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ABSTRACT

This article examines women’s access to civic space in Pakistan, particularly with the help 
of digital media in recent times. Despite the emergence of an overtly feminist consciousness 
in Pakistan in response to the discriminatory laws that began to be passed during Zia-ul-
Haq’s Islamisation regime, the movement remained unknown to many in the country. Now, 
with the internet on its side, Pakistan’s feminist movement is more visible than ever, with 
numerous collectives and activists using online spaces to highlight their work. Online spaces 
have undoubtedly made organising easier, but have also introduced serious challenges 
for the movement, including attacks of hate speech online and charges of elitism. This 
article examines this reality and also how the Digital Rights Foundation has launched the 
Hamara Internet programme to support the work of Pakistani feminists in online spaces, by 
envisioning the possibility of a feminist internet in Pakistan. 
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1 • Introduction

Feminists in Pakistan have struggled persistently to fight for women’s access to an open and 
free civic space across the country. Women have been making political demands in relation 
to their freedom of expression, assembly and association since the country’s inception in 
1947, with a “feminist consciousness” emerging more prominently in the 1980s.1

The internet has recently become an important tool for the feminist movement to 
renovate itself and to counter the paternalistic rhetoric of “security” that is used to silence 
women and narrow the spaces in which they can operate. 

This article explains how the feminist movement is responding to Pakistan’s challenging 
political environment with the help of digital technology. It examines how the use of the 
internet is accelerating traditional forms of grassroots activism and resistance. The article 
then addresses the unique challenges that the internet presents for Pakistani feminists. 
Women and non-binary individuals are offered no respite from violence and the male gaze 
in online spaces, given the gendered use of technology,2 with the larger structural issues 
being replicated online.3 The article ends by exploring how the Hamara Internet Project, 
an initiative of the Digital Rights Foundation, is being used to respond to these challenges.

2 • Feminist resistance going online

The Women’s Action Forum (WAF) – a feminist conscious-raising group known for 
enabling Pakistani women to fight for their rights – was formed during 1980s.4 Its 
formation was a response to the repressive legislation introduced under General Zia-ul-
Haq’s Islamisation agenda, which placed excessive focus on women as the guardians of 
state, family and religious “honour”.5 Dress codes and conservative social practices – many 
of which continue to this day – were strictly enforced to restrict women’s freedoms and 
confine them to the chaadar and chaar dewari.6

Until recently, the feminist movement used traditional strategies – such as 
demonstrations, correspondence campaigns and petitions – to oppose the draconian 
measures established by the state in the 1980s. Eyewitness accounts of the protests in 
1983 recall the illegitimate force of the government used against the female protesters 
at the Mall in Lahore. Methods such as teargas and lathi (baton) charges were used 
against the 200 to 250 women,7 much like the reaction of state forces towards legitimate 
protests that we see today in Pakistan and beyond. 

Despite its efforts, until recently WAF was largely unknown to the general public in 
Pakistan. However, by taking ownership of online spaces the group has gained increasing 
recognition. Social media presence and email threads help the members of the forum issue 
strongly worded statements regarding relevant feminist and social issues in the country. 
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In addition, WAF’s increasing online presence8 has helped it publicise its work as a lobby 
and pressure group on legislation regarding violence against women in the country. 

Moreover, younger people are joining WAF, which also owes its success to the online 
presence of the group. WAF is considered by many to be a symbol of feminist resistance 
across Pakistan, and remains united against repressive Islamic and state laws that 
continue to restrict the spaces in which women can operate. The forum represents 
the thriving feminist movement in the country that has succeeded in placing women’s 
issues on the national agenda. 

WAF’s online presence is an indicator of how the feminist movement is utilising the 
opportunities that digital spaces provide. For many groups and collectives in Pakistan, the 
internet has become an important strategic tool to organise protests and to mobilise people 
rapidly. Activists are coordinating themselves online more and more, for example through 
Facebook, Whatsapp, Signal and Twitter. Such platforms and messaging apps allow instant, 
free communication and profiles that help in dissemination of information. 

The growing presence of feminist collectives online proves that online spaces have 
become important, and sometimes challenging, sites of political resistance themselves. 
They lend support to communities and causes that not only receive little traction 
in offline spaces but which are actively being restricted. Such online spaces have the 
potential to produce and celebrate a range of politics and identities, and for individuals 
to become more visible to shun the marginality they experience offline. 
 
