


authority of community leaders over the members of particular religious 

communities? However, due to the diversity of Muslim groups in India as 

well as the growing use of and acceptance of customary law by colonial 

authorities, personal law was selectively practiced by Indian Muslims during 

this same period. In the 1930s, two important trends emerged which I shall 
discuss here. One was the concerted push by sections of the ulema and urban 

elites, largely centred in the Punjab, to impose a uniform Sharia law which 

would be applicable to all Indian Muslims. As we have seen in Chapter I, the 

trend within the Muslim social reform movement from the late nineteenth 

century emphasised regeneration through purification, and an important 

aspect of this was a return to Islamic personal law, which represented 

authenticity, uniformity and greater rights for women. Although this aim 

was initiated in the late 1920s by the ulema for religious reasons, it was 

supported by Muslim politicians who saw the value of legal issues in creating 
Muslim community solidarity, as well as women's groups, who viewed 
Muslim law as being beneficial for Muslim women. Thus, on bills such as 
the Shariat Application Act (1937) and the Dissolution of Muslim Marriages 

Act (1939) there was a coalition of interests between the ulema, Muslim 

League supporters, and proponents of social reform, and Muslims were able 
to stand generally united on such issues. It was this feeling of unity which 
tied issues concerning women to larger concerns with the cohesiveness of the 

community; Muslim legislators were thus able to use gender issues to show 
that they were members of a socially superior religious group which should 
be kept distinct from the Hindu majority. The other trend was the increasing 

hostility on the part of the ulema and some politicians to the introduction of 
laws which they felt impinged on Muslim personal law and thus interfered 

with essential tenets of their religious and cultural life. Opposition to such 
impositions proved to be another 'unifying' factor which brought together 

ulema as well as nationalist politicians who resented interference first by the 
British and later by the Congress-dominated governments in Muslim laws. 
However, this opposition was somewhat less all-encompassing; Muslim 

women were generally in favour of such impositions as they tended to be 
beneficial for women's social and educational progress. In Chapter IV t have 

already examined an early example of this trend, seen in the Muslim 

response to the Sarda Act of 1929, but in this chapter I shall explore two 

examples from the. late 1930s, the debate over a resolution concerning the 
2NIargot 

Badran has noted a similar trend in Egypt. See Badran, Feminists Islam and 
! N-lation. 124. 
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Status of Women under Existing Laws (1939) in the national assembly and the 
Muslim response to the report of the National Planning Committee on 
women's status (1945), when Muslim opinion towards perceived outside 
interference had considerably hardened. 

7.1 The Sharia as symbol: legislating for Muslim women in the 

1930s 

In contrast to Muslim opposition to including Muslim women within 
the scope of legislation designed to improve the condition of women, efforts 
to either implement or reform certain aspects of Muslim personal law met 

with general support from Muslim representatives in the Legislature. As 

noted in Chapter II, most Muslims had not adopted the Sharia as the basis of 
law and women's rights under the Sharia were seldom complied with or 
enforced. As we have seen, "at the turn of the century the Shariat was 
invoked in the name of women's rights but more to unify the Muslim 

community around certain common symbols. "3 The Sharia represented 
Muslim identity and also became the basis for claims to establish a separate 
status for the community. Reforms of the Sharia had been proposed as far 
back as 1898 by Mumtaz Ali in his book Huquq-i-Niswan, discussed in 
Chapter I, and as we have seen in Chapter III, Muslim women had been 

advocating reform since the 1910s, particularly through fora such as the 
AIMLC, the AIIVC, and other more localised groups, in the hope that Muslim 

women's rights to property and divorce would be restored. For example, in 
1936 Muslim women demanded that they be given their rights under the 
Sharia at a meeting held in Lahore under Lady Fazli Hussain .4 Several 
legislative attempts in the direction of uniformity were made with the 

passing of the Mapilla Succession Act in 1918 and the Cutchi Memons Act in 
1920 which both abrogated non-Islamic customs. 5 More sweeping 
legislation was sparked off in the 1930s by concerted efforts by the JUH to have 
legislation enacted which would replace customary law with the Sharia for all 
Indian Muslims. As early as 1920 the JUH had passed a resolution calling 
3Zoya Hasan, "Uniformity versus Equality", 3. She adds that in this context, "the primacy 
given by Muslims to custom was a source of embarassment to the Muslim priests and politicians. " 
4Stri Dharn: a Volume 19#5 (June 1936), 144. The article mentioned that over 500 women 
attended from Punjab and around India, that 12 Muslim ladies Anjumans in different places 
were affiliated with the Conference, and that 6 branches had been established in different 
parts of the country. 
5These are described at more length in Nair, Women and Law in Colonial India. 
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upon Muslims to "sincerely try to honour and observe the commandments 
of Sharia. It is essential that our manners, dress, morals and conduct, 
specially our duties should conform to it. "6 Throughout the 1920s several 
similar resolutions followed; at the seventh annual Conference in 1926, the 
JUH noted that "the practice of depriving women of their share of 
inheritance... is definitely in contravention of the Islamic Sharia, and is 
destructive of faith and piety, " and recommended that delegations be sent to 
Punjab and Bombay to try and persuade community leaders to eradicate 
customary practices. They also passed a resolution on "justice to women, " 

which advocated the establishment of a Department of Islamic Justice and 
hoped that local communities would select judges to try cases dealing with 
marriage, divorce and relief, "Considering the hardships suffered by women 
on account of incompetent husbands failing to perform their duties 

properly... due to which some women-are driven to vice, or spend their lives 
in misery, sometimes even leading to apostasy. "7 The following year, they 
passed resolutions appealing to Muslims to follow Islamic law and 
advocating that government-selected Qazis be appointed to establish courts 
and judiciate among Muslims, citing the cases of "suffering women, who are 
victims of such hardships and.. . like living corpses released from the clutches 
of ignorant and tyrannical husbands" whose cases of divorce remained 
unsolved .8 The combined efforts of social reformers, ulema and women all 
contributed to an atmosphere in the late 1930s which encouraged a return to 
Islamic purity through legislative reform. 

In the national assembly, the bills provided an arena for coalition- 
building between groups with diverse socio-political interests and beliefs, 
notably the ulema, reformers and westernised politicians, and the resulting 
unity from within the Muslim community helped the legislation to be 
passed. Minault has noted that Jinnah played an instrumental role in 
building these political alliances, skillfully negotiating various aspects of the 
bills so that his various supporters would remain satisfied -9 Therefore, 
while the bills, particularly the Shariat Act, had a fairly limited effect on 
women in practical terms, they are important both in terms of these 
coalitions and in terms of their symbolic value, as they linked women and 
6Zaidi, The Evolution, Volume 11,515. 
71bid., Volume III, 688-9. 
81bid., 698-701. 
9Minault, Secluded Scholars. 301. 
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family to an Islamic legal identity and moral order, in which women were 
given rights as Muslim women and boundaries were drawn around the 
Muslim community and its legal structure defined in terms of religion. The 
fact that support for this legislation drew diverse groups together as Muslims 
is significant, for it provided a source of unity both among Muslim men and 
Muslim women, and between Muslim men of different political and social 
affiliations directly before the Pakistan movement began. 

Beginning in the early 1930s there was a concerted effort by Muslim 

ulema, most notably the JUH, to replace laws which upheld the primacy of 
customary law with laws which asserted that all Muslims should be governed 
by the Sharia. The JUH had been formed in 1919 with the purpose of bringing 

together different groups of ulama in order to safeguard the Sharia and give 
the Muslim community religious and political guidance according to Islamic 

principles and commandments. 10 In 1925, the JUH passed a resolution 
which stated: 

"This session... regards as an insult to the Sharia the adherence by 
certain Muslims to the non-Islamic laws based on customs and 
usages excluding women from inheritance or relating to divorce 
and adoption, etc.; and it urges them to make organized efforts 
for getting those laws abrogated and having all their matters 
decided by no legal principles other than those of Islam, since it 
is the worst sin to act willingly on un-Islamic decisions. "11 

Around the same time Maulana Thanawi published an influential 

monograph, entitled al-Ghasab al-Mirali (Usurping the Heritage), explaining 
that it was un-Islamic to follow customary law. Their first protracted 
campaign was in NWFP, where they successfully raised public support 
through staging 'Sharia Days' among other methods. 12 In 1935 a Shariat 
Application Act was passed by the provincial legislature due to public 
pressure. 13 Although the JUH's aspirations were shared by a section of the 
1 OZiya-ul-Hasan Faruqi, The Deoband School and the Demand for Pakistan (Bombay: Asia 
Publishing House, 1963), 67-8. The aims and objects as laid down in its constitution were: to 
guide followers of Islam in their political and non-political matters from a religious point of 
view, to defend Islam and centres of it, to protect the religious and national rights of Muslims, 
to organise the ulama on a common platform, to organise the Muslim community and launch a 
programme for its moral and social reform, to fight for the freedom of the country, to establish 
religious courts for use of the community, and to propagate Islam by way of missionary 
activities. The focus was on the Sharia with themselves as the interpreters of it. Ibid., 68. 
11Mahmood, Muslim Personal Law. 27. 
12TIie Leader, 1 March 1934,18. 
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Muslim population, mostly Muslim League supporters and urban 

professional elites, a similar bill was defeated in the Punjab Legislative 

Assembly, largely due to. opposition from the Unionist Party, which was 

composed mainly of large landowners who were naturally concerned about 
the effect of such a bill on the distribution of land holdings. 14 

In the central Legislative Assembly, the Moslem Personal Law (Shariat) 

Application Act was introduced by H. M. Abdullah in 1937. In the statement 

of objects and reasons, he argued that: 

"For several years passed it has been the cherished desire of the 
Muslims of British India that Customary Law should in no case 
take the place of Muslim Personal Law. The matter has been 
repeatedly agitated in the press as well as on the platform.... The 
JUH, the greatest Moslem religious body has supported the 
demand and invited the attention of all concerned to the urgent 
necessity of introducing a measure to this effect .... The status of 
Muslim women under the so-called Customary Law is simply 
disgraceful. All the Muslim Women Organisations have 
therefore condemned the Customary Law as it adversely affects 
their rights. They demand that the Muslim Personal Law 
(Shariat) should be made applicable to them. The introduction 
of Muslim Personal Law will automatically raise them to the 

position to which they are naturally entitled.... "15 

The wording of the bill followed that of the NVVFP Act, and Abdullah stated 
that the bill aimed at "securing uniformity of Law among Muslims 

throughout British India in all their social and personal relations. By doing 

so it also recognises and does justice to the claims of women for inheriting 

13The exact wording of the act was as follows: "In questions regarding succession, special 
property of females, betrothal, marriage, divorce, dower, guardianship, minority, bastardy, 
family relations, wills, legacies, gifts or any religious usage or institution including Wakf, the 
rule of decision shall be the Muslim Personal Law (Shariat) in cases where the parties are 
Muslims - except insofar as such law has been altered or abolished by legislative enactments or 
is opposed to the NWFP Law and Justice regulation, 1901. " See NWFP Shariat Application 
Act, OIOC: L/P&J/7/667,6. 
14A summary of Punjabi opinion was given by the Deputy Commissioner of Gujranwala in 
response to a questionnaire submitted to collect opinion on the 1937 national Act. He noted that 
on matters of marriage and divorce people would support the use of the Sharia but that on 
questions of succession they would resent the enforcement of Muslim Personal Law, adding that 
The educated Musalmans, living in cities, are mostly in favour of the restoration of the 

Shariat. It is only the big landed proprietors, whether living in rural or urban areas, who are 
wedded to custom.. In some of the ladies conferences, recently held in the Punjab, this demand 
has been strongly voiced by women. " Paper I#11: Opinions on the Muslim Personal Law 
(Shariat) Application Act, OIOC: L/P&J/7/943,173. 
15Muslim Personal Law (Shariat) Application Act of 1937, OIOC" L/P&J/7/943; 76. 
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the family property who under the Customary Law are debarred from 

succeeding to the same. "16 However, in an important concession to 

upholders of the status quo, agricultural land was to be excluded from the bill; 

on account of the Government of India Act of 1935 which had introduced a 

greater extent of provincial autonomy, agricultural land now fell out of the 

purview of the Bill as it was a subject to be decided by the state legislatures. 

As agricultural land covered 99.5% of all property in India, this meant that in 

practice, any positive change from the Bill in terms of women's inheritance 

rights was minimal. 17 The bill had more effect as a statement of purpose; it 

provided an issue around which Muslims of different political affiliations' 

could unite and affirm their identity as Muslims, as well as the progressive 

nature of Islam. 

As with earlier debates, a striking theme of the discussion of the 
Shariat Act was the interlinking of gender issues with the idea of a common 
Muslim identity. Whereas in the debates dealing with the status of women 
the majority of Muslim legislators had argued that Muslim women should 

not fall under the purview of such general laws because Islam provided them 

with all necessary laws and safeguards, during this discussion assembly 

members agreed that Sharia law was not wholly followed in India, and that it 

should be adhered to as it would be beneficial for women as well as for the 

community which was perceived to be in moral and material decline. 

However, common to both sets of arguments were the themes of the need for 

a single and united Muslim community governed by its own personal law, as 
well as the progressive nature of Islam with regard to women's rights and 
status. Islam was thus seen as a boon for both women and the community. 
An important difference in these two debates, however, was that the views of 
women were in harmony with those of the male legislators who represented 
their interests; unlike the Sarda debate where the views of women were 
clearly in favour of the act and where certain legislators represented an 
unprogressive force, on the issue of the Sharia both women and men were 
convinced, as we have seen in Chapter III, that it would be beneficial for their 
interests. Indeed, several men argued that the Act should be passed because 

women themselves were in favour. Muhammad Yamin Khan noted that it 

was a 

16Legislative Assembly Debates (1937), Volume III, 2528. 
17Mukhopadhyay, "Construction of Gender Identity", 88. 
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"genuine desire of women who profess Islam as their religion 
that the Islamic law should be applicable to them.... it would 
have been different if the Muhammadan women were not 
wanting to have any change. But when we find that the 
Muhammadan women are wanting that the change must come 
because a certain custom is depriving them of their rights, this 
Legislature must rise to the occasion and must give protection 
with regard to people who have got no voice in this House but 
whose claim is genuine and is based not on any selfish motive 
but on the real law and on a right which has been given to them 
by the religion which they profess. "18 

Another legislator, Khan Bahadur Shaikh Fazl-i-Haq Piracha, made the point 
that women "whenever they got an opportunity have made emphatic 
demands of their lawful right of inheritance. "19 The feelings of women 
were thus tied to an "awakening" within the Muslim community; according 
to Abdul Qaiyum, 

"There is a desire in the community for an advance in all these 
directions. The feelings of the Muslim community have been 
expressed in public meetings throughout the length and breadth 
of this country. This feeling ... has spread to females also, and for 
the first time in India the Muslim women in India have given 
expression to their strong feelings against the dead hand of 
customary law which has reduced them into the position of 
chattels. Sir, these feelings have been expressed by various 
organisations of Muslim women throughout India.... by 
endorsing the principles of this Bill we would be doing justice to 
millions of Indian women who profess Muslim faith. "20 

Thus, the desire of upper-class Muslim women for better treatment as women 
under Muslim law was used by such spokesmen to make a statement about 
the superiority of Muslim law as opposed to customary law and became an 
important justification for why the Act should be passed. 

