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Fauzia Husain, The Stigma Matrix: Gender, Globalization, and the Agency of Pakistan's 

Frontline Women, (Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 2024), xii + 306 pp. 

 

Husain’s book provides a compelling exploration of the layered challenges facing 

Pakistani women in public service sectors, particularly in health, law enforcement, and 

aviation. Combining theoretical rigour with narrative-driven fieldwork, Husain 

examines how Pakistani women navigate social stigmas intertwined with local, colonial, 

and global forces. The book’s interdisciplinary approach makes it a valuable resource 

for scholars in social sciences and law, as well as policymakers seeking action grounded 

in real-life challenges. Educated readers interested in Pakistani society will also find it 

enlightening. 

In chapter 1, Husain introduces the ‘stigma matrix’, as a conceptual framework that 

explains how historical legacies, neoliberal economic policies, and culturally specific 

expectations converge to shape the stigmatization of women in public roles. Through 

vivid fieldwork scenes in settings such as police stations, health outreach projects, and 

airline cabins, Husain illustrates how women working in these sectors endure hostility 

in public spaces while performing essential duties. Her portrayal of Lady Health 

Workers, for example, shows how these women are perceived as cultural transgressors 

merely for delivering vaccines. Such encounters underscore the complexities of 

gendered labour and societal expectations in Pakistan. 

Central to Husain’s theoretical model is purdah, a concept that reinforces cultural 

propriety and serves as a tool for gendered exclusion (pp. 84-90 / chapter 2). Women 

who observe purdah may gain a degree of respectability, while those who defy it in 

public-facing roles face intensified stigma. Husain integrates intersectionality, 

globalization, and agency theory within a multiscalar model, providing a comprehensive 

view of how women negotiate gendered stigma across different societal layers. 

Husain examines the influence of colonial legacies, neoliberal economic pressures, 

security imperatives, and waves of Islamization in Pakistan, arguing that these forces 

create push-and-pull dynamics that drive public resistance to women’s participation in 

the workforce. The book then shifts focus to the workplaces themselves—such as police 

stations (pp. 100-114 / chapter 3) healthcare outreach programs (pp. 130-150 / chapter 

4), and airline cabins (pp. 170-189 / chapter 5) — where Husain details the environment-

specific stigmas women encounter. Each of these settings carries unique gender 

expectations that add complexity to the stigma matrix. 
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Policewomen, for instance, navigate male-dominated spaces by deploying strategies 

like ‘veiled delicacy’ (p. 113) to counteract the stigma they face, though these efforts 

often fail to dismantle underlying gendered exclusions. Lady Health Workers adopt a 

‘martial motherhood’ (p. 148)  persona to protect their respectability, though class-based 

barriers keep them marginalized within the health sector. Airline attendants embrace 

‘postfeminist cosmopolitanism’ (p. 172)  to redefine themselves in a globalised space, 

yet stigma rooted in local biases about women’s propriety persists. These accounts not 

only illustrate the unique challenges faced by each profession but also highlight the 

resilience of these women as they redefine their roles. 

In chapter 6 the book introduces the concept of ‘spectacular agency’ (p. 203), where 

women engage in public acts of defiance to challenge societal norms and gain visibility. 

Husain describes these as brief, powerful gestures that offer some forms of momentary 

triumph against pervasive stigma. This approach underscores how public performances 

serve as a tactic for women to assert their rights and demand recognition, even if these 

victories are temporary. 

Husain’s analysis points to colonial history as a key influence, noting that colonial 

norms around gender and modesty were embedded and institutionalised and shaped the 

public’s perception of women who challenge traditional roles. In chapter 7 Husain 

argues that reform must address these historical influences by reframing public-facing 

roles for women as honourable rather than culturally transgressive. Such a shift could 

help dissolve the colonial echoes that continue to stigmatise women in public service. 

Chapter 7 discusses the pressures of contrasting forces on Pakistan regarding the 

inclusion of women in the workforce. Complicating the stigma matrix are the influences 

of globalization and Islamization, especially since the 1970s. Neoliberal policies 

encourage female workforce participation to boost economic productivity, yet this push 

often lacks the cultural and organisational support needed for women to thrive. While 

globalisation calls for greater female participation in public life, Islamisation reinforces 

traditional values, demanding that women adhere to norms of modesty, particularly in 

public roles. Husain suggests that meaningful reform will require the creation of new 

narratives and symbols of authority that allow women to gain respect without 

compromising cultural values. Husain’s recommendations urge policymakers to go 

beyond recruitment numbers and consider comprehensive reforms to create genuinely 

inclusive work environments.  
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In the conclusion, Husain ties these themes together, arguing that the challenges faced 

by Pakistani women in public positions reflect broader societal issues. She emphasizes 

that overcoming stigma requires structural transformation, urging policymakers to 

address the root causes rather than implementing surface-level solutions like recruitment 

quotas. Husain critiques existing gender mainstreaming policies, which she feels often 

ignore the ‘gendered authority threats’ (p.258) women face, which result in their 

authority being systematically undermined due to ingrained stigmas. She contends that 

effective support systems must go beyond legal reforms, offering concrete backing for 

women to assert their roles confidently. Husain also stresses the absence of informal 

networks for women in male-dominated sectors. Such networks enable women to have 

more allies and resources to navigate workplace challenges. Husain argues for policies 

that would facilitate opportunities for women to build these networks. She advocates for 

mentorship programs and networking events that create structured support networks that 

would empower women to navigate entrenched power dynamics. In her analysis, Husain 

highlights that staging reliance and defiance required resources like financial support, 

community solidarity, and media platforms which are crucial tools for women to help 

them amplify their voices and challenge ingrained biases. Finally, Husain calls for 

redefining symbols of respectability and professionalism, moving beyond classed and 

gendered expectations like purdah, which often forces women to choose between their 

safety and their dignity. She envisions a society where new symbols allow women to 

assert authority without risking reputational harm. 

The Stigma Matrix is both a critical and hopeful read, as it draws attention to the 

necessity of structural reforms that move beyond recruitment quotas or surface-level 

policies. Husain calls for a reimagining of workplace respectability and symbols of 

authority, proposing that society embrace new narratives that allow women to maintain 

dignity while embodying their cultural values. Her analysis invites readers to consider 

the historical and socio-political layers that uphold stigma and to imagine a future where 

the contributions of these women are valued in full, without the burdens of exclusion or 

marginalization. 

 

Livia Holden  

CNRS, Institut des Sciences Juridiques et Philosophique, Paris 1 – Panthéon Sorbonne 

email: livia.holden@univ-paris1.fr 

 

mailto:liviaholden@insightsproduction.net

