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JAMPUR: Mohammad Ramzan can nei-
ther hear nor speak, and he has a child-
like mind. But he knew his wife, Saima,
was too young when she was given to
him as a bride. The 36-year-old Ramzan
smiles, eager to please, as he uses his fin-
gers to count out her age when they
married. One, two, three . . . until 13, and
then he stops and looks at her, points
and nods several times.

The girl’s father, Wazir Ahmed, says
she was 14, not 13, but her age was
beside the point. It mattered only that
she had reached puberty when he
arranged her marriage as an exchange:
His daughter for Ramzan’s sister, whom
he wanted to take as a second wife. His
first wife, Saima’s mother, had given him
only daughters, and he hoped his sec-
ond wife would give him a son. But
Sabeel wouldn’t marry him until her
brother had a wife to care for him. She
would be a bride in exchange for a bride.

“We gave a girl in this family for a girl
in their family,” Ahmed says. “That is our
right.” In deeply conservative regions
such as this one in the south of Punjab
province, the tribal practice of exchang-
ing girls between families is so
entrenched, it even has its own name in
Urdu: Watta Satta, which means give
and take.

Religious obligation 
A girl may be given away to pay a

debt or settle a dispute between feuding
families. She might be married to a
cousin to keep her dowry in the family
or, as in this case, married for the
prospect of a male heir. Many believe
that their Islamic religion instructs
fathers to marry off their daughters at
puberty. “If it is not done, our society
thinks parents have not fulfilled their
religious obligation,” says Faisal
Tangwani, regional coordinator for the

independent Human Rights Commission
of Pakistan in nearby Multan.

Ahmed sees the hand of God in his
daughter’s marriage to a disabled man.
“It was by God’s will that he was chosen,”
he says. “It was her fate.” Ahmed sits
inside the mud-walled compound where
he lives now with his two wives. Outside,
stray dogs roam in packs of three and
four. They bite, Ahmed warns. He says
that the fact that Ramzan is nearly three
times his daughter’s age is irrelevant. But
the legal marrying age here is 16, and in
a rare move, police did investigate
Saima’s marriage after they received a
complaint, possibly from a relative
involved in a dispute with her father.

Ramzan and Ahmed were jailed for a
few days, but Saima testified in court
that she was 16 and they were released.
She says she told the authorities she
was 16 to protect her father and hus-
band. In Saima’s world of crushing
poverty, where centuries-old tribal tradi-
tions mix with religious beliefs, a crip-
pling cycle traps even the perpetrators
with a life’s burden: A father who longs
for a son to help support his family; a
wife who must provide that son; a
daughter who must become a mother
even when she is still a child.

Saima’s mother, Janaat, agrees with
marrying off her daughters early. She
says girls are a headache after they reach
puberty. They can’t be left at home
alone for fear of unwanted sexual activi-
ty or worse, the daughter leaves home
with a boy of her choice. “That would be
a shame for us. We would have no hon-
or. No. When they reach puberty quickly,
we have to marry them,” she says.
“Daughters are a burden, but the sons,
they are the owners of the house.”

She says she accepted her husband’s
marriage to another woman; after all, it’s
her fault he only has daughters. “I feel

shame that I don’t have a son. I myself
allowed my husband to get a second
wife,” she says. Her husband’s new wife,
Sabeel, says she agreed to marry Ahmed
because of her brother. She wanted him
to have a wife.

“No one had been willing to give
their daughters to my brother,” she says.
Ramzan is quick to extend his hand to
guests who enter through the torn and
tattered curtain that hangs over the
front door to his compound, tucked
away in a narrow alley lined with open
sewers. Ramzan’s elderly parents live
with him. His father rarely leaves his
bed, saying he has trouble walking. His
mother begs from morning until night,
sometimes knocking on doors, other
times parking herself in the middle of a
dusty road, her hand outstretched for
donations.

Gestures 
Like Ramzan, she can neither hear

nor speak. Both her hips and one knee
have been broken. She gestures as if
breaking a twig to explain her troubled
knee. Ramzan looks at Saima, her hair
hidden beneath a sweeping shawl, her
large brown eyes downcast. “I didn’t
want to marry her so young. I said at the
time, ‘She is too young,’ but everyone
said I must,” he says through a series of
gestures interpreted by those around
him. He held his hand up just below his
chest, showing how tall she was when
they married.

