010; Benz 2013). That access to quality
Mountain Research and Development
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Female education must be seen as one of many aspects
that can inﬂuence the social role of women, and the
outcomes of educational developments on gender relations
can vary strongly between different cultural contexts
(Parpart and Marchand 1995; Lind 2003; Mohanty 2006).
Furthermore, a society is always in a process of change, and
the causes of this change might not always be traceable.
Internal household factors, for instance, often play a
prominent role—especially in Pakistan, where households
are usually joint families represented by a male head (Shah
and Shah 2012). As Murtaza (2012) and Shah and Shah (2012)
argue in their research in rural Pakistan, the control over
resources and decision-making—including educationrelated decisions—is seldom in women’s hands.
In addition to the limited decision-making power of
women within the household, a variety of other factors
hinder female education in rural Pakistan. First, the ﬁnancial
situation of a household: generally, less afﬂuent parents in
Pakistan are more willing to invest in their sons’ education
because work opportunities are better for men, and also
because sons usually stay with the family, while daughters
leave the household when they get married and are often
needed to work in their husbands’ families (Lloyd et al 2007;
Shafa 2011). Other factors contributing to low enrollment
rates of women and girls, especially in remote areas, are the
lack of qualiﬁed (female) teachers, educational facilities, and
basic sanitary infrastructure for schools (Khalid and
Mujahid-Mukhtar 2002; Shah and Shah 2012). Moreover, the
distance to school can be an important factor in the
educational decisions of conservative households, when girls
are not supposed to leave the house and wander around the
village by themselves (Kabeer 2005; Malik and Courtney
2011). Gender relations are strongly regulated and create
separate worlds for women and men, which, in maledominated societies such as Pakistan, often leads to the
social exclusion of women (Shafa 2011; Gr€
unenfelder 2013).
The status of a family depends on its reputation within its
social network and can signiﬁcantly change through the
behavior of female family members, as highlighted by
research on the concept of honor (izzat; see Shah and Shah
2012). In conservative rural areas, there is often a fear that
the increased independence gained by young women
through education might lead to culturally inappropriate
behavior, such as disapproved of forms of contact with
unrelated men (Khalid and Mujahid-Mukhtar 2002; Shafa
2011). However, various studies in Pakistan observe that
educated women—and thus their families—gain a higher
status within their community (Malik and Courtney 2011;
Murtaza 2012). Several studies ﬁnd that women’s role in
Pakistani society is primarily seen in reproductive terms,
with education being a helpful instrument for becoming a
better mother and wife (Durrant and Sathar 2000; Kabeer
2005; Gr€
unenfelder 2013). Educated women are believed to
have better saving habits, make better investments in health
and children’s education, and have better access to
knowledge and information (Kabeer 2005; Janzen 2008;
Murtaza 2012). However, socially accepted jobs for women
do exist in Pakistan. Most of these occupations are located in
a female environment: for instance, women’s doctor, nurse,
or girls’ teacher (Bradley and Saigol 2012; Gr€
unenfelder
2013). Remote rural communities particularly beneﬁt from
these occupations, where women ﬁll the missing gaps.
However, the ability to gain income also allows women a

schools was above the country’s average, with 100%
enrollment for boys and 66% for girls. However, disparities
can also be witnessed within Gilgit-Baltistan. For instance,
the 2 districts of Hunza and Nagar are direct neighbors and
share ethnolinguistic similarities but are otherwise
conspicuously different. Hunza, a well-researched
community of predominantly Ismaili Muslims, showed a high
attendance of school-age children in educational
institutions—over 90%—even before the 1990s (Kreutzmann
1993: 36), while the more conservative Twelver Shia
community of Nagar reached a similar level only around
2007 (Benz 2013: 137). For a large part, this lag can be
explained by a later emergence of female education: in
Nagar, the ﬁrst girls’ school opened only in the late 1980s.
Since then, however, female education has undergone rapid
development. This development and its impact on mountain
communities—in northern Pakistan in general, and in Nagar
in particular—has not received much scientiﬁc attention.
Based on 7 weeks of qualitative ﬁeld research, we
investigate how education for girls has emerged in the
community of Nagar and how this development has
contributed to a process of social change. Many academics
argue that female education changes people and societies.
Among others, women may become more self-conﬁdent and
higher education can enable them to gain skills for jobs and
leadership and to achieve economic independence (Basu
2002; Malik and Courtney 2011; Murtaza 2012). To assess
such changes, the aim of this paper is to shed light on the
local perceptions of changes of women’s roles in Nagar’s
society, and how these changes are inﬂuenced by female
education. We ask the following research question: In what
way has female education contributed to a shift in women’s
(perceived) social roles in a remote and male-dominated
mountain community in northern Pakistan?
To address this question, we begin with a brief literature
review on how female education can inﬂuence women’s roles
in society in countries of the global South, focusing on
Pakistan. We then introduce the study area and research
methods, before providing an overview of the development
of female education in Nagar. The remaining part of the
paper investigates the ways in which the emergence of
female education has contributed to a shift in the perceived
social roles of women. Based on the manifold effects
highlighted by interview partners we structure our ﬁndings
into 4 different aspects of change: (1) the perceived practical
use of education for women, (2) perspectives on family
planning, (3) changes in female mobility, and (4) increased
self-conﬁdence of women.