Girls at Dhabas is one of Pakistan’s most well-known feminist collectives that owes 
its popularity primarily to online spaces. The collective focuses on the reclamation 
of public spaces by women and non-binary individuals.9 What started as a picture 
posted of one of the members sipping tea at a dhaba (roadside café)10 soon became 
a movement that began to define the right of women and non-binary individuals 
to enjoy Pakistan’s public spaces. This is done through various creative public space 
interventions, such as cricket matches, bike rallies, mural painting, and meetups in 
parks and dhabas, all of which the collective promotes through its online presence. 
Feminists from all over Pakistan are increasingly sharing their experiences anonymously 
through the collective’s online pages to shed light on the patriarchy Pakistani women 
experience in their day-to-day lives. 

The collective recently launched bilingual podcasts that highlight issues of feminist 
concern, in order to make a widespread impact in a more creative way.11 It is also using its 
online space to reach out to parallel movements such as ‘Why Loiter?’ in India in order 
to strengthen its feminist ethos and raise new questions regarding movement building for 
local audiences.12 This is key for the collective to bring feminists based in urban contexts 
together through sharing examples from across South Asia, to sensitise them and make 
them an active part of the feminist advocacy movement in the country. 
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Another collective that owes its membership to online spaces is the Feminist Collective 
(TFC),13 which was created as a response to sexism in the left.14 The collective emphasises 
women’s negative experiences of working with men in the left, and envisions the creation of a 
powerful socialist feminist movement in the country. The members of the collective routinely 
discuss ways for feminists and queer activists to organise across Pakistan with the help of 
digital media. TFC is an important tool to enable feminists to collaborate whenever an issue 
of concern arises, particularly that of the shrinking of leftist spaces for women. Additionally, 
the group also provides a support system and a safe space for feminist activists who cannot 
express themselves freely in public given Pakistan’s restrictive political environment. 

3 • Key Challenges in Online Spaces
 
Despite the clear benefits that the use of online space brings, feminists with an online 
presence have become increasingly vulnerable to online attacks and worse – disappearance 
or death.15 Such attacks represent another way in which civic – albeit online - space 
for feminists is being restricted. For example, the events leading up to the murder of 
Qandeel Baloch,16 a social media celebrity and provocateur known for her bold videos, 
are indicative of the backlash women experience as result of partaking in online spaces on 
their own terms. Such stigmatisation also results in women and non-binary individuals 
falling under increased state control and scrutiny,17 both on and offline. The monitoring 
and policing that used to take place in offline spaces is now happening online, with the 
government shaping the narrative of who the public should rally against and call anti-
state. This rhetoric often results in feminists being stalked online, receiving threatening 
messages or having their mobile phone numbers culled from their profiles. These feminists 
are then re-victimised when they challenge their online abusers, which can be seen by the 
backlash against them in the online spaces where they voice their grievances.

It must also be noted that while online spaces have made a plethora of voices available 
through feminist commentary and activism, this often takes place at the expense 
of larger, more intersectional issues, which is a challenge we must overcome.18 The 
movement is often accused of being elitist and exclusionary with many online initiatives 
being predominantly in English and catering to urban classes, particularly the call to 
protests online. These calls only reach a certain section of society and result in the same 
few activists showing up to protest. Both WAF and Girls at Dhabas, for example, have 
been criticised constantly over these issues and are often labelled as ‘Western’ initiatives 
by the state as an attempt to discredit and silence them.19

Not only is this a typical rallying cry by powers that seek to restrict civil society by discrediting 
it as representing foreign values, but for the feminist movement such a label is akin to being 
accused of propagating “white feminism”.20 This results in the movement being seen as neither 
culturally relevant nor accessible for women from working class or rural backgrounds.21 To 
overcome these criticisms, the movement is now trying to ensure that more content in Urdu 
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is created to improve online outreach, especially with the help of podcasts and bilingual study 
circles initiated by Girls at Dhabas and the Awami Workers Party22 to sensitise Pakistani 
audiences and resist being discredited by the state and their own constituency. 

Class representation can also be achieved through online collaborations with labour and peasant 
movements across Pakistan, particularly those led by women. The social media “boycott” 
campaign targeting Khaadi, a local clothing franchise, is a good example to learn from in this 
regard. The boycott, initiated by the National Trade Union Federation,23 occurred because of 
the company’s exploitative labour practices24 and which underscored the routine structural 
violence that factory workers – including female ones – experience at the hands of the local 
fashion industry. Feminists could initiate similar campaigns in order to help the movement 
gain legitimacy and counter the discourse that it is elitist and representing western values.25

4 • The Response : Hamara26 Internet – A Feminist Internet?