Jinnah's role in the debate over the Sharia was multi-faceted and 
brought together many strands of argument and opinion. Like his colleagues, 
he stressed the idea that Islamic law was beneficial for women and called 
customs which excluded female heirs "unjust" as they were "keeping down 
18LAD (1937), Volume 111,2530-32. He added that advanced women in the Punjab had been 
agitating for their rights. 
191bid., 2537-8. 
20 AD (1937), Volume V, 1427. 
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the economic position... of women which is the foundation of their 
development. "21 On the other hand, he lobbied to amend the bill in order to 

allow individuals to be governed either by the Sharia or by customary law 
depending on their choice, which after a debate was made applicable to the 

subjects of adoptions, wills and legacies. Apart from his largely secular 
approach to questions of religion, this move has been seen as an attempt to 

pacify the large landowners who were a major support group for the Muslim 

League which Jinnah was trying to revive. 22 His balancing act seems to 
indicate that for him political coalitions were more important than 
ideological questions, except when religion and personal law could be used to 
forge solidarity between different Muslim groups. 

Tied to arguments about women benefiting from the re-imposition of 
the superior Sharia law were the themes that the bill was necessary to ensure 
uniformity and thus unity among Muslims, and that the Muslims had a right 
to follow their own religious law. Maulana Zafar Ali Khan characterised the 
Sharia as a "domestic law" for Muslims and added that "unless we come 
under this law there is a great danger of the Moslems losing their solidarity 

and national unity. "23 In this way personal law was equated with Muslim 
identity and unity, and after its nominal reinstatement with the Shariat Act it 
has become difficult in the post-independence period to alter it without being 

considered 'un-Islamic. ' The 1930s debates under scrutiny here can thus be 

seen as crucial to the formation of such beliefs, and as such have significant 
ramifications for the relationship between Muslim women, law and 
community, which has remained troubled in the decades following 
independence. 

Two years later, a second bill concerning women and Muslim personal 
law was brought before the Legislative Assembly which specifically concerned 
the legality of a Muslim woman's right to divorce. Like the Shariat Act, the 
introduction of the bill had been preceded by agitation on the issue both from 
groups of ulema and women's organisations. Women's organisations had 
been protesting against Muslim women's inability to divorce from the 1910s, 
and AIWC member Mrs Hamid All had even drafted a sample marriage 
contract in which several means of divorce for the wife were to be listed. 
21 [bid., 1445,1832. 
22See Mahmood, Muslim Personal Law, 30, as well as Asghar Ali, "The Emergence of 
Feminism", 243. 
23LAD (1937), Volume V, 1823. 
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Minault notes that beginning in the 1930s, a number of younger women 

writers in the Urdu women's magazine Tahzib-un Niswan began to take 
issue with strictures of purdah, with polygamy, and with unilateral divorce, 

and were active in urging the reform of Muslim divorce laws. 24 However, 

the issue arose in other fora because it had been noticed by the ulema that a 

growing number of Muslim women were abjuring Islam in order to free 

themselves from unhappy marriages, as apostasy was a grounds for 

automatic divorce under Sharia law. In 1913 a Muslim husband had applied 
to a British court for restoration of conjugal rights, but the wife's family then 

claimed that his wife had renounced Islam and was thus no longer his wife. 
He approached Maulana Thanawi for a fatwa, who ruled that the marriage 

was annulled 25 Masud argues that this became an increasing trend in the 

1920s when missionaries encouraged women to convert in order to free 

themselves from unhappy marriages. 26 The ulema were naturally worried 

about Muslim women forsaking their community; in this way, issues of 

community, personal law and women's rights and options within marriage 
had become inextricably linked. In 1931, Thanawi reversed his earlier 
decision in a fatwa entitled "A successful legal device for the helpless wife, " 

in which he argued that apostasy did not annul the marriage contract and 

could not be used as a legal device. 27 However, he added that judicial 
divorce might be used by Indian Muslim women, said non-Muslim judges 

were not qualified to grant cases of divorce, and encouraged Muslims to seek 
the reform of current personal laws. In this regard he suggested the 

application of a different branch of Islamic law, the Maliki school, under 
which divorce instigated by the woman was possible. In order to justify this 
move to Indian Muslims, most of whom followed the Hanafi school of law, 
he and his committee corresponded with Maliki inuftis in Medina in order 
to ascertain their opinions 26 His fatwva triggered the movement for reform 
among the ulema, who drafted several sample bills in the late 1930s which 
advocated the use of Maliki law in rulings pertaining to divorce. 29 Legally, 
24Minault, Secluded Scholars, 122. 
25Masud, "Apostasy and Judicial Separation", 193. 
261bid., 195. In a lecture in 1924, Iqbal expressed concern about these conversions, and urged Muslim scholars to come up with independent opinions (itjihad) concerning this issue. 
27Ibid., 196. 
28Ibid., 202. He later composed a document entitled the 'Kabeen Nama' which gave a wife 
the right of delegated divorce. See Zakia A. Siddiqui and Anwar Jahan Zuberi, Muslim 
Women: Problems and Prospects (New Delhi: MD Publishers, 1993), 50. 
29Mahmood, Muslim Personal Law. 55. 
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this principle had been first recognised in Bhopal state, which under the 

guidance of a male ruler had passed an Act entitled Dabita Tahafhizi Huqugi 

Zau jain or "Law for the Protection of the Rights of Spouses" in 1931.30 

Enacted to alleviate the "difficulties [that] were experienced by Muslim 

women who wanted to free themselves from the heavy yoke of marriage, " it 

allowed the application of Maliki law and gave women several grounds for 

divorce. 31 The national bill was thus intended to follow in the spirit of local 

legislation and to put a stop to the practice of women leaving Islam in order 
to free themselves from marriage, and at the same time granted women the 

right to kh ula divorce, or a divorce at the woman's instigation, a right given 
to them by a certain branch of Muslim law but not commonly allowed in 

colonial India. Ironically, the Bill could be seen as a change or reform of 
Muslim personal law which is just what some Muslims had been protesting 

against in 1928-9. However, the key difference here seems to be that the Bill 

was instigated by the Muslim community itself rather than imposed from 

outside. In addition, one can see that perhaps numerical losses to the Muslim 

community through conversion posed even a larger threat to its 

cohesiveness than changes in personal law, and thus the passage of the Bill 

became imperative for the very factions who had opposed changes in the 
Sharia ten years earlier. 

While legislators and ulema seemed to be apparently concerned 
primarily with the effects of apostasy on the unity and strength of the Muslim 

community, women welcomed the Bill as it would give them the right to 
divorce under certain circumstances. National organisations such as the 
AIWC, as discussed in Chapter III, had long been advocating reform in the 
divorce laws for Muslim women. For example, as early as 1929, at a meeting 
organised by the Delhi Women's Educational Conference (the local AIWC 
branch), "Mahomedan ladies who [were] themselves in purdah-proposed and 
warmly supported resolutions at this Conference, demanding the abolition of 
the purdah and polygamy... [and] also urged the extension of the right of 
divorce to Moslem women, as in countries like Egypt and Arabia.... "32 
Opinions collected by the Government after the introduction of the divorce 
30, E A. Fyzee, "The Muslim Wife's Right of Dissolving her Marriage" in Bombay Law 
Reporter Journal (15 November 1936), 119. 
31LAD (1938), Volume V, 1123. Syed Ghulam Bhik Naraing, the deputy leader of the Muslim 
League, noted that soon after the Bhopal bill, a similar bill was introduced in the Hyderabad 
legislature. See Ibid., 1952. 
32Pioneer, 2 December 1929,11. 
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Bill in 1938 included statements of support from the Muslim Ladies 
Association of Karachi as well as the Muslim Women Welfare Association of 
Karachi. 33 In UP, a meeting of the Muslim Ladies Association of Meerut was 
held on 31st August 1938. It was "specially called to consider the Kazmi 
Bill ... 

[and]... the dissolution of Muslim Marriages from the wives [sic] point of 
view. The Meeting after full deliberation unanimously supported the Kazmi 
Bill and the proposed trial of such cases by Muslim judges only. "3M The 
Indian Social Reformer also reported a meeting held in the Zenana Park in 
Lucknow, convened under the auspices of the Anjuman-i-Iftihad 
Muslemeen, where it was decided to enact a resolution supporting Muslim 

women's right to khula divorce 35 These agitations by groups of women 
were noted by a member of the Assembly, Sir Muhammad Yamin Khan, who 
said "the demand from educated Muslim women is becoming more and 
more insistent that. their rights should be conceded to them according to 
Islamic law. "36 

The Bill was moved by Qazi Muhammad Ahmad Kazmi, the 

representative from Meerut (UP), and was intended to "consolidate the 

provisions of Muslim Law relating to suits by married Muslim women for 
dissolution of marriage and to remove doubts as to the effect of apostasy of a 
married Muslim woman on her marriage tie. "37 He argued that although 
Muslim law provided women with the right to seek a divorce, they were 
unable to in most cases due to the procedure and structure of the legal system, 
i. e. that the rules regarding divorce were unclear under Anglo- 
Muhammadan law, that the courts did not provide a qazi who was the only 
person authorised to grant a divorce under Muslim law, and that due to the 
purdah system, most women would not come forward in a court staffed 
33Goverment 

of India, Legislative Assembly Department, Paper No. VI, OIOC: L/P&J/7/1065, 
76. 
34Government of India Legislative Assembly Department, Paper No. X, OIOC: L/P&J/7/1065, 
117. 
351SR, 23 July 1938. The article mentioned that Princess Yusuf Jahan Begum of Rampur moved the resolution, with Lady Raza (wife of justice Raza Ali) seconding it; it was passed 
unanimously. At the same meeting, a Begum Shahanshah Husain moved another resolution 
supporting the opening of a shop for and managed by women, and Miss Said Bano, Mrs Mubarak 
Ali and Miss Razia delivered speeches emphasizing unity among the Muslim community and 
urging the use of swadeshi. Lady Wazir Hasan was not present but sent a message supporting 
the resolution. See also The Leader, 7 July 1938,6. 
36LAD (1939), Volume 1,630. 
37LAD (1938), Volume 1,318. See also Muslim Dissolution of Marriage Act 1939, OIOC: 
L/P&J/7/1839,4. 
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entirely by men. The bill was thus intended to improve the condition of 
Muslim women though the introduction of a different school of Islamic. 
jurisprudence called Maliki law which gave greater rights to women. It 

allowed a married Muslim woman to bring about a suit against her husband 
for the dissolution of her marriage on any of the following grounds: (A) 
husband is absconding and cannot be traced, husband suffering from insanity 

of a dangerous type or leprosy or leucoderma, huband neglects or refuses to 

maintain her, husband constantly and persistently maltreats her, that her 

chastity is in danger on account of long absence or incarceration of husband, 
(B) has exercised option of puberty and repudiated marriage, that marriage 
was void or invalid, that husband is impotent, husband has accused her of 
unchastity, any other reason which may be sufficient under Muslim law. 38 

Suits grouped under (A) were to be decided under Maliki law, suits under (B) 

according to Hanafi law. The conversion of a married Muslim woman to a 
faith other than Islam would not by itself operate to dissolve her marriage. 

Legislators who spoke on the bill followed several familiar themes: the 

reform of women's degraded position, the sanctity of Muslim personal law, 

and the importance of unity within the community. As before, the 
lamentable position of women was emphasized as the major reason for the 
necessity of such legislation. Abdul Qaiyum, from NWFP, called the bill "the 

outcome of the great awakening that has taken place in the Muhammadan 

community in India... the more enlightened section of the community believe 
that the time has come when a serious attempt should be made to restore all 
the rights which were granted by the Koran to Muslim women so as to put 
them on terms of absolute equality with men. "39 Syed Ghulam Bhik 
Naraing, the deputy leader of the Muslim League in the Assembly, noted that 

"For a very long time those, anxious to effect social reforms 
among the Muslims, have been noticing one lamentable feature 
of Muslim social life, that in many cases married Muslim 
women are not properly treated by their husbands: they are 
neglected: they are maltreated in many ways, they are kept 
practically in marital bondage without any attempt being made to fulfil the marital duties which devolve on the husband. The 
state of society at the present time is such that women for the 
most part find themselves helpless.... "40 

38M 
usIi: n Dissolution of Marriage Act 1939, OIOC: L/P&)/7/1839,4. 

39LAD (1939), Volume 1,621. 
`0LAD (1938), Volume V, 1123. 
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He added that reformers generally favoured the application of Maliki law 

which was more favourable to women than Hanafi law; the legislation was 
thus intended to improve the position of women within marriage. 

Although women's rights were given as the primary motivation 
behind the legislation, as with the Shariat Act the discussion also became a 
forum for the airing of views which stressed community identity and 
cohesiveness rather than a concern for women. The Act was seen as a 
restoration of Muslim personal law which was perceived to be essential for 

the definition of the Muslim community. In the words of Maulana Zafar Ali 
Khan, a representative from Punjab, "the Congress people think that in India 

there is only one nation.. . but the Mussulmans think there are two nations, 
the Mussulmans and the Hindus. We Mussulmans are out to create an 
environment in this country in which we shall live the life of a true 
Mussulman under the laws of the Koran, and if you do not acknowledge that 

right, then of course there will be a struggle. "41 In the Council of State debate 

on the bill, Muhammad Yakub, an eminent legislator, reiterated the sanctity 
of personal law, saying 

"the Muslims do not tolerate any intervention and interference 
by the Indian Legislature in matters affecting their religion. We 
have got a complete code of our own laws, which cannot be 
altered and interfered with by any non-Muslim agency. Our 
great misfortune is that in India our British rulers enacted laws, 
and laid down procedure for the administration of justice, 
without consulting those who were qualified to give opinions 
on these matters... therefore we are now obliged to go to the 
Indian Legislature to remove the misunderstandings...,, 42 

Pursuing another familiar theme, he also pointed to the great rights enjoyed 
by Muslim women, noting that "Islam is the first religion which recognised 
the status of women and gave them equal rights with the males. As a matter 
of fact, the rights and privileges which a Muslim woman enjoys according to 
Muslim law are not yet allowed to women of any other religion, even in the 
most civilised countries... [but]... in India a Muslim woman was placed on the 
same level as the other women of the country and was denied all the rights 
41LAD (1939), Volume 1,874. 
42Extract from the Council of State Debates, Vol. I#13 (1939), Government of India Legislative 
Assembly Department, PaperNo. X, OIOC: L/P&J/7/1065,1. 
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and privileges which Islam conferred on her. "43 

Although the connection between gender and community identity was 
present throughout the entire discussion, the debate along communal lines 
became particularly acrimonious over a specific issue: the effect of apostasy on 
the validity of the marriage. While Muslims were understandably worried 
about large-scale religious defections by women seeking a divorce, Hindu 

representatives argued that the proposed bill would trap Hindu women who 
had been forcibly abducted and married by Muslim men. 44 This line of 
argument cast Muslims in an aggressive stereotype while Hindus were 

portrayed as victims 45 As a result of their agitations, the bill was amended 
to only apply to those women born as Muslims. As with the 'Status of 
Women' debate to be discussed in the following section, this debate took place 
in an unstable political atmosphere where communal tensions were running 
high; gender issues thus became one of many sites in which communal 
identities were delineated and stereotypes propagated. 