Women, education, and social change in rural
Pakistan
Our aim is to analyze how perceptions of women’s role in
society can change with the emergence of female education.
A role can be understood as the expected behavior of an
individual, along with the individual’s rights and obligations
within a particular social setting. In this regard, women often
have to deal with a role overload that comes with
expectations, demands, and obligations—for example, their
reproductive role, caring for relatives, and other work
obligations (Erdwins et al 2001; Akter et al 2017).
Mountain Research and Development
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FIGURE 1 Nagar District and lower Hunza. (Map design by Michael Spies)

market-oriented production, and new income opportunities
emerged in trade, education, tourism, and the
nongovernmental organization (NGO) sector, among others.
Moreover, many people, especially young men, migrated for
work to the larger cities of lowland Pakistan (Kreutzmann
2006, 2020; Malik and Piracha 2006; Benz 2014; Spies 2018,
2019). At the same time, government institutions and NGOs
launched various development projects in the region,
focusing mainly on 2 sectors: agriculture and education.
Overall, the community of Nagar has been subject to
profound socioeconomic changes in recent decades, with the
emergence of female education being one of several
interrelated aspects.
Empirical research for this article focused mainly on 2
villages in Nagar: Minapin and Hopar (see Figure 1). During
7 weeks of ﬁeld research by the ﬁrst author from March to
May 2015, 24 semistructured interviews were conducted with
women aged 20–85 years, with a wide range of social and
educational backgrounds. The interview questions ranged
from general information about the household and daily
routine to the household members’ educational history and
future wishes for the respondent’s children. Moreover,
questions were asked on broader cultural–religious and
political–institutional factors, and on the historical
developments of education in Nagar. Additional interviews
were conducted with 15 male informants (mainly school
headmasters and local community activists), who provided
valuable background information on educational history and
the social context. Further data were collected during 4

certain independence from their family and husband, and
gives them more conﬁdence and decision-making power,
even though their income is often lower than that of their
male colleagues (Kabeer 2005; Murtaza 2012).
Generally, the status of female education, as well as its
societal effects, strongly depends on the local context and
varies signiﬁcantly within Pakistan (Murtaza 2012; Benz 2013;
Zulﬁqar et al 2020). While the majority of studies have
focused on lowland Pakistan (see the above-cited literature),
this article sheds light on a community in the mountainous
north of the country that has been neglected by social
science research in general and by research on education
and gender relations in particular.

Methods and study area
The ﬁeld study was conducted in Nagar, a high-mountain
community located by the Karakoram Highway in the
semiautonomous region of Gilgit-Baltistan (Figure 1).
Because of geographical isolation, a lack of proper road
infrastructure, and limited mobility, there was little
interaction of the local population with lowland Pakistan
until the 1970s. Until 1972, Nagar was one of several princely
states covering the territory of today’s Gilgit-Baltistan
region. The dissolution of the princely state and the
completion of the Karakoram Highway, connecting lowland
Pakistan with China, in 1978 brought major changes to the
local communities. Agriculture—the economic backbone of
the community—shifted from subsistence-oriented to
Mountain Research and Development
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FIGURE 2 Workshop with students at a girls’ school in Minapin, Nagar District, 7 April 2015. (Photo by Katja Voigt)