Recognising on the one hand how important the internet has become for the feminist 
movement in Pakistan in its efforts to fight back restrictions on civic space for women, yet 
on the other the severe challenges that the medium presents, the Digital Rights Foundation 
established the Hamara Internet (which translates as “Our Internet”) project to “build a 
movement to promote a free and secure digital environment for women”.27

The Hamara Internet project was conceptualised as a platform for reaching out to young 
women in colleges across Pakistan, to inform them as to how the internet can be used 
against them by their oppressors, be it the state, their families or men in their midst. The 
project teaches feminist activists how to utilise digital tools for security, such as privacy and 
encryption features available to them for secure communications, and conducts workshops 
on holistic security,28 thus enabling online dissent to continue in a safe manner. Activists in 
DRF also work with various stakeholders – lawyers, journalists, and human rights activists 
– to highlight how national security policies, including the National Action Plan,29 can 
clash with civic freedoms, and what can be done to circumvent this.

In addition, the project is mapping how Pakistan’s online spaces can potentially encapsulate 
a feminist ethos, in order to bring such movements together in feminists’ collective fight 
against patriarchy. In this sense, it is using online spaces to facilitate alliance building in order 
to combat restrictions of civic space. The project encourages collaboration with feminists 
by organising protests, advocacy efforts, fundraising, legislative advancements, and drafting 
joint statements. Such efforts help determine effective ways of bringing intersecting voices 
and activisms together to work on issues that should be of concern for all feminists.

Under the project, the Digital Rights Foundation launched a toll-free helpline30 in late 
2016, responding to the realisation that women and non-binary individuals in Pakistan 
were not comfortable taking their complaints to law enforcement agencies. This is the first 
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helpline in the region that specifically caters to cases dealing with online harassment and 
abuse, and relies on a referral system31 to ensure that cases are forwarded in a nuanced, 
gender sensitive way. The helpline seeks to highlight problems women experience while 
forwarding their complaints to government agencies by providing a safe space and ensuring 
confidentiality for those experiencing any form of abuse online.

A feminist Internet manifesto was drafted recently under the Hamara Internet initiative, with 
significant contributions from feminist activists across Pakistan. The manifesto is a statement 
on how the country’s online spaces must work towards building a feminist ethos in relation to 
movement building, data protection, accessibility and inclusivity, freedom of expression, and 
economy. The purpose of the manifesto is to merge the work of feminist activists with the digital 
rights discourse, to begin conceiving the possibility of a feminist internet in the country that can 
be a truly safe and free place for feminists to operate.32  It is important for feminists in Pakistan 
to frame this conversation on their own terms, given the unique political context they operate in, 
in order to consciously change the landscape of internet politics in Pakistan. Ultimately, Hamara 
Internet aims to highlight how online activism in Pakistan – with the help of feminist politics 
and resistance – shapes our experience of being citizens on the internet.

Feminist perspectives are incredibly positive forces that should be a prominent part of the 
internet rights debate. Narratives on digital rights – especially now that we are seeing the 
offline civic space moving online – cannot exist without recognition of feminism, social 
justice and the activist communities that form around them. 

5 • Conclusion
 
These observations show how feminist activism in Pakistan is responding to the restrictions 
on civic space – which have long been present in the country – with the help of digital 
media. However, online spaces have their own risks and challenges. Internet security 
narratives are predominantly male-dominated, and in many cases, led by the government. 
It is this narrative which defines online space in Pakistan and generates a backlash from the 
Pakistani population due to religious and nationalist rhetoric pushed by the state. Despite 
our collective achievements, the threats we face offline are increasingly present online. 
Moreover, it must be acknowledged that feminist online activism is just not inclusive enough, 
thereby allowing negative rhetoric by the government to gain traction. The language barrier 
is a real problem with the movement that is seen more visibly in Pakistan’s online spaces, all 
too often being considered inaccessible, ‘western’ and elitist.

These challenges need to be countered by feminist collectives. We must better maintain 
online spaces and develop more content that caters to all Pakistanis, in different languages, 
and from diverse contexts to ensure that social hierarchies are not replicated online, 
particularly to overcome conservative social discourses. We must truly harness the power of 
the internet in Pakistan, and resist attempts to silence voices of women online.
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