Saima doesn’t talk much. Her answers
are short, and matter-of-fact. “His sister
and my father fell in love and they
exchanged me,” Saima says. “Yes, I am
afraid of my father, but it is his decision
who I will marry and when.” She picks at
the rope bed where she sits with
Ramzan. Her husband often reaches to
touch the top of her head. — AP 

In a Pakistan family, deal is 
made, girl is given as bride
Settling disputes with families with female trade 

China Communist party 
expels former spymaster

BEIJING: China’s ruling Communist Party has expelled the for-
mer deputy chief of the country’s top intelligence agency, it
said yesterday, the latest high-ranking figure to face prosecu-
tion in a much-publicised corruption crackdown. Ma Jian, for-
mer deputy head of China’s ministry of state security, was sus-
pected of taking bribes and abusing power, the Central
Commission for Discipline Inspection (CCDI) — the party’s
internal watchdog-said in a statement on its website.

He “seriously violated political discipline and the code of
conduct, confronted an organisational probe, as well as trans-
ferred and hid money and property related to his case”, it said.
Ma was first put under investigation for “serious disciplinary
violations” standard code for graft-in January 2015.

His case is being transferred to the judiciary, the CCDI state-
ment said, where he will almost certainly be prosecuted, con-
victed and sentenced to prison. The announcement is part of
the ongoing corruption crackdown announced by Chinese
President Xi Jinping after coming to power in 2012. Since that
time, the drive has punished more than one million members
of the ruling party, from lowly “flies” to powerful “tigers” like
Ma and his former boss domestic security czar Zhou
Yongkang, although critics liken it to a factional purge.

The campaign has gained “crushing momentum”, the CCDI
said Wednesday in a statement on its website that looked back
at the office’s annual achievements. Moving forward, it will
seek to “purge the Party’s political ecosystem”, it added, sug-
gesting it could intensify its efforts. It has already swept
through the ranks of the party, which has 88 million members.

This week alone, Chinese official media have reported the
convictions of a vice-chair of the national legislature and a
provincial vice-governor, the trial of a senior provincial official,
the indictment of a deputy head of the Taiwan affairs office
and a second vice-governor, and a probe into a senior general.
Ma’s case is linked to other top officials who were thought to
pose a threat to Xi, who last month lashed out at what he
described as “political conspiracies” against him.

Earlier this month, Ling Jihua, the brother of a senior aide to
former Chinese President Hu Jintao, was sentenced to more
than a decade in prison and fined 1.5 million yuan ($215,000)
for accepting bribes. Ma is “closely linked” to Ling, according
to Hong Kong’s South China Morning Post. Another brother,
Ling Wancheng, has fled to the US, where he is reported to
have shared Chinese state secrets with Washington. — AFP 

Philippines blames 
Islamic militants 

MANILA: The Philippine government blamed Islamic mili-
tants yesterday for bomb attacks that left 52 people
injured during the mainly Catholic nation’s Christmas holi-
days. An explosion ripped through fight fans watching a
boxing match in the central town of Hilongos late
Wednesday, while six people were hurt in a roadside
bomb attack on the southern island of Mindanao the same
night. Police said 13 people were also injured in another
blast outside a Catholic church during Christmas Eve mass
on Mindanao on Saturday.

“It looks like they are employing diversionary tactics
elsewhere to ease military pressure on them,” Defence
Secretary Delfin Lorenzana told reporters. Two small
Mindanao-based Islamic militant groups, the Bangsamoro
Islamic Freedom Fighters (BIFF) and the Maute group, are
suspected of involvement in the blasts after they formed a
tactical alliance and began sharing bomb-making technol-
ogy, he added.

The BIFF is a breakaway faction of the Moro Islamic
Liberation Front, the country’s largest Muslim rebel group,
which has been observing a ceasefire with the govern-
ment. President Rodrigo Duterte, who began his six-year
term in June, has sought to pursue peace negotiations
with the front, while ordering a crackdown on Mindanao
rebel factions that spurned his peace drive.

Like the Maute group, which has fought skirmishes
with government forces in another area of Mindanao this
year, the BIFF has been seen using black flags associated
with Islamic State group fighters in Iraq and Syria, the mili-
tary has said.The third group targeted in the military crack-
down is the Abu Sayyaf, blamed for bombings and kidnap-
pings and some of whose leaders have also pledged alle-
giance to the Islamic state group.  — AFP 

JAMPUR: In this Tuesday, Dec 20, 2016 photo, Mohammad Ramzan, right, reacts while talking to The Associated Press
with his young bride Saima. — AP 


