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Abstract 

Education is universally acknowledged as a fundamental driver of women 

empowerment, fostering social, economic, and political advancements. This study 

critically examines the role of education as a catalyst for empowering women in 

Pakistan and Malaysia, two nations with shared cultural and religious roots but 

distinct socio-political landscapes. Using a comparative approach, the research 

explores the influence of educational policies, societal norms, and religious 

interpretations on women’s access to education and their subsequent empowerment. 

Primary data is drawn from surveys and interviews, supplemented by secondary 

data from government reports and academic studies. The findings emphasize the 

transformative potential of education and advocate for targeted reforms to bridge 

existing gaps in Pakistan, while drawing lessons from Malaysia’s progress. 
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1. Introduction 

Education is the cornerstone of development, enabling individuals to achieve their 

full potential and contribute meaningfully to society. For women, education is an 

indispensable tool for empowerment, fostering socio-economic mobility, breaking 

cycles of poverty, and challenging entrenched gender inequalities. The significance 

of education in advancing gender equity is widely recognized, yet its impact varies 

significantly across countries due to differences in cultural, religious, and socio-

political contexts.  

This study focuses on the role of education in empowering women in Pakistan and 

Malaysia. Both nations share Islamic values and historical ties but have experienced 

divergent trajectories in their approaches to education and women’s empowerment. 

Pakistan, grappling with systemic socio-economic challenges and cultural 

resistance, contrasts with Malaysia's progressive policies that have significantly 

enhanced women's access to education and opportunities for empowerment. By 

examining these two cases, this research seeks to provide a comparative 
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understanding of the transformative power of education, emphasizing the interplay 

of cultural, religious, and policy-driven factors.1 

 

1.1 Background of Study 

Women’s education has been a focal point of global development agendas, with 

numerous international frameworks like the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) 

advocating gender equality through access to quality education. In Pakistan, despite 

being a signatory to such commitments, systemic barriers such as poverty, 

inadequate infrastructure, and entrenched patriarchal norms continue to hinder 

progress in female education. Reports indicate that the female literacy rate in 

Pakistan stands at a modest 57%, with stark disparities between urban and rural areas 

(UNDP, 2023).2 

In contrast, Malaysia has emerged as a regional leader in promoting women’s 

education. The implementation of the National Education Blueprint 2013-2025 has 

significantly enhanced gender parity in education, with nearly universal literacy 

rates among women. Malaysia’s integration of Islamic principles with modern 

education policies has also contributed to its success in empowering women, 

offering valuable lessons for other nations. 

This comparative study examines the structural, cultural, and policy-related 

dimensions that shape educational opportunities for women in these two countries. 

By analyzing primary data collected through surveys and interviews, alongside an 

extensive review of existing literature, the study aims to uncover the underlying 

factors that enable or impede women’s empowerment through education. 

 

2. Literature Review 

2.1 Theoretical Perspectives 

The connection between education and empowerment is well-established in 

theoretical discourses. Human Capital Theory underscores the role of education in 

enhancing individual productivity and societal development, making it 

indispensable for women’s empowerment. Moreover, the Gender and Development 

framework highlights the transformative potential of education in addressing 

systemic gender inequalities and fostering agency among women. 

 
*Phd Scholar, Institute of Islamic Thought & Civilization, ISTAC, International Islamic University Malaysia. IIUM 

** Phd Scholar, Kulliyah of Islamic Revealed Knowledge and Human Sciences, KIRKHS, International Islamic 

University Malaysia. IIUM. 
1 Ghani, S. M. U. (2024). “Women's Education as a Divine Imperative: Comparative Reflections from Pakistan and 

Malaysia.” AL-ITQĀN Journal of Islamic Sciences and Comparative Studies, International Islamic University 

Malaysia, 8(6). 
2 United Nations Development Programme, Gender Development Index: Regional Comparisons (New York: UNDP, 

2023), accessed January 20, 2025, https://www.undp.org  
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2.2 Global Perspectives on Education and Women Empowerment 

Globally, education has been recognized as a powerful tool for advancing women’s 

social, economic, and political standing. UNESCO (2023) emphasizes that access to 

quality education improves women’s participation in the labor market, increases 

their decision-making power, and contributes to overall societal progress. Case 

studies from developed nations demonstrate that investing in female education 

correlates with higher GDP growth and improved health and welfare indices. 3 

2.3 Pakistan: Barriers and Opportunities 

Research on Pakistan highlights persistent challenges in women’s education. 