7.2 'Islam has given them everything': arguments for the 

superiority of Muslim personal law 

We have already seen in a previous chapter how significant sections of 
Muslim opinion were able to generate opposition to the Sarda Act, a piece of 
legislation which was designed to improve the lives of Indian women by 

raising the age of marriage. However, opposition to the Act was by no means 
uniform, with women's groups coming out in complete support of the Act, 

and reformist politicians also speaking in favour of it. It seems reasonable to 
believe that it was this division of opinion within the community which 
made it possible for the opposition of some Muslims (as well as some 
conservative Hindus) to be virtually disregarded. However, ten years later, 
the political climate had drastically changed. In the debate under scrutiny in 
this chapter, which concerns a proposed resolution on examining the 'Status 
of Women under Existing Laws', Muslims presented a united front in 
condemning another unwanted interference in their personal law. In such 
an atmosphere of heightened communal tension, it was also impossible for 
431bid.. 
`4LAD (1938), Volume V, 1103. 
45See Mukhopadhyay, "Construction of Gender Identity", 74. See also an article entitled "Conversion and Marriage" in the ISR, 3 June 1939. 
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the majority (now posited in terms of 'Hindu' and 'Muslim' or 'Congress' and 
'opposition' rather than 'liberal' and 'conservative') to disregard this 
opposition, and Muslim women were ultimately exempted from the ambit of 
the proposed investigative committee. In a similar fashion, Muslim 

politicians also found fault with some of the proposed recommendations in 
the Report of the Women's Sub-Committee of the National Planning 
Committee (1945), arguing that they contravened the provisions of Muslim 

personal law. 

In 1939, a legislative debate concerning women was sparked by the 
introduction of a resolution by Jinaraja Hegde, who called for the 

appointment of a committee which would examine the position of all 
women under existing laws, with special reference to inheritance, 

maintenance after divorce, and marital rights 46 The debate over the issue 
has been overlooked by scholars, possibly because when compared to larger 

political issues of the time, it seems relatively insignificant. However, it is a 
prime example of the way in which politicians used issues of gender and 
women's rights to compare the Muslim and Hindu communities and to draw 

attention to the differences between them and by implication, the superiority 
of one over the other. As with the issue of child marriage, the proposal 
generated a wide 'variety of opinion from both Hindu and Muslim members. 
A notable difference, however, was that individual Muslims did not speak 
out in support of the Bill, but uniformly denied the fact that Muslim women 
were adversely affected by their personal law and in addition questioned the 
right of the government (by then a Congress-controlled government) to 
interfere in their religious customs. It seems then that by this point Muslim 
opinion had hardened in favour of asserting communal uniformity over the 
earlier desire of some members for social reform. To illustrate the way in 
which legislators tried to assert the superiority of their religious and social 
customs, it seems worthwhile to quote in its entirety an acrimonous exchange 
between Maulana Zafar All Khan, from Punjab, and several Hindu members, 
in which the Maulana began by saying that Hindu women were in bondage: 

MZA Khan: "All these hardships which are imposed on the 
Hindu women - something should be done to remove them. 
But, so far as the Muslim women are concerned, they are not 
within the ambit of these remarks, some 1300 years ago, a change 
came over the world... " 

Mr Aney: "She is shut out from the whole world! " 
46LAD (1939), Volume I, 983. 
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MZA Khan: "... You cannot ignore us. You cannot ignore the 
blessings that have been showered upon women by Islam. " 

Bhai Parma Nand: "Purdah is one! " 
MZA Khan: "She does not need reform. Islam is sufficient 

for her. We have got the law of Islam for us. But, here so far as 
the Hindu women are concerned, my sympathy goes to them; 
the Hindu woman is also my countrywoman. She is as much 
entitled to my sympathy as that of my Hindu friends. My heart 
weeps... " 

An Honourable Member: "The Hindu women are better 
looked after than Muslim women. " 

MZA Khan: "Please don't champion the cause of Christian 
women and Muslim women. Champion the cause of Hindu 
women only. [Interruption] So far as Islam is concerned, my case 
is that Islam has given to women all those rights to which she is 
entitled by nature. She can inherit property, she can enter into a 
contract as a free agent, she can divorce her husband if the 
husband divorces her. She is as much entitled to take her seat 
on a throne as a man. She, in fact, has nothing what a man has 
not.... The only difference between a man and a woman is that 
man being a greater vessel and woman being a weaker vessel, he 
is given two shares and the woman one.... So, you see our 
Shariat, our personal law, our Muslim law, so far as the rights of 
women are concerned, leaves nothing to be desired. But I admit 
that in certain parts of the country the benefits that accrued to 
women from Islam, the rights that should come to her according 
to Islam, are being denied by certain cruel people.... Lately, 
however, that law has been abrogated, and cancelled.... so far as 
the position of Muslim women is concerned, Islam had given 
them everything; they do not require anything.... The position of 
women in Hinduism requires reform, but so far as Islam is 
concerned, it is a perfect law and does not require any alteration 
or addition or subtraction. "47 

One can see a number of familiar themes in this exchange: the view on the 
part of Hindus that purdah was a Muslim institution, as well as the Muslim 
view that their religion had been corrupted by indigenous customs but was 
basically superior as far as women were concerned. Several other Muslim 
members, among them Sir Muhammad Zafrulla Khan and Dr Ziauddin 
Ahmad, agreed with Zafar Ali Khan's arguments; both argued in addition 
that a committee with a probable majority of non-Muslims should not be 
47LAD (1939), Volume I, 993-4. This view seems to have been commonly held by Muslims; a letter in Dawn in 1942 from a Muslim woman in Bengal sympathised with the women of other communities who were fighting for their rights but said that the lot of Muslim women is "much better and easier" as their rights had been codified centuries ago. " See Daum, 15 February 
1942,5&8. 
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allowed to interfere with Muslim personal law 4s Sir Abdul Halim 
Ghuznavi added that although the Government was dominated by Congress, 

they should not play with the Muslims or interfere with the Sharia. 49 Zafar 
Ali Khan even went so far as to call Muslims a nation with distinct traditions 

and civilisation of their own which could not merge "into the great body 

which calls itself the Hindu nation. "50 By this time religion was firmly 

enmeshed in politics; the main dividing lines were clearly between Hindu 

and Muslim, in contrast to the decade earlier, when divisions on social 
reform issues were also due to liberal/ conservative splits. 

Another change was the attitude of the Government towards protests 
from minority groups; by 1939 the Congress dominated the Legislature, and in 

a touchy political atmosphere was wary of provoking outright hostility from 

members of the Muslim League who were considerably more united than 
they had been in 1929. The 1939 resolution was eventually amended so that 
Muslims were exempted from the ambit of the Committee, in line with 
Congress policy which according to Mr Asaf All was not to force unwanted 
legislation on minorities. Another shift in attitude can be seen in the 

position of women. Women's groups were upset with the overtly communal 
tenor of the debate; in Begum Hamid Ali's speech to AI VC Allahabad 
Annual Conference in 1940, she deplored the treatment of women's issues in 
the Legislative Assembly as seen in the recent debate on the status of women, 
and said that men were too sectarian. 51 However, women were by this point 
also somewhat divided along communal lines and were unable to present 
themselves as a unified pressure group as they had in 1929. Thus, the 1939 
debate over the resolution can be seen as a more heated, definitive and 
effective example of concerted Muslim pressure to remain exempt from 
national legislative proposals, which they argued were an infringement of 
their legal and religious rights. 

Similar connections between women's rights and a superior minority 
status were also present in Muslim reaction to the report of the National 
Planning Committee (NPC) on Woman's Role in Planned Economy. The 
48LAD (1939), Volume IV, 3678-9; see also 3683-5. 
49Ib1d., 3689-90. 
50lbid 

, 3693. 
51Pioneer, 28 January 1940,5. Begum Shah Nawaz and. her daughter Mumtaz were also 
present at the Conference. 
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NPC had been formed in 1938 under Jawaharlal Nehru in order to draw up 
plans for India's future development. Although the focus of the NPC was 

economic in nature, one of the Sub-Committees was formed specifically to 

consider the social, economic and legal status of Indian women and to make 

proposals for improving their status. 52 Formed in June 1939 under Rani 

Rajwade as Chairwoman, the Sub-Committee was initially composed of 14 

women, most of whom were active participants in the women's movement 

and in politics. The only Muslim representatives were Begum Shah Nawaz 

and Begum Hamid Ali. The Sub-Committee apparently made attempts to 

widen its scope by co-opting around 20 more members, but none of the other 
Muslim women who were asked responded to their summons, leaving these 

two women in a complete minority 53 The Sub-Committee also circulated 

questionnaires in order to gather opinions from women around the country. 
In Lucknow, around 100 women met in order to discuss the questionnaire; 
the Muslim women present included Begum Wazir Hasan, Hajrah Begum, 

Begum Wasim, Begum Habibullah, Begum Abdul Hasan, Mrs Sheikh, Mrs 

All Zaheer, Begum Aizaz Rasul, and Rashida Jahan 54 However, despite 

cooperation with the NPC at the local level, it seems that there was a fair 

amount of tension between Hindu and Muslim women within the Sub- 

Committee itself. The Sub-Committtee had been unable to attract more 
Muslim women to join it and so Muslim representation was small to begin 

with. The difficulties of working as a Muslim woman on the Sub-Committee 

were described by Mrs Hamid Ali in a letter to Jawaharlal Nehru. She felt 

that the initial selection of Muslim women had been "unfortunate" and that 
due to the fact that the other Muslim representatives were not able to attend 
or were not cooperating, she was basically the sole Muslim woman on the 
Sub-Committee. 55 She felt that this had been a tactical error on the part of 
the Congress-sponsored NPC, saying 

"Believe me I quite realise the importance of having Muslim 
52For an analysis of some aspects of the NPC, see Maitrayee Chaudhuri, "Citizens, workers 
and emblems of culture: An analysis of the First Plan document on women" in Contributions to 
Indian Sociology (n. s. ) 29,1&2 (1995). 
53National Planning Committee Series, Woman's Role in Planned Economy (Report of the Sub- 
Committee). Edited by K. T. Shah (Bombay, Vora & Co., 1947), 26. In September 1939 they 
asked a Begum LA Rehuran, who did not respond to the invitation, and in December 1939 they 
asked a further three members, including one more Muslim woman, a Khadija Yakub Hassan, 
who also did not respond to the invitation to work as a member. 54Pioneer, 18 September 1939,3. 
55Letter from Airs Hamid Ali to Jawaharlal Nehru (1 /4/1940), Nehru Papers (Volume 31), 
26-35. 
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women on this Committee if it is to be called "National. " Had 
there been a "National Planning" Committee inaugurated by - 
say the Muslim League and had I been in the women's section I 
would have insisted on due representation being given to 
Hindu women and Hindu point of view (law and customs) - 
otherwise I would have resigned from it. "56 

In addition, she had basic differences with the Report itself. The draft showed 
an ignorance of Islamic law and she wanted a proper authority on Islamic law 

to be consulted. Her letter shows the extent to which women had become 
divided along communal lines by this period; as one of the staunchest 
supporters of the AIWC and anti-communal by nature, even Begum Hamid 
Ali vas . 

having problems working with women whom she had worked easily 
with earlier in the decade. 

The final report of the Sub-Committee, which was not considered by 
the NPC until 1945, provided another opportunity for Muslim dissent along 
the lines that the recommendations made by the NPC were an infringement 

of Muslim rights. The greatest amount of discussion, unsurprisingly, 
occurred over the proposal that India adopt a common civil code,. which 
would apply a common set of laws to all individuals regardless of religious 
community. The Sub-Committee had recommended that such a code be 
initially optional, and the NPC's recommendation read as follows: 

"A uniform civil code shall be enacted applicable to all citizens 
of India.. . during the transition period, it should apply to those 
who choose to accept it. Those who are unable to subscribe to 
this code, may continue to be governed by their personal law. 
Where, however, anything in the personal law affects the 
woman's position adversely, immediate attempts should be 
made to remedy this. "57 

Clearly, this brought up the theme that changes in 'adverse' laws could and 
would be contemplated by the majority, a proposal which considerably 
worried those Muslim members worried about infringements in their 
personal law. Shuaib Qureshi expressed his disagreement with the proposal, 
while GM Sayed was of the opinion that Civil Code should be made 
compulsory for all; while some members agreed with him, the majority said 
that in the existing circumstances it should be optional. The representatives 
561bid.. 

57117oman's Role in Planned Economy, 229. 
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of the Sub-Committee stated that their members, including Begum Hamid 
Ali and Begum Shah Nawvaz, were in favour of an optional civil code, and 
Mrs Zarina Currimbhoy and Mrs Ismail expressed their agreement with this 

view. 

Muslim opposition was also raised concerning the resolutions on 
marriage, divorce and inheritance. A proposal to legislate against polygamy 
was also opposed by Shuaib Qureshi, who said that although he was in favour 

of encouraging monogamy, the state should not legislate on the matter, but 

that the wife should be granted the right of divorce in the event of her 

husband's second marriage. 58 Meanwhile, a resolution that divorce should 
be available to either party was amended by Muslim members Shuaib 
Qureshi, Syed Mahmud and Nazir Ahmad, who added that the resolution 
should not interfere with the provisions of Islamic law relating to divorce 

and child custody. Similar objections were raised to a proposal that the state 
should have the right to assure women of equal treatment in matters of 
inheritance 59 Therefore, in these discussions, one can see a clear tendency 
for the Muslim members of the NPC to protest against any proposals which 
would affect the legal rights of Muslim women on the grounds that they 

should not impinge upon the tenets of Muslim personal law, which any 
general legislation would almost certainly do. 

