


These women are often subjected to unspeakable maltreatment, at the hands of the clan or 
society to which they belong—usually based on cultural practices or in the name of religion.  To 
illustrate, I would like to cite an example of a 12 year old daughter of a member of our staff in 
Pakistan.  She suffered massive facial injuries and disfigurement from acid thrown by a teenage 
boy, because she was more interested in her education than in an arranged marriage.  Another 
sad part of this story is that for this heinous act there were no consequences for the boy.  

Despite all the obstacles, many courageous women continue to strive to improve their own lives 
and those of their daughters. 

If you wonder how these women endure such a life, let me share some of my thoughts.  Above 
all, the women are keen to improve their own lives.  They are doing this through education and 
learning.  While, we in the West may take access to education for granted, that is not the case for 
women in the developing world.  In many rural areas, girls attend schools in the face of threats 
by conservative leaders in Afghanistan and Pakistan.  These leaders incite others to burn down 
schools and attack students and their teachers on their way to school.  

Where the education of girls has been sustained, we see the building of self-esteem in women, 
evident through their growing confidence and assertiveness.  This empowerment has enabled 
women to be part of the decision-making process, especially to take on leadership in initiatives, 
such as to improve the food supply or health standards, or even increase income for the family. 

Education has allowed women to enter critically important professions, such as medicine, 
nursing and teaching.  This in turn has enabled them to raise their social standing in their 
communities.  Women in these areas are now looked upon as knowledgeable, skilled and 
productive members of society, able to help their family and village improve their education, 
health and social well-being.  This empowerment has been instrumental in breaking down social, 
cultural and economic barriers for women in the developing world, where the disparity between 
genders is massive. 

This growing confidence of women has enabled them to influence and, in some cases, define 
their own working conditions, which are often characterized by long days, multiple 
responsibilities, including raising children, supporting extended family and putting up with the 
dictates of the mother-in-law, who controls all family life.  Unfortunately, this empowerment can 
be threatening to the men in the households, as independent thinking is not generally accepted, 
and can often result in domestic violence.  So, as you can see, work-life balance has a totally 
different meaning for these women. 

While professional women are both looked up to for their knowledge and looked down on for 
their gender, they persevere with drive, determination and passion.  The results of their sustained 
efforts are evident in many places.  We can see marked increases in literacy and numeracy, 
family incomes, and positions of leadership.  But there are many areas in which they still need 
assistance. 

This is where you, the graduates of SFU, come in.  You have been fortunate enough to receive an 
education from a great institution.  Use that education to build a better life not just for yourself 
and your family, but also for others in society.  That definition of society should extend beyond 



British Columbia and Canada, to the underprivileged parts of the world, which not only offer 
incredible opportunities, but also contain the most intractable poverty traps for the local women. 

My advice to you today is venture beyond Canada to Asia and Africa for professional 
opportunities for yourselves, as well as to help others improve their quality of life.  And when 
you serve, give selflessly of your talents.  Believe me, speaking from personal experience, not 
only will this be personally and professionally rewarding, but you will come back with different 
perspectives.  

All of us need to work to raise the position of women around the world.  Why do I say this?  
Despite all the progress made in the elevation of the status of women, we know misogyny is not 
confined to the less developed world or to any particular region or religion.  The rights of women 
are being threatened everywhere, as we speak—whether the threat is to the reproductive rights of 
women in the US; or subjugation of women in high growth South Asia; or the inability for 
women to drive a car in oil rich Saudi Arabia; and even the compulsion for women to ride in the 
back of the bus in parts of Israel.   

Graduates, please reflect on my words today and ask yourselves, what part you can play to stem 
the reversal in the prospects and opportunities for women. 

There are many people I would like to thank today, but that would take too much time, as the list 
is long. I will only mention Simon Fraser University for this honour, my fellow board members 
during my terms as a governor and as Chair; and my family and friends; those who are here 
today to celebrate with me, and those who could not make it.  

I started my speech with a reference to the inspiration of my late mother.  I would like to end 
with the inspiration of my three daughters, from whom I have learnt so much about the 
empowerment of women and in whom, I see the future as being bright for women. 

Thank you. 


