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LAHORE: A Pakistani law student has emerged as a
women’s rights crusader after she was stabbed 23 times
in a busy street only to see her alleged attacker walk free,
igniting outrage across the deeply patriarchal country.
Khadija Siddiqui, 23, survived the frenzied attack in
broad daylight outside her sister’s school on a busy thor-
oughfare in the teeming eastern city of Lahore, Pakistan’s
cultural capital, in May 2016.

Her sister was also injured as she tried to defend
her, and the brazen attack only ended when her driver
managed to pull the assailant off and rush Siddiqui to
hospital, where she was admitted to intensive care with
her neck slashed, her arms wounded, and a deep injury
to her back. Siddiqui named her attacker as Shah Hus-
sain, a classmate whom she had rejected romantically.
He was convicted and sentenced to seven years in
prison in July 2017.

But Hussain, the son of a prominent Lahori lawyer,
appealed the decision-and in a shock judgment released
on June 4, the Lahore High Court acquitted him on all
charges. The decision was greeted with an uproar in
Pakistan, where hundreds of women are murdered and
attacked by men each year, with many struggling to get
justice in a sluggish court system that advocates say is
often slanted against them. 

“I was shocked,” Siddiqui, who spent three weeks in
hospital after the attack and whose back still pains her, told
AFP. “But unfortunately it was true.”  Siddiqui’s long strug-
gle to put her attacker behind bars had already drawn at-
tention from women’s rights campaigners, but when
Hussain walked free it unleashed a wave of anger. 

“I am heartbroken, speechless, shattered after hear-
ing what our judiciary system did to you @khadeeeej751

- But do not give up , keep fighting, and we shall over-
come this together,” tweeted actress Urwa Hocane.
Hamza Ali Abbasi, another TV personality and activist,
commented: “We must all unite & be Khadija’s voice &
leave no stone unturned to get her justice against this
barbarian! #WeAreWithKhadija”. 

The hashtag was trending in Pakistan within hours
of the acquittal. The reaction intensified when the
court’s judgment was released, with critics accusing it
of “victim-blaming” after it poked holes in Siddiqui’s
credibility. The judgment questioned why she did not
name Hussain as her attacker immediately, despite tes-
timony saying she had fallen unconscious; and noted
that at one point prior to the assault she had written a
letter proposing marriage to him. The outcry was so
great that Pakistan’s Supreme Court has now taken up
the case and will hold hearings later in the summer, it
announced Wednesday. Hashmi, Hussain’s father, has
told AFP that his child is innocent. “My son is a brilliant
student,” he said. “How can he be a criminal?”

‘Prejudice against women’ 
Siddiqui’s case highlights how Pakistan’s judicial sys-

tem fails women, says Hina Jilani, a leading lawyer and
human rights activist. The young law student is lucky in
that she received high-profile support and it came to the
Supreme Court’s attention, Jilani says-but that is rare.
“There is a prejudice against women,” she argues.

Pakistan is deeply conservative, and violence against
women remained “pervasive and intractable” in 2017, ac-
cording a yearly report by the country’s Human Rights
Commission. It documented thousands of reported vio-
lent incidents including rapes, assaults, sexual harass-

ment, acid attacks, murders, and even four examples of
“stove burning”-understood to be when a woman is
taken into a kitchen, covered in kerosene and set alight;
then the perpetrators claim she was burned by the stove.

The real figures, the commission said, are likely to be
much higher. Many cases of violence against women are
not reported to authorities. In rural areas such cases often
bypass the formal justice system and are dealt with by
village “jirgas” or councils, often in a manner that is puni-
tive for women. But even for those cases which do enter
the court system, the conviction rate is “below one per-

cent”, says Rabeea Hadi, an activist with the Aurat Foun-
dation, a women’s rights watchdog.

In cases of domestic violence and sexual abuse, it
is “almost zero”, adds Anbreen Ajaib, the executive di-
rector of another women’s rights group, Bedari. Sid-
diqui says women, including herself, are often
pressured to drop their cases, and can face blackmail
and harassment. But she is determined to see hers
through, and says the attention it has received has
prompted many women to contact her to say they, too,
are encouraged to stand up for themselves. —AFP

Pakistan student stabbed 23 times 
fights to see her attacker jailed

‘I am heartbroken, speechless, shattered’

LAHORE: In this picture taken on June 8, 2018, Khadeeja Siddiqui, 23, a Pakistani law student who was stabbed
23 times by a classmate after she had rejected him romantically, speaks during an interview. —AFP

Firebrand 
S Lanka monk 
jailed for 
intimidation
COLOMBO: A firebrand Buddhist monk was sen-
tenced to six months in jail by a Sri Lankan court
yesterday for intimidating a woman whose car-
toonist husband has been missing since his abduc-
tion by the military. The court in Homagama, near
the capital Colombo, also fined Galagodaatte
Gnanasara 1,500 rupees ($10) and ordered him to
pay 50,000 rupees in compensation to Sandya Ek-
naligoda for abusing her in January 2016.