This chapter has shown that the relationship between Muslim women 
and law changed crucially in the 1930s, when the preservation of laws 

concerning women became an integral way of maintaining community 
identity and traditions, and the right of Muslim community leaders to 
determine the necessity and extent of any potential reforms concerning their 
laws became more firmly ensconced. This development can be seen as crucial 
when viewed in the light of most literature on the formation of community 
identity and Partition which concentrates on either provincial or national 
politics and which overlooks the other ways in which ideas of Muslim 
community were being constructed. My evidence points to the fact that issues 
concerning gender and law were long-term themes which had been 
developing since the late nineteenth century. In the decades preceding 
Partition, the focus on the beneficial nature of Islamic law for 'the Muslim 
woman' created a discourse around which diverse groups could unite, and 
581bid., 229-31. 
59[bid, 231. 
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thus gave substance to ideas of an all-India Muslim identity based on the 
concept of a shared religion and culture. As ideas concerning Muslim 
'purity' were an important part of the rhetoric of the Pakistan movement, 
their genesis and development in late colonial India helps to explain their 

popularity after 1940, when Jinnah formulated his demand for Pakistan. 
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CHAPTER VIII 

WOMEN AND THE MUSLIM LEAGUE 

Another avenue of exploring women's communalised political 
identity lies in analysing their relationship with the Muslim League. As the 

primary political organisation which represented Muslims at an all-India 
level, particularly after 1937, the League was a natural outlet for the political 
aspirations and energies of a large number of women. The League's revival 
as a major force on the Indian political scene coincided with women's 
entrance into the provincial legislatures. It was only after 1937 also that the 
League began to take a serious interest in garnering support among Muslim 

women. After 1940, in the wake of the Pakistan resolution, a large number of 
Muslim women became involved in League activities. Although women 
had a separate sub-committee within the League's structure, which was a new 
organisation run by and for Muslim women, I believe that their activities in 
the sub-committee can be seen as primarily political, as the sub-committee 
rarely addressed issues concerning women's rights and status and focused 

almost exclusively on reiterating the League's goals and ideology and 
promoting the idea of women's agency in the struggle for Pakistan. 

I shall explore the relationship between the League and women 
through two avenues. First, I examine the League's attitudes towards women 
and gender issues, as expressed in their annual Conference meetings, in 
Jinnah's speeches, and in Dawn, the League's paper. I shall also compare 
these to relevant statements and resolutions of other Muslim organisations 
and prominent leaders. Although women themselves did not play an active 
part in League activities until the 1930s, their image was invoked as part of 
larger debates surrounding community identity. Particularly relevant are the 
two themes of purdah and Muslim personal law which have been 
highlighted throughout the dissertation. Secondly, I intend to look at 
women's participation in the Muslim League, focusing on the establishment 
of the women's sub-committee and their activities at the local level in UP, 
especially before the 1946 elections. Their attitudes towards the League, 
Jinnah, and the idea of Pakistan will also be discussed, as well as several 
incidents which highlighted the contradictions between their loyalties to the 
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women's movement and to the League. The women's sub-committee grew 
in size and stature from 1938 until it became the premier organisation which 
lay claim to represent the interests of Muslim women, although as seen in 

previous chapters, it did not have a complete monopoly on the loyalties of 
elite ? vIuslim women, some of whom remained with the Congress or who 
became involved with socialist groups. 

8.1 Gender issues in Muslim League discourse 

Although women did not take part in League activities until the late 
1930s, they had been active in both social reform efforts as well as political 
activism in the form of the Khilafat movement in the early 1920s. Their 

activities were highlighted by male members of the League; several 
prominent Muslim women were hailed as examples for the community to 
follow, and mention of them was also used to comment on social issues such 
as female education and purdah. Individual women were praised both for 
their efforts to improve the position of their fellow women as well as for 
their early forays into the world of politics and community leadership. 

As we have seen, one of the primary ways in which Muslims sought to 

rejuvenate their community was through the encouragement of female 

education. Early sessions of the League mentioned the necessity of education 
as part of larger schemes of social uplift, and women were included in their 

concern. At the 1912 session held in Calcutta, the Chairman of the League 
Reception Committee mentioned that thanks were due to the Begum of 
Bhopal for "her earnest and sustained efforts to advance the cause of female 

education, and for the general uplift of the residents of the zenana. "1 At the 
Lahore session in 1924 the League resolved that female education should be 

promoted, 2 and in 1936 Sir Currimbhoy Ebrahim remarked as part of his 
welcoming address that "the conditions of modern life have made education 
of women no less important than the education of men, if a society is to 
achieve all-round success. "3 In giving attention to the issue of female 
education the League was continuing with an established discourse where 
female education was seen as the primary avenue towards the rejuvenation 
1Syed Sharifuddin Pirzada, ed., Foundations of Pakistan: All-India Muslim League 
Documents 1906-1947 (Karachi: National Publishing House, 1969-70), Vol.!, 222-3. 2Zaidi, Evolution of Muslim Political Thought Volume 11,276. 
3Pirzada, Foundations of Pakistan. Volume 11,237. 
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of the Muslim community. 

Interestingly, there was little mention in League sessions of Muslim 
law, although as we have seen this was a major concern of both women and 
the ulema, for different reasons. The League annual meeting in 1933 

resolved that Sharia law should be applied to all Indian Muslims, but there 

was no concerted campaign to replace customary law with the Sharia, and no 
extended attention given to the possible uses of Sharia in order to improve 

the status or unity of the Muslim community .4 In contrast, as has been 
discussed, the JUH was the driving force behind efforts to pass legislation 

enforcing the Sharia during the 1930s. In light of the JUH's fervent efforts to 

use Muslim personal law as an issue around which to unite Muslims, it is 

surprising that the League did not make more of the issue. Perhaps this was 
because the radical change in inheritance laws envisaged by supporters of the 
Shariat Application Acts would not have found favour with the large 
landowners of Punjab and the UP, as it would lead to a division of their 
holdings to a wider number of heirs, and it was their support which was 
crucial to League success. As we have seen, evidence from the legislative 
debates surrounding the Shariat Act shows that Jinnah was instrumental in 

getting agricultural land exempted from the act, probably to keep the support 
of these groups. As a purely political body, the League was more concerned 
with political support than ideologically correct positions regarding Islamic 
law, and did not see law as a possible way to unify their constituents. 
However, when League supporters did employ arguments concerning Islamic 

purity after the Pakistan resolution, the groundwork for such ideas had 
already been laid by the JUH. 

On the issue of women's entry into the political sphere, which entailed 
the granting of greater political rights for women as well as plans to ensure 
their representation in legislative bodies through reservations, the Muslim 
League as well as other Muslim organisations were generally supportive. 
When speaking of Bi Amman they approvingly noted the way in which she 
had combined "piety and deep religious fervour" with "a capacity for political 
work" and added that along with Mrs Hasrat Mohani, her example had 
relaxed the rigour of the purdah system prevailing in northern India. ' In 
June 1932, the League Working Committee passed a resolution in support of 
41bid., 209. 
5Zaidi, Evolution of Muslim Political Thou ht Volume 11,281. 
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women's rights which stated that all political and social obstacles in the way 
of female suffrage should be removed and that women should be considered 
equal to men and be given adequate representation. 6 The following year, 
when the League was in fact split due to internal dissensions, both sessions 
passed resolutions in favour of granting greater political rights to women, an 
issue which has been discussed in Chapter V. The Aziz Group, which met in 
Calcutta, resolved that 

"We have also reason to note with satisfaction the progress 
foreshadowed in the discussions in London on the 
representation of women in the Legislatures. This is an 
unmistakable sign of the progress of India, and we Muslims, 
with our traditional interest in the emancipation of women, 
extend our unqualified support to the measures which are being 
adopted in order to secure adequate representation for women in 
the new Legislatures and other public bodies., ,7 

Other Muslim organisations showed similar support for women's suffrage; at 
an All-Parties Conference at Allahabad in 1928, the nationalist leader 
Shenvani dismissed the idea that Muslims rejected the idea of greater suffrage 
for women because they were worried about Muslim women not coming out 
of purdah to vote, and said that there was a history of women in Islam ruling 
countries as well as leading armies into battle. 8 Several years later, in 

another illusion to the wider Muslim world, Dr Ansari spoke in favour of 
universal adult franchise at the UP Nationalist Muslim Conference, saying 
that "if Muslim women could vote with ease and conform in Egypt keeping 
their veil on in special booths managed by women, so could Indian 

women. "9 Jalal has argued that this support for women's franchise was a 
political manoeuver rather than a sign of concern for women's rights as 
such. 10 However, while the League did hope that women would be an 
addition to their votebank, these resolutions can also be seen as precursors of 
other statements which encouraged women to play a greater role in politics. 
For example, Syed Wazir Hasan, in his presidential address to the League at 
6Mirza, Muslim Women's Role, 36. 
7Zaidi, Evolution of Muslim Political Thought, Volume IV, 146. Their rival group, which 
met in Delhi, also supported the idea of an extended franchise for women, although they did 
qualify this by saying that women should be allowed to vote "only on their own personal 
qualification, and not on the qualification of their husbands or other relations. " ]bid., 187. 
8The Leader, 6 December 1928,15. 
9Zaidi, Evolution of Muslim Political Thought. Volume IV, 497. 
1 OAyesha Jalal, "The Convenience of Subservience", 83. 
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the 1936 session, said 

"I want to make special reference to our women here. Their 
great and heroic qualities compel me to make a special appeal to 
them to take a greater share than they have done so far in the 
national movement. Muslim women in other parts of the 
world have obtained their emancipation and are participating in 
the public life of their respective countries. There is no reason 
Why Indian Muslim women, together with women of other 
communities, should not do the same. " 11 

One can see here the Gandhian argument that women's 'special' qualities 
gave them a potentially important and unique role in the nationalist 
movement, as well as the familiar reference to the larger Islamic world. 
However, Wazir Hasan's plea for Muslim women to join public life was 
unusual as early as 1936; a more common approach was enunciated by 
Hussain Malik during his speech at the A1ML session held in Delhi in 1943. 
After noting that "no nation who keeps half of its population in the 
background can ever hope to achieve a fair status in the world order, " he 

argued that Muslims should give their women "education and training on 
bases of Islamic culture and philosophy to enable them to share our political 
ideals and aspirations and bring up our future generation.... "12 This 

emphasis on women's domestic roles was a more usual approach until the 
final phases of the Pakistan movement. 

As the virtual leader of the Muslim League after 1937, Jinnah himself 
played an important role both in encouraging women's political participation 
and in developing a rhetoric of the role that women should play in Muslim 
politics in the decade prior to independence. He explicitly encouraged their 
active participation in politics, and legitimised this participation by drawing 
on a historical tradition whereby Indian Muslim women were seen to be 
continuing the activities of women such as the Prophet's wives who had 
played important roles in the public sphere. The development of this 
rhetoric took place primarily after 1937, when Jinnah was trying to encourage 
mass participation in League activities by both men and women, and gathered 
momentum particularly after the Pakistan resolution in 1940. 

In 1937, as part of a broader strategy of mass appeal, Jinnah addressed a 
11Zaidi, Evolution of Muslim Political Thou ht Volume IV, 230. 
12Damn, 25 April 1943,4-5. 
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gathering of women at the Jinnah Islamia College for girls in Lahore, and 
explained "their duties for the preservation of the Islamic ideology and 
nationhood of Islam. "13 As will be discussed below, the Muslim League 
formed a women's sub-committee in 1938, and at a special session of the 
League held in Calcutta in the same year Jinnah noted that "we have made 
efforts to take our women with us in our struggle and in many places that I 

visited they took enormous interest and- participated in various functions and 

gatherings. "14 Jinnah's crucial role in encouraging women to participate in 

politics was noted by one woman who was introduced to him in 1938, who 
said that "at the suggestion of my husband I put off wearing the burqa for the 
first time in my life before meeting the Quaid-i-Azam; " at the session, she 
became a member of the women's sub-committee and an ardent League 

supporter. 15 We can also see here a continuation of the idea that discarding 

purdah in order to become involved in politics was a symbol of one's 
commitment to Islam. Referring to the formation of the sub-committee at 
the Lahore session of 1940, Jinnah said that "It is of great importance to us, 
because I believe that it is absolutely essential for us to give every opportunity 
to our women to participate in our struggle of life and death. Women can do 

a great deal within their homes even under purdah. "16 It is interesting to 

note that even at this stage, Jinnah vas assigning a primarily domestic role to 

women; however, this imagery was to change within the next few years. 17 

In a speech addressed to male students at Aligarh Muslim University in 1944 
he said: 

"no nation can rise to the height of glory unless your women are 
side by side with you. We are victims of evil customs. It is a 
crime against humanity that our women are shut up within the 
four walls of the houses as prisoners. I do not mean that we 
should imitate the evils of Western life. But let us try to raise 

13Salma Tasadduque Husain in Quaid-i-Azam and Muslim Women (Karachi: National Book 
Foundation, 1976), 22. The Islamia Girls College was founded in 1939 by the Anjuman-i- 
Himayat-i-Islam, a social reform organisation in Lahore. Further details are available in 
Minault, Secluded Scholars. 181-2. 
14Pirzada, Foundations of Pakistan. Volume II, 290. 
15Khurshid Ara Begum Nawab Siddiq Ali Khan, "Women and Independence" in Quaid-i- 
Azam and Muslim Women (Karachi: National Book Foundation, 1976), 55. 
16Zaidi, Evolution of Muslim Political Thought. Volume V, 199. 
17At a speech at the Jinnah Islamia College for girls in Lahore in 1942 he said "I am glad to 
see that not only Muslim men but Muslim women and children have also understood the 
Pakistan scheme. No nation can make any progress without the cooperation of its women. If 
Muslim women support their men as they did in the days of the Prophet, we would soon realise 
our goal. " Parveen Shaukat Ali, "Muslim Women's Liberation Movement" in Quaid-i-Azam 
and Muslim Women (Karachi: National Book Foundation, 1976), 67. 
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the status of our women according to our own Islamic ideas and 
standards. There is no sanction anywhere for the deplorable 
conditions in which our women have to live. You should take 
your women along with you as comrades in every sphere of life, 
avoiding the corrupt practices of Western society. You cannot 
expect a woman who is herself ignorant to bring up your 
children properly. The woman has the power to bring up your 
children on right lines; Let us not throw away this asset. "18 

Here both the domestic roles of women - as childrearers - as well as their role 
in other spheres of life was alluded to. Other themes in the speech which 
bear a striking resemblance to earlier Muslim reformist depictions of women 
are the emphasis on custom as the cause of women's degraded position, the 
image of the ideal woman as reformed yet not western, and the idea of 
returning to the `purity' of Islam. At a League Legislators Convention held in 
Delhi in 1946, Jinnah spoke of his happiness that Muslim women were also 
undergoing a "revolutionary change" and added that "no nation achieves 
anything unless its women go side by side with men, even to the 
battlefield. "19 His ideal seems to have been a modest woman who could 
both play a key role in the upbringing of a next generation of politically aware 
and educated Muslims as well as take part in public affairs. 