workshops with (mainly female) teenage students (see Figure
2) and participatory observations during community
meetings, invitations to households, and discussions in
schools. These observations could not always be noted down
directly but were protocolled afterwards. The majority of
interviews were conducted with the help of female research
assistants (local teachers), who facilitated access to interview
partners and interpreted between the local languages,
Burushaski and Shina, and English. In around half of the
interviews (Supplemental material, Appendix S1: https://doi.org/
10.1659/MRD-JOURNAL-D-20-00028.1.S1), the main
language was English and the ﬁrst author communicated
directly with the interview partners. During the interviews,
notes were taken and, with the consent of the interview
partners, some interviews were recorded and transcribed
later. After each session, a short review of the interview notes
was carried out with the research assistant to check for gaps
and misunderstandings. One interview with a male
informant was conducted jointly with the second author. As
a female and foreign researcher, the ﬁrst author did not
experience cultural restrictions on conducting interviews
with women and men. On most occasions, an open and
trustful atmosphere could be created during the interviews,
which was also because the research assistants were known to
the interview partners and belonged to the same community.
Inspired by the grounded theory of Glaser and Strauss
(2010), the ﬁrst author used an open-coding approach to
categorize the empirical data. In several rounds of
qualitative data analysis, the ﬁeld notes and interview
transcripts were coded into various codes and subcodes,
which were then grouped into coherent categories that
translated into the 4 aspects of change presented below. For
the analysis, the codes and categories were used to structure
and more systematically interpret the diverse arguments and
Mountain Research and Development

narrations provided by the interview partners. Data analysis
was qualitative, focusing on understanding the complex
social processes and relations through local narratives and
life stories rather than quantifying them. Throughout the
coding and analysis process, the identiﬁed arguments, codes,
and categories were discussed with and checked for
plausibility by the second author. The following section is
based mainly on interviews with male key informants, while
the main ﬁndings presented in this article draw primarily on
the 24 semistructured interviews with women.

The emergence of female education in Nagar
In the princely state of Nagar, education was previously
reserved for boys and young men of the local elite—
members of the royal family and religious leaders and their
families. As informants explained, the ruling class was afraid
they would lose power if education became available to all.
Hence, educational opportunities for boys of the general
public became available only after the local ruler was
overthrown in 1972 (Frembgen 1985). However, female
education was still out of the question: some inﬂuential
religious scholars strongly opposed the establishment of
girls’ or mixed schools; some even argued against secular
education in general. After 1972, religious leaders played an
increasingly inﬂuential role in the Shia community of Nagar
and were afraid to lose their newly gained power. In the
1980s, however, the village of Minapin became the center of
educational efforts for girls. An attempt by the government
to establish a girls’ school in 1974 failed because of protests
by local men loyal to conservative religious leaders. However,
subsequent years saw a growing number of local activists
lobbying for educational opportunities for girls. Their
R12
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Female education and changing perceptions of
women’s social roles in Nagar

efforts eventually paid off: the ﬁrst girls’ school in Nagar was
established in Minapin in 1986. The initiative came from a
group of well-educated men. Some of these activists were
related to the well-known community leader Syed Yahyah
Shah, who played an important role in bringing ideas of
modern development to the community (Spies 2019;
Kreutzmann 2020). The ﬁrst teacher was chosen
strategically—a local, well-respected, and educated man, who
had just graduated from a university in Karachi. The ﬁrst
girls he taught were his relatives, but soon the number of
students grew from 27 to around 100. The school became a
governmental school in 2009 and hosts classes up to grade 10
today.
In the more remote village of Hopar, in turn, the ﬁrst
attempts to establish female education started in the 1990s,
when an educated couple returned from Karachi and
established a home-based school for girls. The fact that their
daughters would be taught by a woman played an important
role in the decision of neighbors to send them to these
classes. The couple was supported with a small salary by a
local NGO, the Naunehal Development Organisation, and
continued home-based schooling until the ﬁrst ofﬁcial girls’
school opened in Hopar in 1995.
Since the 1990s, local and external NGOs, in particular
the Aga Khan Foundation and the Uswa Education System,
have played important roles in supporting female education
in Nagar, by providing funds for community-based schools,
raising awareness among parents, and even constructing
their own schools. While the NGO and community-based
schools usually take a moderate fee from parents to pay for
teachers and infrastructure, they are known to be better
quality than governmental schools, even though teachers
earn considerably less.
While there has been a strong proliferation of
governmental and private schools that offer education of
girls all over Nagar since the 1990s, local religious scholars
also began to favor female education. As many scholars—and
increasingly other people—began to travel to Iran on
pilgrimages, they experienced a stronger participation of
women in daily life and relatively advanced development of
female education. There are also religious schools for girls in
Nagar today, and some parents even send their daughters to
Iran or other Shia communities for higher education. The
Shia background of the privately funded Uswa schools
proliferating in Nagar might also have played a role in their
acceptance by the community (Mostowlansky 2016).
However, as the principal of one Uswa school in Nagar
explains, some local religious leaders have been in strict
opposition to these schools because of their mixed-gender
classes. Furthermore, since Karakoram International
University was opened in the nearby town of Gilgit in 2002
(Felmy 2006) and opportunities for distance education
appeared through universities such as the Allama Iqbal Open
University in Islamabad, families are increasingly allowing
young women to access higher education.
Today, almost every young girl in Nagar goes to school.
Even though it is still an ongoing process, access to
education by girls and young women has greatly increased.
Some women from Nagar have already completed master’s
degrees in business, engineering, medicine, and education.
As will be discussed in the following, many informants
regard this development as a crucial element of social
change.
Mountain Research and Development

