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The strong-arm ladies of the Jamia Hafsa in Islamabad have embarrassed the government on several levels. They have challenged the writ of the state by taking the law into their own hands not once, but twice. They have given Islamabad a sinister, extremist, militant, fundamentalist look with their black burqas and yellowish lathis. Yet they have also provided a distraction valuable to the government during the whole judicial imbroglio.
However, if one looks beneath the surface, these girls also represent a strand of feminism within the Muslim world that has remained largely without a voice. And perhaps this creates another source of embarrassment for the government, which lays heavy emphasis on women empowerment, but according to the mainstream feminist standards, while the Jamia Hafsa model represents another kind of empowerment, but which leads in a different direction.
Muslim women, according to the feminist mainstream, were suppressed creatures caged behind the four walls of purdah (in the Subcontinent), or the harem (in the Turkic and Arab worlds). Their liberation struggle should follow the same patterns that were adopted by their Western sisters from the 19th century onwards. The underlying philosophy of Western feminism was the prevailing humanism of the 18th century Enlightenment, which propounded secularism as an antidote to what were perceived as the evils of organized Christianity. The first attempt at freedom from the shackles of the Church, the 16th Reformation, had merely replaced one spiritual tyranny with another. So now it was necessary to get rid of God and Christ entirely, or at least to confine them.
Therefore, when the American drafters of the Declaration of Independence wrote down these resounding words: “These truths we hold to be self-evident, that all men are created equal…” they were accepting the idea of a Creator, but they were themselves determining the agenda. Of course, when these upper- and middle-class burghers and farmers wrote ‘men’, they meant White Anglo-Saxon Protestants like themselves, not African-Americans (whether slave or somehow free), Catholics, the poor, Native Americans (then known with breath-taking inaccuracy as Red Indians), Asiatics of any kind, etc, etc. And most emphatically, not women, not even fellow WASP women.
However, the humanist paradigm has a flaw in this respect. If it proclaims the liberty and equality of all, how can it subscribe to inequality? In theory, at least, such a position is untenable. There then began the long struggle of women for the same rights as men. Previously these rights had been denied on the basis of Biblical texts. Now, they could not be denied. Of course, no one was giving them anything on a plate, not property rights, nor the vote, nor equal wages. Then there was the issue of overcoming the informal patriarchy. If a woman is eligible to be President of the United States, she can only convert this into reality if she is actually elected. If a woman is eligible to be the head of a large global corporation, she actually has to win the appointment from the company’s shareholders, or their representatives.
In the Muslim world, the initial feminist critique had a Western approach. Here it came into conflict with societies which had not yet abandoned their sacred texts, the Quran and Sunnah. Therefore an interesting battle was joined, especially when ‘native’ Muslim feminists took up the cudgels. In the Muslim world, divine injunctions had been intermixed with social practices carried over from pre-conversion eras. For example, female circumcision in Egypt and Sudan, or the ban on widow remarriage in much of the Subcontinent, were pre-Islamic customs which were carried over, and lasted centuries.
The mainstream feminist critique was therefore an attack on the condition of women, but it also carried with it the humanist baggage of the West, which also saw no harm in undermining the adherence to the texts, and respect for them, that prevailed in Muslim societies. This might be seen as a kind of scorched-earth policy, in which women were to be freed not just from the oppression peculiar to their gender, but also from the general oppression caused by religion, which they shared with their men.
This meant that women were an important part of the modernizing project which afflicted colonized Muslim societies. The modernizing project in such societies, Muslim or not, differed from the advent of modernity in Europe or such societies as Japan or Turkey, where it was to a greater or lesser extent internally driven. Railways, for example, were not developed primarily as instruments of moving goods and people, but to move occupying armies. Education policies were not designed to provide the country with the administrators, doctors or engineers it needed, but their assistants and auxiliaries. Therefore, the amelioration of the lot of ‘native’ women was not very high on the priority list. Plus, it would disturb the natives. The natives themselves had to attack their own institutions because of their desire to westernize, as a synonym for modernizing.