Cultural norms, infrastructural inadequacies, and socio-economic barriers restrict 

access, particularly in rural areas (Khan, 2023). The literacy rate among women 

remains at 57% (UNDP, 2023), with significant regional disparities. Initiatives such 

as the Punjab Education Foundation have shown promise in improving enrollment 

rates, yet systemic issues like inadequate funding and patriarchal resistance continue 

to undermine progress.4 

 

2.4 Malaysia: A Progressive Model 

In contrast, Malaysia’s proactive policies have led to remarkable advancements in 

women’s education. The National Education Blueprint 2013-2025 emphasizes 

gender equity, resulting in near-universal female literacy and higher participation 

rates in secondary and tertiary education (Government of Malaysia, 2022). Programs 

integrating technology and vocational training have further enhanced accessibility 

and employability for women. Scholars like Aziz (2022) attribute Malaysia’s success 

to its alignment of Islamic principles with progressive gender policies. 5 

 

2.5 Comparative Insights 

Comparative analyses reveal stark contrasts between Pakistan and Malaysia. While 

Malaysia benefits from robust infrastructure and inclusive policies, Pakistan’s 

progress is hindered by deeply rooted socio-cultural barriers. Hafeez (2021) notes 

that Malaysia’s multicultural approach fosters inclusivity, whereas Pakistan’s 

monolithic societal structure often perpetuates traditional gender roles. The 

divergence underscores the significance of policy prioritization and cultural 

adaptability in driving educational outcomes. 

 

2.6 Gaps in Literature 
 

3 UNESCO, Global Education Monitoring Report (Paris: UNESCO, 2023), accessed January 20, 2025,   

https://en.unesco.org/gem-report. 
4 Government of Pakistan, National Education Policy (Islamabad: Ministry of Education, 2022) world bank. 
5 Government of Malaysia, Education Blueprint 2013–2025 (Putrajaya: Ministry of Education, 2022). 

https://en.unesco.org/gem-report
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Existing studies predominantly focus on macro-level analyses, often overlooking the 

micro-level experiences of women navigating educational and societal systems. 

There is limited comparative research examining how shared religious and cultural 

roots influence educational outcomes in different socio-political contexts. This study 

addresses these gaps by integrating primary data from both countries to provide 

nuanced insights into the interplay between education and empowerment. 

 

3. Methodology 

3.1 Research Design  

This study adopts a mixed-method approach, combining quantitative and qualitative 

data. Primary data was collected through surveys and structured interviews with 200 

women—100 each from Pakistan and Malaysia—focusing on their educational 

experiences and perceptions of empowerment. Secondary data was sourced from 

government reports, academic journals, and international databases. 

 

3.2 Data Analysis  

Quantitative data was analyzed using statistical tools, while qualitative responses 

were thematically analyzed to identify recurring patterns and contrasts. 

 

4. Findings and Discussion 

4.1 Educational Access and Infrastructure  

In Malaysia, government investment in education has led to nearly universal female 

literacy and higher enrollment rates in secondary and tertiary education. Programs 

like “Pendidikan Perempuan” have been instrumental in bridging gender gaps. 

Additionally, the integration of ICT tools in education has enhanced accessibility in 

rural areas. Conversely, Pakistan struggles with low female literacy (57% as of 2023) 

due to insufficient infrastructure, cultural barriers, and security concerns. Surveys 

revealed that 70% of Pakistani respondents cited inadequate school facilities as a 

barrier, particularly in rural regions where distance to schools remains a critical 

issue. 

 

Critical Analysis:  

Malaysia’s proactive approach demonstrates how government prioritization can 

yield tangible results. In contrast, Pakistan’s underfunded educational sector 

highlights systemic neglect. While Malaysia leverages technology and 

infrastructure, Pakistan’s dependence on international aid without consistent 

domestic reform exacerbates inequalities. 
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4.2 Cultural and Religious Influences  

Malaysia has successfully integrated Islamic principles with progressive educational 

policies, ensuring women’s inclusion. Government campaigns emphasize education 

as an Islamic duty, countering patriarchal interpretations. In contrast, Pakistan faces 

challenges where entrenched cultural norms often override Islamic teachings, 

limiting women’s access to education. Interviews revealed that 65% of Pakistani 

respondents faced family resistance, while only 15% of Malaysian respondents 

reported similar challenges. Additionally, Malaysia’s multicultural context fosters a 

more inclusive educational environment, whereas Pakistan’s monolithic cultural 

framework often perpetuates traditional gender roles. 