Jinnah's ideas about the importance of women in Muslim politics were 
reiterated by Muslim women who joined the Muslim League, who were 
perhaps eager to justify their participation in League activities. An early 
example was that of Begum Mohamed Ali, who was nominated a member of 
the League Working Committee in recognition of her husband's activities. In 
a previous address to the All-India Muslim Conference in 1931, she had 

"made a stirring appeal to Moslem ladies to come forward to 
help their men in the work for Islam. Those who wanted to 
keep their veils on might do so and those who wanted to come 

18"Introduction" in Quaid-i-Azam and Muslim Women (Karachi: National Book Foundation, 
1976), v-vi. For a complete text of the speech, see Daunt, 12 March, 1944,5. 
19Zaidi, Evolution of Muslim Political Thought. Volume 6,191; see also Begum G. A. Khan, 
"Emancipation of Women" in Quaid-i-Azam and Muslim Women (Karachi: National Book 
Foundation, 1976), 45-6. According to one woman who took part in the Pakistan movement, Jinnah believed that purdah and illiteracy were the two main causes of women's victimisation, 
and he was a staunch advocate of women's emancipation but "within the moral and religious limits. He never favoured unrestrained independence of women. " Khurshid Ara Begum Nativab 
Siddiq Ali Khan, "Women and Independence" in Quaid-i-Azam and Muslim Women 54. She 
added that he "believed in purdah as is expected in Islam, and not just putting a veil over the 
face. " 
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out of purdah were welcome to follow their resolve. But, 
whatever they chose to do, it must be remembered that progress 
without Muslim women was an impossibility. She also 
appealed for the introduction of compulsory education among 
Mussalman women. "20 

At the 1940 League session she participated in the Working Committee 

session, and noted that she was glad that "Muslim women had been given an 
opportunity to work in the political field, " adding that "we may be lesser in 

number but we are greater in strength and our spirits remain undeterred and 
Muslim women of India will fight shoulder to shoulder with their men for 

the achievement of the goal which has been laid down by this resolution. "21 
Around the same time, Begum Habibullah, who had travelled to Peshawar to 

address the NWFP branch of the women's sub-committee, made a speech in 

which "she exhorted Muslim women to organise and pointed out that the 
time had come when women could no longer sit at home ignorant of the 

outside world. Theirs was the onus of bringing up the future generations and 
they must therefore become alive to the great social and political forces 

working around them. "22 She added that Congress was indifferent to the 

needs of Muslims, and said that Muslims should have one aim and make a 
united effort to achieve it, although she did not specify what that aim should 
be. 

The rhetoric of women taking part alongside their menfolk in the 
Muslim struggle became more common after the Pakistan resolution of 1940. 
At the League session held in 1942, a resolution was passed which asked 
provincial League branches to actively protect the life, honour and property of 
all Muslims 23 In another session, Begam Aizaz Rasul supported a pro- 
Pakistan, resolution and 

"stressed that Muslim women were alive to their share of 
responsibility, and were ready to make all sacrifices. They would 
resist any imposition of a constitution which went against the 

20The Leader, 18 April 1931,11. 
21Mirza, Muslim Women's Role, 47-8. 
22 The Leader, 11 May 1939,15. 
23Begam Aizaz Rasul, supporting the resolution, said that women could play a key role in 
emergency nursing and first aid, while Begum Mohamed Ali made a plea for more women's education so that they could effectively share the responsibilities of men in these critical times, and entreated women to join the League. Zaidi, Evolution of Muslim Political Thought. 
Volume V, 369. 
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interests of Muslims and would assist the men as Muslim 
women used to help men in times of crisis in the early days of 
Islamic history. "24 

At the Muslim Legislators Convention held in 1946, at which several female 

members of the provinical Assemblies took part, Begum Aizaz Rasul 
"referred to the part which women had played in the elections, and said that 

everywhere she had seen a great awakening among the women and girls who 
did not want to lag behind in the freedom struggle of their nation" and added 
that women were bringing up their children to be supporters of Pakistan. 25 

Begum Shah Nawaz said that "Muslim women were prepared for all 
sacrifices and were anxious to be put to the test" and they "would call upon 
their husbands and sons to take up arms for Pakistan ... 

[they] would play their 
full part side by side with them in the struggle for Pakistan. "26 These 

statements demonstrate that Muslim women supported the idea that they 

were an important part of the greater Muslim struggle for political rights and 
safeguards, both in terms of their domestic roles as well as their participation 
in the political sphere. However, while they were seen as "symbols of a 
special Muslim identity"27 by male leaders, they also became active 
participants in the Pakistan movement and managed to justify this 

participation in the sphere of politics by evoking Islamic imagery as well as 
pointing to their unique role in promoting the idea and reality of Pakistan. 
These views of elite women who were already politically active were echoed 
by women, who although not active themselves, also believed that women 
had a key role to play in the struggle for a Muslim nation. 28 

Debates over women's political involvement also necessarily entailed 
discussions of the purdah system. As we have seen, there were few references 
to purdah in the League sessions: the League did not make any statements 
which vehemently upheld purdah during its 41 years of pre-Partition 
existence, and from the late 1930s onwards supported the participation of 
women in public activism on behalf of the League, either in or out of purdah. 
It can be argued that this was a tactical move to increase its support base, but if 
241bid., Volume VI, 84. 
251bid., 184. 
26lbid., 187; see also Indian Annual Register (1946), Volume I, 198. 
27Ja1a1, The Convenience of Subservience", 83-4. 
28T'he pages of the Dawn, the League newspaper, contain debates on this theme, mostly in 
the form of letters to the editor by concerned Muslim women. See Dawn, 21 December 1941,8; 11 
January 1942,10; 1 February 1942,8 & 11; and 22 October 1944,2. 
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the sanctity of purdah during this period had been so essential to preserving a 
distinctive Muslim identity the League surely would not have remained 
silent on the issue. Its silence on the issue is perhaps indicative of the fact 
that the views of men on the topic of purdah were quite varied. Woodsmall 

noted that the attitude of men towards unveiling ranged from active 
opposition to indifference, and that while education for girls was accepted as 

necessary for advancement, unveiling was not 29 Of the two male 
supporters of purdah who wrote to Dawn in 1944, one called purdah "pious" 

while the other, a Sheikh Husain Tahir, argued that purdah was Islamic and 
that Islam enjoins separate society and purdah in mixed society. He 

commented: "Muslim women's liberation lies in our sustained efforts to 
improve their educational, social and organisational conditions and not in 

the unthoughtful, parrot-like cry for the bonfire of burqas" and added that 
Muslims should proceed along the Islamic principles of separate society and 
purdah to raise the status of women while remaining safe from the evils of 
the west 30 Both affirmed the connection between purdah and Islam and the 
latter also made the connection between purdah and morality. However, 

standing in contrast to these views are two letters to The Leader which deny 

a relationship between purdah and Islam. The first, by 'An Indian Muslim' 

who shows a sense of belonging to a wider Islamic community, called purdah 
"un-Islamic" and exhorted Indian Muslims to "follow the glorious example 
of the foremost of the Muslim nations, Turkey, which is today European in 

every sense of the word. In Turkey exists true Islam. "31 A more moderate 
view is advanced by the second author, who argued that the Quran 

recommends the idea of 'Hindu purdah', or the wearing of a veil, but not 
'Muslim purdah', which entails seclusion within the house. 32 His comment 
is at variance with the dominant discourse on purdah, which saw the 'Indian' 
form of purdah as particularly oppressive and the 'Islamic' form as enjoining 
modesty rather than seclusion. Continuing with the theme of the distinction 
between 'Hindu' and 'Muslim' forms of the custom and which constituted 
the correct form, Gail Minault cites an article by Shaikh Abdul Qadir, husband 
of the prominent female activist Lady Abdul Qadir, in which he noted the 
differences between Hindu and Muslim purdah, rejected the idea that Indian 
purdah was a product of Muslim rule, and argued that it was instead a 
291'Voodsmall, Moslem Women, 66. 
30Dawn, 27 April 1944,2 & 5. 
31The Leader, 20 November 1938,7. 
32The Leader, 24 November 1938,7. 
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mingling of the two forms of veiling which produced the particularly 

oppressive variant of purdah found in India at that time. 33 In a 
sophisticated analysis of the practice he anticipated more recent 
anthropological studies which have come to the same conclusion. As can be 

seen from these few examples, men's opinions were certainly not uniform 
and did not consistently support the idea of a religious insistence for 

continuing purdah. However, the theme of returning to 'Islamic' purdah 
practices was reiterated by Muslim women. In 1944, at a session of the still- 
active Punjab branch of the AIMLC held under Begum Feroz-ud-Din at which 
3000 women were present, a resolution was passed that "as a great admirer of 
the Islamic injunctions with regard to women's outdoor life ... this Conference 

urges all Muslim women to draw down their coverings and appear in public 

with modesty and dignity. "34 One can see from the above discussion that 

women's participation in the public sphere on behalf of Muslim interests was 
generally encouraged by the League and its supporters. Women's political 
activism which supported the Muslim 'national struggle', as we have already 
noted in the case of the Khilafat movement, was acceptable to Muslim men as 
it strengthened their cause. Now we shall turn to an examination of 
women's actual activities on behalf of the League during this period. 

8.2 Women's participation in the Muslim League 

Most elite women who became involved in politics in pre- 
independence India came from political families, and their male relatives 
often actively encouraged their entry into the political sphere. In the case of 
the Muslim League, there were shifting patterns of membership as its 
fortunes and agenda changed. Some families, such as those of Begum Shah 
Nawaz and Begum Ikramullah, had been a part of the League from its 
inception and continued to support it after the demand for Pakistan. Begum 
Aizaz Rasul's father was nominated as a Vice-President of the League in 1910, 
and her husband became Secretary of the UP Provincial League after 1937, but 
she became a staunch supporter of the League relatively late, around 1941, 
although she had previously participated in its activities 35 The Habibullah 
family likewise became involved with the League primarily after 1937, and 
33Shaikh Abdul Qadir, "Ghunghat" in Anis-i-Niswan 2,1 (July 1939), 12-18; cited in 
Minault, Secluded Scholars. 155-6. 
34Dauyn, 31 May 1944,3. 
35Pirzada, Foundations of Pakistan. Volume 1,120. 
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from then on were enthusiastic participants in its activities. Begum 
Habibullah headed the UP branch of the Women's sub-committee, and her 
husband headed the League's UP branch. They both ran for election in 1937 

under the League's banner. The primary example of a Lucknow family which 
explicitly broke with the League due to its separatist politics was that of Syed 
Wazir Hasan, who had been an early member and served as League Secretary 
for a number of years but left the League in 1937. While membership in the 
League until the late 1930s did not preclude participation in other political 
organisations, more definite boundaries began to be drawn after 1937 and 
were solidified after 1940 with the Pakistan resolution which explicitly 
declared the League's agenda. Muslims were forced to choose between the 
League and other organisations such as the Congress, and while the Pakistan 

resolution helped to mobilise support from a significant sector of the Muslim 

population, it also alienated families such as that of Sayyid WWWazir Hasan who 
did not agree with the principle of separatism. 

Although there is mention of selected women attending League 

sessions throughout the 1920s with the male members of their families, 

women's active participation in the League started only in the 1930s. As has 
been discussed in Chapter III, Muslim women had been mobilised during the 
Khilafat movement of 1919-22, but had not really entered the realm of high 

politics. The fact that women were increasingly interested in becoming 
involved in the political sphere by this period can be seen from an incident 

which took place at the UP Muslim All-Parties Conference in 1928; when 
some men objected to a resolution which asked Muslims to support the idea 
of Indian independence, a number of women who were seated in a 'purdah 
gallery' sent a statement to the President saying that if men did not have the 
courage to stand for independence, women would come out of purdah and do 
so. 36 The dominance of political issues such as communal reservations, 
even within the seemingly apolitical space of women's organisations such as 
the AIWC, meant that Muslim women had little choice but to become 
increasingly politicised from the 1930s onward. As a number of them had 
run on the League ticket during the 1937 provincial elections, it was natural 
that they would become involved in the party's internal structure, 
deliberations, and activities. 
36Zaidi, Evolution of Muslim Political Thought Volume III, 649. Although it would be 
interesting to find out which women these were, the only name mentioned is that of Mrs Hasrat 
Mohani, the wife of a Khilafat leader who was herself active in politics. See also The 
Leader, 8 November 1928,5. 
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In the League, Jinnah set an example for other women by always asking 
his sister to sit on the main platform with him rather than in an enclosed 
area, and encouraged other women to do so as well. By 1943, although 
provisions were made for women in purdah, there were "quite a large 

number of [ladies] sitting on the open dias. "37 In 1931, Begum Shah Nawaz 

. was appointed to membership in the League's Executive Council as their first 

woman member, and was proposed as a Vice-President in 1933.38 However, 

she remained the only high-standing female for some years. 39 After 1937, 

women's participation in the League increased dramatically. 4 At the 
Lucknow session Begum Mohammad Ali "appealed to Muslim women to 

come to the forefront, and to join the League and fight for the cause of the 

community" and Begum Habibullah argued that Muslim women had 

advanced and could fight alongside men 41 As can be seen, women from UP 
took a lead in female participation in League affairs, much as the men in their 
families had done. 