Conservatives thus saw modernity as a threat to the social and domestic structures which were the only spaces free of colonial interference that they had. There was obviously some devilry in this. The more religious groups, who themselves had been marginalized and clericised, took this as a kind of last frontier.
However, here the liberation movement also took root. To combat the foreign influences, it became necessary to move female education slightly beyond the rudimentary ability to read the Quran without benefit of translation. Maulana Asharaf Ali Thanvi’s Behishti Zewar had women as part of its audience when it was published in 1927. While it is criticized in certain circles as an attempt to keep women suppressed, it also was one of the first works which provided women some access to their religion. For example, both my grandmothers, born in the decade of the 1900s, received no formal education beyond learning to read the Quran. Both then learnt to read Urdu based on that, and my paternal grandmother never even learnt to write. But both of them had daughters who became university graduates. This meant a change in how they would bring up their children, including their daughters.
Even Islamist groups saw the need to recruit women to their cause. One of my great-aunts, my maternal grandmother’s elder sister, joined an Islamist party, and remained engaged in its women’s wing, holding office at the district level, and attending annual conferences and so on. Her husband accommodated this slight shift in the nature of the relationship, where he had to pay attention to her social needs, not because of her human rights, but in the service of Islam.
This is a strand of feminism, or at least of women empowerment, which is not well recorded. We are not looking at Muslim feminists who try to take Islam out of the equation, in emulation of how Christianity has been taken out of the Western feminist equation. Nor are we looking at Muslim feminists who have engaged in revisionist textual criticism to establish a text-based feminism. We are looking at women who are wholehearted supporters of the Muslim traditional mainstream, but as an active and personal choice, not because of their fathers or husbands.
It must have been in 1939 or 1940 that my grandfather ordered my eldest aunt, the first female in our family’s history to attend school, to start wearing a burqa. Typically, he didn’t order her himself. He ordered his wife to get her to wear one. Of course, she obeyed. Fast-forward to about 2002 or 2003. An Islamist friend of mine told me with pride about his daughter started wearing hijab (not a burqa) to school, after he spent three days convincing her.
That is the big difference, increasingly, between the past and the present. Has anyone ever wondered why there is now such a greater variety in ‘veiling robes’ than the good old chadar or burqa? The chadar or the burqa were worn to confirm to a social norm. Now, it is a personal statement, and therefore, variety becomes possible.
While women have been playing a role in the broader Islamist movement, with women’s wings in all Islamist groups and parties, whether political or not, Al-Huda International, founded by Dr Farhat Hashmi, who took a PhD in Islamic Studies from Glasgow University of all places, reflects the next level of women empowerment. Since it was founded by a woman, and since it is primarily educational, it has achieved a strong appeal to educated middle- and upper-class women, who would otherwise not be caught dead in the same room as the wife of a masjid ka maulvi.
The Jamia Hafsa girls are a little downmarket from Al-Huda, but the impulse is the same. Women too want to read the Quran for themselves, study the Hadith, and the fiqh. And they are also coming up with interesting discoveries, even though they are resolutely keeping themselves within the mainstream of traditional Islamic thought.
Many of the younger women are insisting on a choice in their spouse, including a personal assessment of whether he is Islamically inclined enough. And you know, there’s a case for this in the texts. Women are finding out that the faces need not be veiled. They can work in jobs alongside men.
But at the same time, they are disturbing, almost as much as the ‘modern’ woman was in the 1930s (or 1990s). They do not stay at home, but they go to universities, or take up jobs, and create their own space around them. Their demand for a certain amount of segregation affects even their social contacts, and they present an alternative to the progressive modernization/Westernisation that has been occurring since the 19th century.
Islamist women no longer stay at home in line with the old feminist stereotype. They participate in politics, in education, in non-traditional professions (like engineering and the law). They are in no way subservient to men, as the ladies of Jamia Hafsa showed the Islamabad police. In their own way, they are coming to grips with modernity on behalf of Muslim women, but on their own terms. And conservative Muslim men (whether bearded or clean-shaven, religious or otherwise) should forget about them behaving themselves like porcelain dolls.
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