 

Critical Analysis:  

The divergence stems from policy implementation and cultural adaptability. 

Malaysia’s success lies in aligning religious values with modern education, while 

Pakistan’s struggle indicates a need for reinterpreting religious tenets to challenge 

regressive norms. 

 

4.3 Economic Empowerment  

Education has significantly enhanced women’s economic participation in Malaysia, 

with 55% of women in the workforce compared to 22% in Pakistan. Malaysian 

women attributed their economic independence to access to higher education and 

vocational training programs. Pakistan’s women, however, face limited 

opportunities, compounded by wage gaps and societal constraints. Primary data from 

Pakistan indicated that 72% of women are confined to unpaid domestic labor, while 

in Malaysia, only 30% reported similar limitations. 6 

Critical Analysis:  

The disparity underscores the importance of vocational education and policy 

support. Malaysia’s focus on skill development and entrepreneurship contrasts 

sharply with Pakistan’s lack of systemic investment in similar programs. Structural 

reforms targeting economic inclusion remain critical for Pakistan’s progress. 7 

 

4.4 Political Participation  

Malaysian women have made strides in political representation, with 14.9% in 

parliament as of 2023, supported by leadership training initiatives and quotas in 

decision-making roles. In Pakistan, despite reserved seats for women in parliament, 

 
6 Amna Hafeez, Economic Empowerment Through Education: A South Asian Perspective (Karachi: Oxford 

University Press, 2021). 
7 World Bank, Women in Development: Pakistan and Malaysia (Washington, DC: World Bank, 2023). 
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political participation remains symbolic, with minimal influence on policy. Surveys 

revealed that Pakistani women viewed political involvement as tokenistic, while 

Malaysian women perceived it as a genuine platform for change. 8 

 

Critical Analysis:  

Malaysia’s holistic approach, combining quotas with leadership capacity-building, 

contrasts with Pakistan’s focus on numerical representation without substantive 

empowerment. This highlights the need for Pakistan to invest in leadership training 

and grassroots mobilization for women. 9 

5. Recommendations 

5.1 Policy Reforms 

• Pakistan: Enhance investment in female education infrastructure, particularly 

in rural areas, and implement conditional cash transfer programs to encourage 

school attendance. Strengthen teacher training programs to ensure quality 

education. 10 

• Malaysia: Expand leadership and entrepreneurship training programs to 

sustain progress, particularly in underrepresented sectors. 

 

5.2 Addressing Cultural Barriers 

• Engage religious scholars in both countries to promote education as an Islamic 

obligation. 

• Launch awareness campaigns targeting communities resistant to female 

education, using media and local influencers. 

 

5.3 Regional Collaboration 

• Facilitate knowledge-sharing platforms between Pakistan and Malaysia to 

exchange best practices and successful policy frameworks. 

• Establish bilateral initiatives focused on educational innovation and gender-

sensitive curriculum development. 

5.4 Leveraging Technology 

• Introduce e-learning platforms and mobile education programs to bridge 

accessibility gaps, especially in remote areas of Pakistan. 

 
8 Norliah Aziz, Women’s Political Representation in Southeast Asia (Kuala Lumpur: University of Malaya Press, 

2022). 
9 Sarah K. White, "Empowering Women through Education in Southeast Asia," Asian Development Review 38, no. 2 

(2023): 125–48,  https://doi.org/10.1162/adev_a_001  
10 Sadaf Khan, Barriers to Female Education in Rural Pakistan (Lahore: Punjab University Press, 2023). 

https://doi.org/10.1162/adev_a_001
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• Expand digital literacy programs targeting women in rural areas of both 

countries. 11 

 

6. Conclusion 

Education remains a transformative force for women empowerment in both Pakistan 

and Malaysia. While Malaysia serves as a model of progress with its inclusive 

policies and cultural adaptability, Pakistan’s journey highlights the urgent need for 

structural reforms and societal change. By leveraging education as a catalyst, both 

nations can continue to empower women, fostering gender equality and sustainable 

development. The comparative insights from this study underscore the importance 

of context-sensitive strategies and the universal need for prioritizing education in 

national development agendas. 
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