Becoming teachers and better housewives—use of female
education

When we asked illiterate mothers in Nagar why they sent
their daughters to school, many of them argued that they
knew from their own experience which problems their
daughters would face without education. Some of them
simply stated that their daughters went to school because
every girl in the village does so, while others mentioned the
advantage that their daughters could read letters from
relatives or other information to them. A man working with
a local NGO stated that women are the ﬁrst people from
whom children get education—‘‘This has an effect on the
society and on the whole nation’’ (interview in Sikanderabad,
4 April 2015). Informants argued that the education a
woman receives would be helpful to manage a household,
take better care of children, and handle money more
carefully. Several respondents claimed that they had already
observed changes in household and living standards as a
result of these effects. Yet many young and educated women
in Nagar do not want to stay at home or work in the ﬁelds
like their mothers, but strive for jobs in the off-farm sector.
During the school workshops, most teenage girls stated that
they wanted to become a doctor or teacher; some already
had clear specializations in mind. Economic independence is
a strong motivation for women to get higher education, but
income opportunities are limited. In Nagar, socially
accepted jobs for women are mostly restricted to a female
environment, for example in the health or education sectors.
Generally, many women mentioned that they were
supported by their family to gain higher education, in the
hope of ﬁnding better-paid jobs. Some mothers argued that
they now worked twice as much in the ﬁelds to support their
daughter’s university fees while compensating for the lack of
workforce in the household. While many parents are still
reluctant or unable to facilitate higher education for their
daughters, a signiﬁcant change is evident and many people
are very optimistic about future developments, as a male
informant stated: ‘‘Now, Nagarkuts [people from Nagar] have
to be prepared for well-educated mothers’’ (interview in
Minapin, 23 March 2015).
Fewer children, more education—perceptions on family
planning

Female education is often claimed to be responsible for
declining fertility levels and shifts in the age of marriage and
birth of the ﬁrst child (Kabeer 2005; Palloni et al 2012). Many
educated young women in Nagar conﬁrm this. Married
women often explained that their independence vanished
after marriage, which constituted the biggest change in their
life. Before marriage they studied, worked, and had free
time, now they have ‘‘a lot of housework and many children’’
(interview in Minapin, 29 March 2015). As a girl in Minapin
stated: ‘‘Boys are independent, and they can go wherever
they want. When girls get married, they are dependent when
they want to get higher education’’ (workshop discussion in
Minapin, 7 April 2015). Hence, many interviewed mothers
argued that they support the decision of their daughters to
complete their education before getting married.
R13
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Some women are mothers, housewives, and teachers all at
once—although they recognize that this would not be
possible without the help of relatives and early childhood
development classes that start before primary school. In
Pakistan, only 6 months of paid maternity leave are granted
(Alvi 2020), but at the time of research, this period was only 3
months. The difﬁculties of balancing childcare and work
strongly inﬂuence family planning: when young women were
asked about how many children they want to have, they
usually answered 2–4 children—a big difference from their
mothers, who often gave birth to 6–8 children.