A major impetus was given to women's involvement with the League 
in the following year, when a women's sub-committee was established at the 
Patna Session of. 1938. Begum Shah Nawaz had proposed the addition of 
more women to the League in the previous session, and told the Council that 

she had already set up a Muslim Women's League in the Punjab 42 It was 
37Pirzada, Foundations of Pakistan. Volume II, 471. Jinnah's encouragement to women by using 
his sister as an example was cited by several Muslim women as an important factor influencing 
their entry into public politics. In the words of one, Jinnah "took women like us out of the 
seclusion of their homes and brought them to the forefront. " See the articles in Quaid-i-Azam 
and Muslim Women. especially Salma Tasadduque Husain, 23. 
38Zaidi, Evolution of Muslim Political Thought, Volume IV, 90; see also Pirzada, Foundations 
of Pakistan. Volume 11,228. 
39lndian Annual Register 1931 (Volume 1: Ian-Tune 1931). 290. Begum Mohamed Ali was 
nominated to the League Working Committee in 1939 after death of Shaukat All, in recognition 
of the activities of All brothers as well as herself, and because Jinnah wanted someone else to 
represent the views of women. 
40Zaidi, Evolution of Muslim Political Thought, Volume V, 45. At the 25th session, held in 
Lucknow, attendees included Begum Shah Nawaz, Fatima Jinnah, Dr and Begum Rahman, 
Shaikh and Begum Habibullah, Mr and Begum Wasim, Begum Aizaz Rasul, and Mr and Mrs 
Hasan Mufti Enayetullah. 
411bid., 49,56. Speaking in reference to a resolution on events in Palestine, Begum Mohamed 
Ali added somewhat unrealistically that if Britain did not free the Palestinian Arabs that 
Indian Muslim women should form a volunteer corps and go fight there for the freedom of 
Palestine. See the Pioneer, 17 October 1937,3. 
42Awomen's branch of the League had been set up in Punjab in 1935 but had thus far confined 
itself to social and educational questions. Lady Fazl-i-Hussain served as President, and the 
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decided that two women from each province should be included in a central 
committee of women who would then be responsible for organising women 
at the local level. Jinnah had wanted women to be a part of the League and 
not in a separate organisation, but as the Begum pointed out, "there was 
purdah and segregation of sexes amongst the Muslims, therefore women's 
committees were required to organise [women] all over the country. "43 
Women thus had a separate branch within the League structure, and the 
Begum noted that with this impetus "women started working actively all 
over the country ... 

[the] work of the Muslim League grew overnight and the 

women began to give expression to the idea of Muslim nationhood in their 
homes. "44 The justification for the resolution was as follows: 

"Whereas it is necessary to afford adequate opportunities to 
women for their development and growth in order to participate 
in the struggle for social, economic and political emancipation of 
the Muslim nation in India, this session of the All-India Muslim 
League resolves that an All-India Muslim Women's 
Subcommittee be formed of the following members with powers 
to co-opt, with the following object in view: a) to organise 
provinical and district women's subcommittees under the 
provincial and district Muslim League b) to enlist a larger 
number of women to the membership of the Muslim League c) 
to carry on intensive propaganda amongst Muslim women 
throughout India, in order to create in them a sense of the 
greatest political consciousness d) to advise and guide them in 
all such matters as mainly rest on them for the uplift of Muslim 

society. "45 

A number of women were nominated as members of the sub-committee; 

group had around 200 members. See Mirza, Muslim Women's Role, 43. Exactly how the women's 
Subcommittee came into being is unclear; the Pioneer reported that at a meeting of Muslim 
women held as part of the League's Lucknow session in 1937 under Begum Muhammad Ali it was 
decided to open a women's branch of the Muslim League. Several Muslim Women from Lucknow 
including Begum Aizaz Rasul, Begum Habibullah and Begum Wasim played a prominent part 
in the meeting. See Pioneer, 19 October 1937,6 & 16. 
43Shah Nawaz, Father and Daughter, 165. Begum Muhammad All was also appointed to the 
Central Working Committee at this time. Purdah was thus used as the reason for women's 
separate organisatons within the League structure. However, an article in The Tribune 
condemned the idea of a separate organisation for women, saying that it was "retrograde" by 
setting "a seal of approval on a custom that can have no place in modern life. " The article 
continued that it hoped that "the ladies section will be able to exercise a restraining influence 
on men who at present are thinking in terms of communalism. " See The Leader, 28 October 
1937,16. 
44Shah Nawaz, "The Quaid as I Knew Him", 10. 
45Zaidi, Evolution of Muslim Political Thought, Volume V, 107-9; see also Pirzada, 
Foundations of Pakistan. 318-9. 
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included were Begum Habibullah, Begum Aizaz Rasul, Begum Wasim, 
Begum Mohamed Ali, Begum Nawab Ismail Khan, and Miss Rahilla 
Khatoon from UP 4b It is interesting that once again women's development 

and growth was explicitly tied to their support for the League cause. Speaking 
in support of the resolution, Begum Habibullah 

"pointed out the need for -women to advance side by side with 
men. Women, especially Muslim women, were particularly 
backward in every sphere of life; and this proved an obstacle to 
the economic and social progress of the community. It was 
necessary that Muslim women should not only confine their 
activities to the hearth and home, but should come out of their 
seclusion, acquaint themselves with the problems and events of 
the modern world, and marshall their energies to protect 
Muslim rights and interests. Islam granted greater privileges to 
women than other religions, and Muslim women should take 
full advantage of these. "47 

We can see that she reiterated the important theme that Islam was superior to 
other religions in terms of its treatment of women. However, the resolution 
did not pass without debate. When a Maulvi Mohammad Farooq referred to 
the purdah system, which he said should not prevent Muslims from 

advancing to progress "loud protests resounded from the conservative 
sections defending purdah, which, they said, was sacred to Islam. "48 Jinnah 

was forced to step in and mollify the opponents by saying that the resolution 
"only stated that women should be given an opportunity to organise 
themselves under the League in order to support it, " and the resolution was 
eventually passed by an overwhelming majority. Nevertheless, the 
controversy shows that women's increased entrance into the public sphere 
still had to be justified in terms of religion or politics in order to be acceptable 
to all sections of Muslim society. Salma Tasadduque Hussain, who became an 
ardent League supporter during the 1940s, said that the formation of the sub- 
committee was instrumental in the "awakening" of Muslim women; in 
response to Jinnah's "clarion call to all the daughters of Islam to join his 
crusade, " Muslim women responded with "unprecendented enthusiasm and 
46Zaidi, Evolution of Muslim Political Thought. Volume V, 107-9; the largest group of women 
was from UP, who were allotted six members out of a total of 32. The provincial branch of the 
sub-committee in UP was formed under the Presidentship of Begum Habibullah. See 
Tasadduque Husain, "Saviour of Muslim Women", 28. A complete list of members of the sub- 
committee can be found in Appendix IV. 
47Pirzada, Foundations of Pakistan. 318-19. See also The Leader, 30 December 1938,11-12. 
48Pirzada, Foundations of Pakistan. 318-19. See also the Pioneer, 29 December 1938,16. 
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vigour. "49 

After 1938 women used to meet every year at League sessions, and 
Jinnah presided over the women's section as well as the general one. In 1939, 

the women asked for 15% representation for women in all League 

committees, and passed. resolutions "urging Muslim women to participate in 

the struggle for freedom and real democracy and to make all necessary 
sacrifices for the protection of the political and cultural rights of Muslims, 

their language and traditions, and requesting Muslim political thinkers to 

place a definite ideal before the Muslims, so that the younger generation 

might grow up in the true Islamic traditions of sacrifice and love of 
freedom. "50 Provincial sub-committees were to be set up, with the object of 
"enlisting a large number of women to membership of the Muslim League, to 

carry on intensive propaganda amongst Muslim women throughout India in 

order to create in them a sense of greater political consciousness and to advise 
and guide them in matters relating to the uplift of Muslim society. " 

Within three years Muslim women's sub-committees had been 

organised in almost every province 51 At the Lahore session of 1940 a large 

number of women took part, and "young female volunteers lined up the 

path from the entrance to... the dais, and sang League songs and poems. "52 
At the same session, a new women's committee was appointed, with the 
following objectives: to organise district and provincial women's Leagues, to 
enlist a larger number of women in League membership, to carry out 
intensive propaganda among Muslim women in order to create in them a 
sense of "greater political consciousness, " and to "advise and guide them in 

all such matters as mainly rest on them for the uplift of Muslim society. "53 
At the 1942 session held in Allahabad, Begum Muhammad Ali presided over 
a women's meeting organised by the League at which thousands of women 
from nearby districts as well as a large number of delegates from all over the 
49Tasadduque Husain, "Saviour of Muslim Women", 21-2. Salma Tasadduque Husain (b. 1908) 
joined the League in 1937, and served as Secretary of the Punjab women's branch from 1940-58. 
See Ibid., 33. 
50The following information is taken from Bevan )ones, Woman in Islam 69. 
51At the suggestion of Begum Aizaz Rasul, a new list of members of the sub-committee was 
substituted at the 1941 session; those from UP included Begum Habibullah, Begum Aizaz Rasul, 
Begum Muhammad Ali, Begum Wasim, Miss Rahilah Khatoon, and Begum Akhtar 
Muhammad Khan. See Mirza, Muslim Women's Role. 55. 
52Shaukat Ali, "Muslim Women's Liberation Movement", 66. 
33Zaidi, Evolution of Muslim Political Thought. Volume 5,199. 
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country were present. She exhorted Muslim women to take part in social and 
political activities, adding that "the attainment of Pakistan is the duty of every 
Muslim woman and man in this land. "54 Begum Ikramullah noted that 

more women became involved in 1943, due a special meeting at the Karachi 

session which was presided over by Lady Haroon and attended by over 5000 

women. The women passed resolutions similar to those of the main session, 
various branches submitted their reports, and speeches were made by Begum 

Aizaz Rasul and Begum Bashir Ahmad. 55 The central women's sub- 

committee was also reorganised and the scope of its activities expanded. 56 

The Conference drew up plans for the advancement of Muslim women 
educationally, economically and politically, and recommended the formation 

of Muslim women's National Guards in all provinces. 57 In the following 

year, in a meeting of the sub-committee held in Lahore, the , omen discussed 

women's roles in the district, provincial and all-India levels of the League's 

structure, and passed a resolution demanding reservations for women on 
these bodies 5s As can be seen, the women's sub-committee provided 
Muslim women with a forum for political activism and organisation at the 

national level; while it can be compared to earlier organisations for Muslim 

women such as the AIMLC in that it brought women from different regions 
together, the reason for their unity was purely political. 

The formation of the women's section of the UP Muslim League also 
occurred at the Lucknow session of 1937. Begum Habibullah, who had "been 
taking a keen interest in the advancement of Muslim ladies and their 
culture, " convened a meeting of Muslim ladies and it was unanimously 
decided to form a branch. At the meeting, which was headed by Begum 
54Dawn, 12 April 1942,10-11. Likewise in 1943, mention was made of a large number of 
Muslim ladies present, both inside and outside the purdah enclosure. Begum Ikramullah noted 
that although women "sat outside purdah on the dais, " there was no objection from men who 
she says were among the more conservative in the Muslim community. See Begum lkramullah, 
"Women and Politics" in Quaid-i-Azam and Muslim Women (Karachi: National Book 
Foundation, 1976), 37; and Zaidi, Evolution of Muslim Political Thought Volume 6,33. 
55lkramullah, From Purdah to Parliament. 111. 
56Parveen Shaukat Ali, "Muslim Women's Liberation Movement", 67. For a more detailed 
account of the workings of the Women's Subcommittee, see Mirza, Muslim Women's Role. 
57Dawn, 27 December 1943,1 & 5. A committee was appointed to tour the provinces, 
propagate the League's programme and to "arouse consciousness among the Muslim women"; it 
included Lady Haroon, Begum Aizaz Rasul and Begum Isa. 
58Dawn, 6 August 1944,8. Among the members present were Fatima Jinnah, Begum Wasim, 
Begum Aziz (Punjab), Begum Habibullah, Begum Aizaz Rasul (Secretary), and Mrs Hakim 
(Bengal). 
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Mohamed Ali, women supported the resolutions which had been passed by 

the general session, passed a resolution condemning the partition of 
Palestine, and thanked Begum Habibullah for her devotion to the Muslim 

cause as well as that of Muslim , omen in particular. 59 The meeting 

established Lucknow as the provincial centre for women's activities on behalf 
of the League, which was logical as many politically active and prominent 
female Leaguers were based there. In 1939 another meeting was held at the 

residence of Begum Habibullah which was attended by women from around 
UP. 60 It was resolved to organise district branches all over UP and selected 

women were elected organisers with the power to coopt other women; later 

in the meeting, officers were elected by the provincial committee and 
included Begum Habibullah (President), Begum Aizaz Rasul (Vice-President), 

Begum Khaliquzzaman (Secretary), and Begum Hafeez and Begum Kaniz 

Fatima Haya (joint-Secretaries) 61 

The general activities of the provincial branches, apart from annual 
meetings where resolutions were passed which reiterated the League's 

policies, consisted of campaigning on behalf of the League and increasing its 

support base among women. In 1939, Begum Habibullah led female League 

members in observing a 'deliverance day' at which they prayed for an end to 
Congress rule 62 Attempts were also made to extend the League's presence 
into the hinterland of UP. Begum Aizaz Rasul, a founding member of the UP 
branch, 

59The Leader, 21 October 1937,12. See also the pioneer, 19 October 1937,6,16. Office bearers 
were elected, and included the Rani of Nanpara as President, Begum Wasim as Vice-President, 
Zahida Khalique as Secretary, Begum Abdul Hafis, Maimuna Khatoon and Begum Ishaqe 
Mohammad as joint Secretaries, and Begum Mubashir Husain Kidwai as Treasurer. See The 
Leader, 23 October 1937,12. 
6&The following were reported to have been present: Begum Mohamed Ali, Begum Nawab 
Ismail Khan, Begum Allauddin Khan (Meerut), Begum Riz Fatima (Delhi), Begum 
Mustansurullah (Allahabad), Begum Khaliquzzaman(Lucknow), Begum Aizaz Rasul and 
Begum Shahid Husain. See The Leader, 19 September 1939,5. 
61At a later meeting convened in conjunction with a Lucknow Pakistan Conference which was 
held in late 1941, the women's committee met at the residence of Begum Aizaz Rasul. They 
reiterated their faith in Jinnah, and declared that "the struggle for the emancipation of 
Muslim women in India was bound up with the struggle of the Muslim nation for the 
achievement of Pakistan. " The committee also appointed several women to tour India and 
drum up support for the League. Dawn, 7 December 1941,10. 
62Pioneer, 24 December 1939,3. A year earlier, she had presided over a meeting of Muslim 
womenin Lucknow who were observing an'Urdu Day' at which several women gave speeches 
arguing that Urdu was a common language for Indians. Although the meeting was not 
explicitly sponsored by the League, it can be seen as an attempt to unite Muslim women on issues 
concerning a distinct Muslim identity. Pioneer, 21 December 1938,3. The women present at the 
meeting included Begum Wasim, Begum Shahid Husain, Begum Mubashir Husain Kidwai, 
Begum Haider Husain, Begum Khurshid Husain, Begum Inayatullah Butt, and Begum Hafiz. 
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"valued the opportunity that entry into the League gave me to 
work amongst Muslim women who were so very backward 
educationally and socially. So I undertook extensive tours in 
UP, Bihar, and other places to address gatherings of Muslim 
women and to exhort them to send their girls to school.. . and to 
organise themselves politically and economically. "63 