He was found guilty on two counts of intimi-
dation and given six months for each offence,
both sentences to be served concurrently. This is
the first time Gnanasara has been put behind
bars although he has faced several previous
cases on charges of hate crimes against minority
Muslims in Buddhist-majority Sri Lanka. The saf-
fron-robed monk tried to deliver a statement as
the sentence was read out before a packed
courtroom, but was stopped short by the judge.

But outside the courthouse he remained defiant.
“I have done my duty by my country,”

Gnanasara said as police led him to a prison bus. “I
do not regret what I did.” A spokesman for his Bud-
dhist Force said it had already filed an appeal.
Gnanasara was found guilty of criminally intimidat-
ing Eknaligoda during a hearing at the same court
on the abduction of her cartoonist husband
Prageeth, who went missing in January 2010. He
had been there to voice his support for the military
officers accused of abducting Prageeth, whose car-
toons lampooned former strongman president
Mahinda Rajapakse. In ugly scenes inside the
courthouse, he accused Eknaligoda and her hus-
band of supporting Tamil extremists and bringing
the military into disrepute. He faces a separate con-
tempt hearing at the Colombo High Court over the
incident.

‘Hope in judiciary’ 
Eknaligoda’s perseverance in campaigning to find

out what happened to her husband earned her an
“International Women of Courage” award last year
from US First Lady Melania Trump. After the verdict
Eknaligoda said she was pleased with the outcome
and hoped the punishment would deter others. “I am
happy this turned out like this. Some people thought
that the monk will get off lightly with a suspended
sentence, but it did not happen,” she told AFP. “We
can still have hope in the judiciary.” —AFP

Zimbabwe 
prepares for
first post 
Mugabe election
HARARE: President Emmerson Mnangagwa regis-
tered yesterday for Zimbabwe’s first national elec-
tions of the post-Mugabe era, with his main rival
Nelson Chamisa hoping to rally younger voters
against the generation that won independence.
Western governments and investors will be closely
watching the July 30 presidential and parliamentary
ballots, for which monitors got clearance to deploy
for the first time since 2002.

Mnangagwa and Chamisa, who also signed up
yesterday, are both campaigning on a pledge to revive
an economy crippled by a legacy of often violent
seizures of land from white commercial farmers and
a black economic empowerment drive that targeted
foreign-owned businesses. Those policies were cor-
nerstones of Robert Mugabe’s near four-decade rule,
which ended in November after a de facto military
coup that transferred power to 75-year-old Mnan-
gagwa, his loyal acolyte for nearly 50 years.

The ruling ZANU-PF says Zimbabwe is at a crit-
ical stage of transition requiring an experienced
politician like Mnangagwa. Chamisa, the 40-year-
old leader of the opposition Movement for Demo-

cratic Change (MDC), says the president is equally
to blame for the country’s economic troubles, since
he served in each of Mugabe’s governments since
independence in 1980. 

Both arguments appear to have struck chords
among the 5.4 million-strong electorate, 60 percent
of whom are under 40. While Zimbabwe lacks a reli-
able polling system, an unofficial survey released last
week in its second city Bulawayo by the Mass Public
Opinion Institute put Mnangagwa on 42 percent and
Chamisa on 31 percent, while 25 percent declined to
disclose a preference.

Crucially, Mnangagwa enjoys the backing of the
army, which analysts say remains averse to any leader
who lacks a pedigree from the liberation war against
white rule. Chamisa faces the additional hurdle of a
divided opposition vote. Joice Mujuru, a Mugabe
deputy for 10 years before she was ousted from the
ruling party in 2014, and Thokozani Khupe, who leads
a splinter MDC faction after falling out with Chamisa,
also entered the presidential race. Another four
lesser-known candidates also registered.

“We have opened up the democratic space and
everyone is excited, they feel they can enter the race
and contest, which is good,” said Justice Minister
Ziyambi Ziyambai, after filing Mnangagwa’s papers at
the High Court. Attempts by Chamisa to have Mujuru
and Khupe join the MDC and its alliance of smaller
parties have so far failed.

“It is unfortunate that we are in a situation where
other parties have not seen the light to say that it is
important for opposition forces to unite and rally be-
hind one candidate,” said Jameson Timba, who pre-
sented Chamisa’s nomination papers. —Reuters


