VIEW: Gender segregation and the madrassa —Shaukat Qadir
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One aspect of education is how to deal with the opposite sex. Already this aspect is one of our major cultural weaknesses. If we segregate the two genders in schools we will further aggravate this

The government of Punjab has come up with the fresh idea that all schools should be gender specific, i.e., have all male students or all female students. I found the idea very amusing. Mind you, exclusively male and female schools are not unfamiliar to the west either, where they have existed for centuries, but they have usually been exclusively for the elite; nor, to the best of my knowledge, has a law ever been passed in any country or province requiring all schools to separate the two genders. In Pakistan and India, too, the missionary schools were either for boys or girls but again meant only for Christians and the elite; not meant for the ‘riffraff’ of the country.

I have had the privilege of teaching courses over the past four years at the Fatima Jinnah Women’s University, an exclusively female university. Even though few of my courses actually included gender issues, when time permitted students would almost invariably raise them. Since these would obviously seek an explanation from the religious point of view, I was left with no alternative but to study the Holy Quran, Hadith, and Sunnah, as well as our early history to answer their questions. 

The only possible explanation for the Punjab government taking such a step could be a myopic view of Islamic injunctions. So I thought I might address this issue and offer my humble opinion on it. However, before doing so, I wish to start with a startling discovery that I made when I studied our early history, a fact that we are all aware of but never allude to. During classes too, I invariably began with these two points to highlight just how far our present custodians of religion have moved us from the rights enjoyed by women in earlier days. We are all aware that Hazrat Bibi Khadija, the first wife of the Prophet (PBUH), proposed to him and not the other way round; is there any part of the so-called ‘Muslim world’ where a girl could imagine doing so today? 

The startling discovery I made was that during Hazrat Omer’s Caliphate, the magistrate of the market in Medina was a woman. This meant that she policed the market throughout the hours that it functioned and could mete out punishment to any wrong doer on the spot! Today most single girls would find it very embarrassing to roam markets through the day, and perhaps late at night, unescorted.

And now, to return to segregation; in the days of early Islam the mosque was not just a place for prayer but for every conceivable kind of congregation; all political decisions requiring public participation were made there, all announcements; it was also the place for socialising after prayers, even business meetings. Naturally, therefore, it was the obvious place to provide schooling; that was the original concept of the modern madrassa.

Since neither students paid to receive their education nor did teachers receive any remuneration, it was all on a voluntary basis. Any individual who thought he had something to offer would announce that he/she would teach that particular subject at a time of his/her convenience. This meant that there could be a number of different people teaching different subjects simultaneously, ranging from religion and jurisprudence to the natural sciences, social sciences, philosophy or even the art of war. Sometimes more than one teacher would be teaching the same subject simultaneously.

Like the voluntary teachers, the students could also attend classes when they liked, or when they were free from their other chores. Alternatively, if they were keen to attend a particular class, they could choose to make themselves available at that particular time. The point relevant to the discussion at hand is that there were never separate classes for boys and girls; they all sat together and learnt together.

It is my humble view that education is a wholesome concept relating to the state of mind and not solely the obtaining of college/university degrees. I have met some bigoted individuals with very impressive educational backgrounds and have considered their education wasted; while I have met some people with little or no education, whose homespun wisdom is most impressive. 

One aspect of education is how to deal with the opposite sex. Already this aspect is one of our major cultural weaknesses. The kind of stares young women and girls are subjected to, by so-called educated young men, and the kinds of comments that one overhears even when these women are accompanied by male family members, the sexual harassment women face at their work places, all this is shameful for the entire society. If we segregate the two genders in schools we will further aggravate this shameful menace to our society.

The author is a retired brigadier. He is also former vice president and founder of the Islamabad Policy Research Institute (IPRI)