She remembers that initially most Muslim women refused to come out of the 
house but that gradually they took more interest in public meetings, and says 
that she "saw a sense of awakening among them. "64 Early in 1940, a local 
branch of the women's section of the League was formed in Sitapur, a district 
just north of Lucknow which was part of Begum Aizaz Rasul's Legislative 
Council constituency. At a meeting at which Begum Habibullah presided, 
she, Begum Aizaz Rasul and Mrs Hafeez were welcomed by the Muslim 
National Guard, Khaksar Corps and other Muslim organisations led by the 

office bearers of the district Muslim League 65 Mrs Mujitaba Husain, the 
President of the reception committee, then read an address in which she 
reiterated the confidence of Muslim women in Mr Jinnah and expressed their 

readiness to make any sacrifice demanded of them. 66 In the following 

month, Begum Habibullah travelled to Allahabad to address a meeting of 
Muslim women presided over by a Mrs Nizakat Fatima. The Begum 

appealed to women to organise themselves for their uplift socially, 
educationally and politically. According to a report from the city's League 

office, she also criticised the Wardha and Vidhya Mandir educational 
schemes and referred to the alleged atrocities of the Congress governments, of 
which Muslim women could not be aware because of their being backward 

educationally. 67 At the end of the year, the provincial women's League 

conference was held in Allahabad, at which Begum Muhammad Ali presided 
and at which another resolution supporting the idea of Pakistan was 
passed. 68 Support for the women's branch expanded throughout UP as local 
63Begum Aizaz Rasul, "Memoirs 
Manuscript), 67. 
64Begum Aizaz Rasul, Interview. 
65Pio»eer, 9 January 1940,4. 
66The Leader, 13 January 1940,13. 
6777he Leader, 2 February 1940,16. 

of a Lady Politician in India 1910-1992" (Unpublished 

A resolution was passed which expressed confidence in Mr 
Jirmah's leadership and a committee of women was formed to organise work among Muslim 
women. Pioneer, 3 February 1940,7. 
68Attending the meeting were Begum Habibullah, Begum Wasim, Begum Khaliquzzaman, 
Begum Aizaz Rasul, Begum Muhammad Husain, Lady Shaafat Ahmad Khan, and Miss Qamar 
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branches continued to be established throughout the war years. In 1944, Miss 
Qamar Jehan presided over a largely attended meeting of the women's 
Muslim League in Aligarh, at which the women requested the Aligarh city 
and district League branches to give adequate representation to Muslim 
women in various League Councils. 69 A similar meeting held in Moradabad 

reaffirmed women's faith in Jinnah, and declared the League to be the only 
representative organisation of Muslims. 70 These meetings were held 

primarily to reaffirm the League's political programme, but they do display 

some concern with improving women's position. At a meeting of the 
provincial women's sub-committee held in late 1945, President Begum Aizaz 
Rasul explained the programme of constructive work which was planned to 
be done amongst women. 71 A resolution was passed appealing to women to 
work for the League in the upcoming provincial elections, and the Begum 

argued that Muslim women could play an important part in their national 
struggle. She said that the two main issues were to prove to the world that 
the League was the main representative body of Muslims and that Pakistan 

was their goal 72 

The increase in activity by women's sub-committees both at local and 
provincial levels in the early 1940s was not isolated to UP, but occurred 
throughout India, especially in the north. I have chosen examples from 
Punjab and Bihar to illustrate the similarities between women's activities in 
UP and those in other parts of India. In 1944, at a meeting of the Punjab 
Women's League which was chaired by Lady Haroon, resolutions were passed 
which dealt with the necessity of imparting religious education as a 
compulsory subject to Muslim girl students, a protest against the Punjab 
Jahan. See the Pioneer, 29 December 1940,13. Solidarity with and concern for Muslim in other 
parts of India was displayed as well; in 1943, UP Muslim women helped to collect funds to aid 
the victims of the Bengal famine. See Dawn, 7 November 1943,4. 
69Dawn, 7 March 1944,5. 
70Dawn, 29 September 1945,4. They also requested government aid to promote education for 
Muslim girls. 
71Dawn, 18 September 1945,4. This included the enrollment of new League members, the 
formation of local National Guards, the opening of industrial homes for women, the opening of 
mohalla (neighbourhood) schools for girls and adult schools for the propagation of League 
ideals. 
72Present at the meeting were Begum Shahid Husain (Moradabad), Begum Shareef (Meerut), 
Begum Sheesh Khan (Aligarh), Begum Shaukat Ali Khan (Bulandshahr), Fazila Begum 
(Agra), Anis Fatima Begum (Hardoi), Begum Wasim, Begum Khaliquzzaman, Begum Mubashir 
Husain, Begum Irfanullah, Begum Faridi, Begum Ale Raza, Begum Rashid Ali and Mrs Butt. 
See also Dawn, 23 September 1945,9. 
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government in depriving women of their just and legal share in the 

proposed Lahore Corporation (the women added however that if women 
were to be nominated to it, Muslim League women should be given their due 

share of seats), an exhortation to Muslim members of the Punjab Legislative 
Assembly to pass the 'wirasat bill' to establish the supremacy of the Sharia, a 
call on Muslim women to remain aloof from the AIWC and Punjab 
Women's Conference "until they revise their attitude towards the Muslim 

women whose rights have so far been trampled under the guise of 
nationalism", and a request to Muslim women to help with the Bengal 
famine relief campaign 73 As can be seen, the resolutions dealt with the 
long-standing aim of increasing women's political and legal rights, but a note 
of Muslim separatism and solidarity was injected into the proceedings as well. 
In Bihar, around 2000 Muslim women assembled at a provincial League 

meeting in 1944 and were addressed by Begum Aizaz Rasul. She argued that 
it was essential for Muslims to have their homelands in the Muslim majority 
provinces, and explained that the purpose of the women's branches was to 

spread education among Muslim women, create an awakening in them, and 

eradicate the social evils that had crept into Muslim society 74 Later in the 

year, in what was described as perhaps the first time that such women had 
"stepped into the arena of active political work, " members of the Zenana 
Muslim League actively campaigned for the League, going from door to door 

explaining the objectives of the League and enrolling members. They were 
led by Begum Anisul Haque, who reported that Muslim women joined the 
League with a "religious fervour" and that "this awakening-heralds the birth 

of a nation, active and agile, ready to shoulder the responsibilities that lie 

ahead. "75 As we shall see, this increased activity on the part of women and 
their focus on political themes and increasing support for the League was to 
prove important in the elections held in 1945. 

The growing trend among Muslim women of placing allegiance to the 
League and participation in the Pakistan movement ahead of involvement 

with the women's movement can be seen from two examples. The first arose 
over the case of Begum Shah Nawaz, who along with two male members of 
the League had been nominated by the Viceroy to the National Defence 
Council in 1941. All three were ordered to resign by Jinnah and the League 
73Daum, 21 February 1944,6. Lady Haroon also exhorted Muslim women not to lag behind 
women of other communities. 
74Daum, 14 April 1944,6. 
75Daum, 15 October 1944,3. 
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Working Committee as their co-option into government service was deemed 

to be incompatible with their political activities 76 Jalal has argued that this 

manoeuver was a test of whether Jinnah could dictate to other League 

members, particularly provincial leaders who threatened his absolute 

authority over the League 77 However, Begum Shah Nawaz refused to 

resign, saying that she had been nominated-as a representative of Indian 

women and as she was the only female member of the Council, she should 

stay to protect the interests of women. In a statement to the press, she 

explained that she had been asked to represent both women and the Punjab, 

and had not joined as a representative of the League. Nevertheless, she 

continued, "the President of the All-India Muslim League has to come 
forward to ask the only woman placed on the National Defence Council to 

resign, but has not done anything to induce the Muslims to give the Muslim 

women their rights granted to them under the Muslim law of Shariat" and 

added that Muslim women needed to take advantage of every opportunity 

offered to them by the British government to promote their rights and 
interests. 78 She clearly felt that given the situation of Indian women, 

women leaders should take every opportunity to participate in activities 

which could lead to an improvement in women's position, even if it meant 

compromising with their political affiliations. However, she was expelled 
from the League for three years, and the women's sub-committee voted in 

favour of the punitory action. 79 In a meeting held in Lucknow, they also 

passed a resolution "condemning the statement of Begum Shah 
Nawvaz... claiming to be the representative of the women in India" and held 

that the Begum was not the representative of Muslim women and did not 
enjoy their confidence 80 They added that she had "been guilty of a gross 
breach of indiscipline... her accusations against the League President regarding 
the rights of Muslim women under Shariat law are unjustified and wholly 
irrelevant to the issues involved. "81 On this issue, Muslim women stood 
76Zaidi, Evolution of Muslim Political Thought, Volume V, 318-19. 
77Ja1a1, The Sole Spokesman. 67-8. The other Leaguers affected were Sikander Hayat and 
Fazlul Huq. 
7SPiotneer, 11 September 1941,4. 
79Mirza, Muslim Women's Role. 56-7. However, she rejoined the League several years later 
after apologising for her stand. 
80Dawn, 7 December 1941,10. 
81Pioneer, 1 December 1941,2. Attendees at the meeting included Begum Aizaz Rasul, Begum 
Muhammad Ali, Begum Isa, Begum Akthar Muhammad Khan, Begum Habiubullah, and 
Begum Wasim. 
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firmly behind their leader and did not even admit that Begum Shah Nawaz 
had raised a pertinent point regarding the League's attitudes towards 

women's rights; for some women, politics had replaced social reform 
activities almost altogether, although the Begum was still displaying the 

mixed loyalties that we have seen earlier in the dissertation. 

The issue of whether or not Muslim League women should also be 

allowed to remain as members of other social or political organisations was 

raised as well. At the Allahabad session in 1942, a Begum Hafeez-ud-din of 
Surat moved a resolution that the AIML women's sub-committee expressed a 

want of confidence in the AIWC, which was unanimously passed. At this 

time, many members of the AIWC declared their resignation from the 

organisation, which was deemed to be too overtly political. 82 A year later, at 
the Karachi session, a meeting of the women's sub-committee attended by 

approximately 5000 women passed a resolution which called upon all 
Muslim women to join the League and to cease all other connections with 
other women's organisations such as the AIWC or with communist 

organisations, "the aims and objects of which were against the policy and 

programme of the League. "83 Propaganda against the AIWC was sustained 
by comments made in the . League newspaper, Dawn, such as the reference 
made by its regular female columnist that the AB'VC was a "handmaid of the 

Congress. "84 Pressure against the participation of Muslim women in the 

organisation continued and became more direct; at a mass meeting held in 
Delhi in 1944, a Miss Hamida Arif said that the AIWC was 

"purely a Hindu body, which safeguarded the interests of Hindu 
women alone... the few Muslim women in that conference were 
not the real representatives of the Muslim women, nor had they 
any effective voice in the deliberations of that Conference. The 
best example is that the AIWC held its last meeting on such an 
important day as the Id-uz-Zuha. "85 

A resolution at the same gathering noted that "We regret... that the Standing 
Committee of the AIWC, a Hindu organisation, should still dream of 
evolving a common formula for national unity. " By 1945 the participation of 
82Dawn, 12 April 1942,10-11. The changing nature of the relationship between Muslim 
women and the AIIVC has been discussed in the previous chapter. 
83Mirza, Muslim Women's Role. 67-8. At the same meeting, Begum Aizaz Rasul was elected as 
Secretary of the Subcommittee. See also Darmr, 27 December 1943,1. 
84Dawn, 22 April 1944,2&5. 
8'Dauwn, 2 December 1944,1. 
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Muslim women in League activities was considered by some ardent Leaguers 

to be an essential duty. At a meeting of the Punjab women's League in 
Lyallpur, a delegation consisting of Begum Bashir Ahmad, Begum 
Tasadduque Hussain and Fatima Begum exhorted women to join the League, 

and Fatima Begum said that it would be considered as non-cooperation if they 
did not join their "national" organisation. 86 As we can see, the discourse 

against the AIWC had developed into overt warnings not to take part in its 

activities. On the issue of representation, the women's sub-committee had 
firmly positioned itself as the sole representative of all Muslim women, 
much as the League was arguing that it was the sole representative of all 
Muslims. 

8.3 The 1946 elections 

Although women had participated in the 1937 elections, the 1945 

campaigns and 1946 elections proved to be the first major occasion for 

sustained political activism by Muslim women, particularly those who 
supported the Muslim League. In 1945 Jinnah had made a special appeal to 
Muslim women to give support to the League in the elections, and many of 
them responded 87 Begum Ikramullah, while mentioning the large amount 
of work done by women and students for the elections, noted that it was the 
first time that Muslim women had taken part en masse in political activity. 88 

Women such as Mumtaz Shah Nawaz campaigned among women on behalf 

of the League throughout the Punjab and inspired other women to do the 

same 89 In the Punjab, women played an especially active role, led by Begum 
Bashir Ahmad, who headed the provincial women's sub-committee, as well 
as Fatima Begum, another politically active woman 90 However, women 
86Daum, 21 February 1945,5. 
87Parveen Shaukat Ali, "Muslim Women's Liberation Movement", 68. Mirza notes that by 
1945 the League had become powerful in Punjab, and several prominent women who had not been 
in the League joined, including Begum Iftikar-ud-Din (Congress and head of the AIWC 
provincial branch) and Begum Shah Nawaz (who had been expelled for insubordination). See 
Mina, Muslim Women's Role, 74. 
88Ikramullah, From Purdah to Parliament, 122. 
89Mumtaz 

was the daughter of Begum Shah Nawaz. Although initially a girl with socialist 
leanings who corresponded with Nehru and was a staunch supporter of the Congress, she had 
become disillusioned with the idea of Indian nationalism around 1942 and joined the League. 
She had initially worked among Muslim women of old Delhi converting them to the League 
cause. See Begum Shah Nawaz, "The Quaid as I knew Him", 12. 
90Shah Nawaz, Father and Daughter. 195-6. Begun Bashir Ahmad was the sister of Begum 
Shah Nawaz. 
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were also active in other regions of India, particularly Delhi and UP, where 
there was already a well-established network of elite women who were 
capable of campaigning on behalf of the League. 

While the UP branch had been active throughout the early 1940s, the 

elections provided an excuse for increased campaigning, meetings, and the 

establishment of more sub-branches at the local level. The elections were 
seen as a crucial test of the League's popularity and its claim to represent the 
Muslim community (after its disastrous electoral results in 1937), and thus 

were regarded as extremely important by Muslim leaders. In addition, female 

campaigners viewed the elections as a further way in which women could 
prove their loyalty to the League cause and their effectiveness in contributing 
to their community's struggle for Pakistan. This section will examine the 
increased activity by women during this period as well as the rhetoric 
employed by women to enlist more supporters to the League cause. 