Moreover, several female teachers recalled that they had
to force themselves to overcome their fears when they
started their profession in a very male-dominated society.
Now, they encourage other women to do so. Today,
informants explained, many families and the village
community respect and support female teachers and
encourage their daughters to pursue their education along a
similar path. In Nagar, it is not just (former) students that
beneﬁt from female education: women generally gain more
conﬁdence and play a more active role in public life by
engaging with teachers, joining school support groups,
getting involved in community projects, or opening the small
shops for women that have recently emerged in various
villages.
In Minapin, local women established a women’s
organization 9–10 years ago that takes care of the village
environment, among other duties: they regularly patrol the
village and ﬁne people who pollute the irrigation water
channels or illegally graze their animals on other people’s
cropland. Similar women’s organizations were reported in
other villages of Nagar. Apart from community and school,
the household is also an area in which women’s inﬂuence and
conﬁdence is perceived to have increased. The interviews
revealed that educated mothers are usually more trusted
when it comes to their children’s education, and are believed
to be better at handling money and taking over other
decision-making responsibilities within the household. While
female education cannot be regarded as the sole reason for
this increase in self-conﬁdence, it certainly played an
important role.

‘‘Go out and see the world’’—changing mobilities
Twenty years ago, women did not know anything about the world; today
they can go outside and see it. This development came with education.
Men thought that women belong in the house and should not talk with
other people; now they can go outside and meet others.
(interview with middle-aged woman in Minapin, 29 March 2015)

Respondents argued that only a few decades ago, it was rare
to see any woman in public places in Nagar. This has
changed signiﬁcantly: not only are women and girls able to
move around the village today, more and more people are
willing to send their daughters to Gilgit or even lowland
Pakistan to better schools or for higher education.
Respondents argue that it is not only decision-making by
men, but also changing attitudes of mothers, that play a
critical role in this change: the idea of sending their
daughters to different places with many perceived dangers
frightened them. With increasing work migration to Gilgit
and lowland Pakistan, some parents can now send their
daughters to stay with close relatives. While some
respondents felt safer when their daughters stayed with
relatives, others strongly opposed this idea—and would
rather rent a house or have them stay in a girls’ hostel so that
they could better concentrate on their studies and did not
have to help in the household.
While girls and young women in Nagar migrate mainly
for education, the idea of traveling for work is also gradually
gaining social acceptance in Nagar, at least within the
district. Female teachers, for instance, often commute to a
different village for work, which would have been
unthinkable previously. It is generally believed that this
trend of women’s increasing mobility will continue. As
respondents stated, many people are still afraid of giving
their daughters freedom, but this attitude will change with
the coming generation (interview in Minapin, 30 March
2015).

Discussion and conclusion
Nagar’s current female education situation is the product of
a dynamic process in which different actors, including local
activists, NGOs, and conservative religious leaders, played
important roles. Moreover, educational developments have
been shaped to a large extent by rapid socioeconomic
developments following political reforms and the
construction of the Karakoram Highway in the 1970s. As a
result of this process, Nagar has had a reasonably welldeveloped education system for girls for about 1–2 decades
now, at least for primary and middle schools. Today, most
men and women in Nagar appear to value female education
highly, and many parents are willing to give their daughters
time and space to study—and increasingly invest in their
higher education. In the conservative and highly maledominated society of Nagar, this would have been
unthinkable a few decades ago, and this observation alone
hints at a signiﬁcant process of social change.
In what way does this notable change affect local
perceptions and opinions on women’s roles in society more
generally? First, there are mixed opinions on the usefulness
of education for girls. In particular, while some parents and
older people perceive education as an important means to
becoming a better housewife and mother, young women and
girls primarily see education as a possibility to pursue a
career. However, in order to have a reasonable chance of
employment in Pakistan, the level and quality of education is
especially important (Aslam and Kingdon 2008)—
opportunities for which are particularly lacking in mountain
areas (Somuncu 2006; Lloyd et al 2007; Shah and Shah 2012;

Becoming more self-confident

The daily interaction with people of one’s age group outside
the household, as in schools, can have a positive impact on
self-conﬁdence (Basu 2002; Murtaza 2012). This positive
effect is also reported by respondents in Nagar. As a local
NGO worker argued:
[When I] observed the waiting room of a doctor, women could not talk to
the doctor, they could not speak Urdu and had no self-conﬁdence. Now
this has changed.
(interview in Sikanderabad, 22 March 2015)
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