Election campaigning began in late 1945, when alongside the 
traditional speeches at women's conferences expressing support for Jinnah 

and the goal of Pakistan, speakers also made reference to the upcoming 
elections and their importance for the League. At a meeting of Muslim 

women in Lucknow in August 1945, Begum Aizaz Rasul reiterated these 

points and urged women to organise themselves in preparation for the 

elections; a month later, when speaking to a gathering of women in Dehra 
Dun, Begum Habibullah appealed for funds and emphasized the importance 

of the elections as a way to show the Congress that the Muslims were united 
behind the League 91 Women used the existing networks of district and local 

women's Leagues to hold meetings, and many new branches were founded 
during this period. As the campaigning was primarily political in nature, 
female activists would have probably focused most of their efforts on 
potential voters, which due to the limited franchise meant that they would 
have been targeting fairly elite women, although all women would probably 
have been encouraged to attend mass meetings. 
91See Dawn, 19 August 1945,3; and Dawn, 15 September 1945,4. Similar meetings were held 
in Meerut, Moradabad, Lucknow, and Amroha throughout October and November, in which 
provincial and well as local women leaders addressed the same themes. See Dawn, 13 October 
1945,4; 18 October 1945,4; 24 October 1945,4; 25 October 1945,4; and 18 November 1945,7. At 
the Lucknow meeting, Begum Aizaz Rasul made an appeal to Muslim women to stand solidly 
behind the League and not to raise any issue of representation of Shias or Ansars as it would 
weaken the cause of Muslims. She observed that the League's enemies were trying to create 
rifts in Muslim ranks but hoped that Muslim women would see through their game and support 
the League and Pakistan. See Dawn, 25 October 1945,4. 
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As one of the primary female figures at the national level in League 

affairs, Begum Aizaz Rasul played a major part in the campaigning, issuing a 
statement in which she said that "Muslim women can and should play a very 

prominent part in this struggle and we should see that we do not lag 

behind. "92 She also undertook a hectic election tour of UP, where she 

observed the great enthusiasm of the Muslims of the eastern districts for the 
League, stating "The women who are generally orthodox and backward in 

these districts-have risen to the occasion and felt their responsibilities for the 

League cause. "93 The following month, she was in western UP, addressing 

women in Agra, Moradabad and Bareilly on the part which women could 

play in building the future and on the the importance of Pakistan which she 

argued was the only solution to communal differences 94 In Barabanki, she 
exhorted women to stand by the League as it was the only representative of 
their interests as Muslims9' While she and Begum Habibullah were the 

most active women from UP at the national and provincial levels, local 

women leaders also held meetings, campaigned, and more rarely, travelled 

outside of their localities on election tours. For example, in February 1946, 
just before the polling began, Begum Mohamed Sharif, the President of the 
Meerut Zenana Muslim League, proceeded on tour accompanied by two other 
female Leaguers, covering Hapur, Bulandshahr, Khurja, Aligarh, 

Muzaffarnagar, Saharanpur, Dehra Dun and Moradabad. 96 This type of 
sustained political activism was unprecedented in UP and in the rest of India. 

The impending elections also galvanised women into forming new 
branches in districts and smaller towns, which gave local women a chance to 
become active in politics and practice leadership roles. A women's League 

was formed in Bulandshahr in October 1945 and a committee elected 97 

After a long lapse the Allahabad branch of the women's League was 
92Dawn, 3 October 1945,4. 
93Dawn, 3 November 1945,6. At meetings in Lucknow and Cawnpore she noted the great 
enthusiasm and involvement of women on behalf of the League; in Cawnpore over 2000 women 
attended her meeting and Rs. 3000 plus gold ornaments was collected. Dawn, 7 November 1945, 
6; and 9 November 1945,6. 
94Dawn, 7 December 1945,5; 29 December 1945,7; 2 January 1946,6. 
95Daum, 28 January 1946,6. 
96Dawn, 1 February 1946,6. 
97Dawn, 11 October 1945,4. A women's League was also formed at Faridabad in January 1946. 
See Dawn, 4 January 1946,3. 

252 



rejuvenated; its secretary Begum Ibadur Rehman started collecting money for 

the League election fund and organised two meetings for the city's Muslim 

women 98 Under the leadership of Begum Shahid Husain, the President of 
the Moradabad branch, women's committees were formed in all the tehsils 

of Aioradabad district to propagate the League viewpoint among the Muslim 

masses, and numerous public meetings were held 99 At a large meeting of 
Muslim women in Sambhal presided over by the Begum, the first of its kind, 

women were reported to be "deeply touched by the League appeal made to 

them. "100 In Saharanpur, a Mrs Mohammad Askari convened a meeting of 
Muslim women at the local girls school to form a 'Zenana Muslim League'; 

around 100 women from respectable families came and a Mrs Yusuf, wife of 

manager of court of wards, presided. 101 Under the guidance of provincial 
female leaders, the League was able to extend its reach into previously 

untapped areas of support. 

Apart from holding meetings, the primary form of campaigning at the 
local level consisted of personally visiting individual voters. This tactic was 

usually employed by candidates themselves, but could also be used by activists 

on behalf of a political party. For example, in Khurja, the 'Muslim League 

Khawatian' or women plunged into the election campaign, visiting every 

woman voter individually. As a result, a large percentage of women voted, 
including women in purdah who had never left their homes in recent 

years. 102 Due to the personal efforts of Begum Mohamed Sharif, the leader of 
the Meerut branch, almost all the Muslim ladies voted for the League 

candidate. 103 In Lucknow, the women's sub-committee had been 

campaigning zealously, even taking responsibility for polling arrangements; 
on election day, 85% of eligible women polled their votes. 104 

In UP, some familiar Muslim women stood for election in 1946, 

although there was a fair amount of manoeuvering and rivalry among 
women to be chosen as the League's candidate for the two seats allotted to 
them. For the Lucknow seat, which had been held since 1937 by Begum 
98Dawn, 20 October 1945,4. 
99Dawn, 11 November 1945, S. 
100Dawn, 21 November 1945,5. 
101Dawn, 9 December 1945,5. 
102Dawn, 4 December 1945,5. 
103Dawn, 30 November 1945,5. 
104Dawn, 14 April 1946,6. 
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Habibullah, Begum Mohammad Ali had been nominated as the League 

candidate to contest elections from the Lucknow women's seat. 105 However, 
there were reports circulating of serious differences between provincial 
League leaders over which woman should be chosen to run for the Lucknow 

women's seat; Maulana Hasrat Mohani believed that the claims of local 
Muslim women "should not be sacrificed by importing Begum Mohamed 
Ali, " while Maulana Jamal Mian supported her candidature and eventually 

after much infighting she was nominated. 106 Considering that Lucknowv had 

a wide selection of politically active Muslim women who were qualified for 

the post, it is surprising that Begum Mohamed Ali was chosen to fill this seat. 
However, it is possible that because of the close contest for the seat in 1937, 

male Leaguers thought that her spotless reputation and stature as the widow 
of Mohamed All would ensure a win in the League's favour in 1946.107 
Begum Habibullah's noticeable absence from the proceedings was clarified by 
her long letter to the editor of The Leader, in which she explained that due to 

a misunderstanding, she had decided not to run for re-election. 108 Begum 
Mohamed Ali's tenure in provincial government proved to be shortlived; 
she died the following year and in 1947 five women contested her seat in a 
bye-election: Begum Habibullah, Mrs Rahman, Begum Wajahat Husain, 
Begum Irfan Ullah and Begum Abdul Ghani (although the last was 
disqualified). 109 

105Dawn, 22 January 1946,6. 
106The Leader, 21 January 1946,12. 
107The Leader, 7 February 1946,8 and 8 February 1946,1. She was to be opposed by a Begum 
Basharrat Husain (Nationalist Muslim), Begum Wahidul Hasan (Sunni Board), and Begum 
Wasim (Muslim League), but after the examination of nomination papers by the election 
officer, Begum Wahidul Hasan was disqualified and Begum Wasim withdrew, leaving only 
Begum Mohamed Ali and Begum Basharrat Husain in contention. However, after only a few 
days her opponent withdrew her candidature and Begum Mohamed Ali was elected unopposed. 
The Leader, 11 February 1946,2. Election results can be seen in Appendix 111. 
108According to her, there had been a considerable amount of controversy about the adoption of 
Begum Mohamed Ali by the Muslim League board, as well as "an attempt to start dissentions 
and rivalries within the Women's Sub-committee. " Her version of events was that she had 
been pressed to stand for re-election in October 1945 by Begum Wasim and other members of 
Chaudhury Khaliquzzaman's family; she thought that some other Muslim woman from 
Lucknow should be given a chance to stand, but was persauded and applied. In January she 
found out that Begum Mohamed Ali had also applied, but thought that as the incumbent 
candidate she would have the support of the League board and that Begum Mohamed All had 
been asked if she would contest for another seat. Although she maintained that if Begum 
Mohamed Ali had contacted her, the misunderstanding could have been avoided, she stepped 
down and vowed to render all assistance to the League and Begum Mohamed Ali, and added 
that she considered it a "political crime" to revolt against the League's constitutional 
authority, as it was the duty of Muslims to unite and make sacrifices for the League. See The 
Leader, 11 February 1946,6. 
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In Moradabad, however, there was a heated fight between candidates 
for the Muslim women's rural seat in an election that was also fraught with 

changes in League sponsorship. As the incumbent candidate, Begum Shahid 

Husain was selected by the League in January to run under their banner; in 

fact, she had already begun campaigning and meeting voters as early as 
November 1945.110 Against her, Begam Abdul Wajid intended to run as a 
'Nationalist Muslim'. 111 However, the League changed its decision in 

February 1946 after an appeal, and nominated a Begum Mashkoor Ahmad as 
their new candidate, whereupon Begum Shahid Husain decided to run as an 
Independent candidate-112 One local Nawab, although he believed the 

League's decision to be unwise, advised the Begum not to play into the hands 

of political enemies but to sacrifice her candidacy for unity among 
Muslims. 113 His letter proved to be prophetic. Begam Abdul Wajid, the 

Nationalist candidate, won with a significant majority, polling 4321 votes, 

while Begam Mashkoor Ahmad (Muslim League) collected 1900 votes and 
Begum Shahid Husain (Independent) collected 2223 votes in her favour. 114 

The two elections for the women's seats demonstrate that in UP, political 

affiliations were still not all-encompassing and that personal rivalries were 

still important. After the elections, Begum Aizaz Rasul, the Secretary of the 

Women's Central sub-committee, commended women in the following 

statement: 

"It is a matter of great gratificiation that Muslim women who 
were generally supposed to be backward and apathetic, suddenly 
woke up to their duties and responsibilities and have played a 
very significant part in these elections. They can justly claim 
every share in the League's success. From the reports I am 
receiving from every province and from my own personal 
experience gained during my tours in connection with the 
election campaign, I am glad to say that this stupendous 
awakening among Muslim women is universal. "115 

She added that now these awakened energies needed to be channelled along 
109The Leader, 3 April 1947,7. 
110Dawn, 28 November 1945,5; and The Leader, 11 January 1946,11. 
111The Leader, 3 January 1946, B. 
112T1te Leader, 2 February 1946,1. 
113Dauni, 4 March 1946,3. 
114Damn, 14 March 1946,1; see also The Leader, 4 April 1946,9. 
115Shaukat Ali, "Muslim Women's Liberation Movement", 69. 
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the right lines in order to aid the upliftment of Muslim women, and paid 
tribute to the women's Leagues whose position used to be ill-defined but who 
had carved out a place for themselves in the political landscape. 116 

Political activism by Muslim women continued in the non-violent 
civil disobedience movement initiated by the League in 1947, when women 
took part in large numbers in demonstrations and picketing. However, the 
focus of these campaigns was in NWFP and Punjab, with occasional marches 
in Delhi, and thus women in UP did not play a large part in direct street 

action. 117 According to Choudhry Khaliquzzaman, Punjabi women played a 
significant part in this struggle; he noted that "under the guidance of Miss 
Tazi (Mumtaz Shah Nawaz)... ladies of noble families, such as... Begum Salma 
Tasadduq, Begum Noon and Begum Fatima paraded the streets wearing burqa 
in peaceful processions, and held meetings in defiance of prohibitive 
orders.... "118 In addition to women from elite families who had already been 
involved in leadership roles both politically and in terms of the women's 
movement, women from the lower and middle classes also participated. The 

sight of burqa-clad women taking part in demonstrations became common in 
the cities of Punjab and NWFP, providing an important public symbol of 
Muslim distinctiveness and activism. Ian Talbot has argued that these 

women were able to use the constraints of the purdah system to limit male 
authority over their actions, and thus played an important role in picketing as 
they could do things that their male counterparts would have been arrested 
or treated roughly for. 119 

We have seen from the above evidence that Muslim women played a 
crucial role in supporting the League, its political agenda, and the demand for 
Pakistan. Although the final phase of street activism which took place in 
1946-7 was concentrated in NWFP, Punjab and Delhi, women from UP had 

played a vital role in establishing the women's sub-committee as well as 
campaigning for the League in the 1946 elections. However, despite their 
vehement support for the idea of Pakistan, many stayed in India after 1947. 
Begum Aizaz Rasul said that she never thought of emigrating to Pakistan, but 

wanted to take care of Muslim interests in India. 120 The Habibullah family, 
116Dawn, 4 April 1946,6. 
117See Dawn, 19 April 1947,1; 20 April 1947,1; 1 May 1947,8. 
118Khaliquzzaman, Pathway to Pakistan. 373. 
119Ta1bot, Freedom's Cry. 42. 
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although also staunch supporters of the League's demand for Pakistan, did 

not think of migrating there, but similarly wanted to stay and organise 
Muslims in India. 121 A key question then is what 'Pakistan' meant to the 
women who took part in the movement. Certainly for some, as Jalal has 

argued, Pakistan was more of a bargaining chip; when Jinnah's attempts to 
win parity at the centre failed and when India was partitioned along religious 
lines, the UP elites pragmatically disbanded the UP Muslim League and many 
joined their former arch-enemy, the Congress. 122 But for others, 'Pakistan', or 
the 'land of the pure', can be seen as the culmination of ideas, whose 
substance, as we have seen, had been provided by the discourse on gender 
issues which stressed a return to Islamic purity through adherence to the 
Sharia and modifications in purdah practice. As Begum Ikramullah 

explained, "the demand for Pakistan was an assertion of our separate, 
independent, religious and cultural existence. We feared and objected to the 
assimilation being attempted, for we were proud of our culture and wanted to 
keep it intact. We wanted political power to enable us to preserve it. "123 Parts 
of this cultural heritage, such as Islamic law, were seen to be beneficial for 

women, and in Pakistan women believed that these rights would be assured. 
Women also relished their new-found roles in politics and their importance 
in contributing to the 'national' struggle, and saw Pakistan as a fresh slate on 
which Muslim women could discard their 'backwardness' and assume their 
rightful place in society and politics. 

This chapter has traced the relationship between women and the 
Muslim League through examinations both of the League discourse on 
gender issues and of women's activities and statements. There was little 
debate within the League of key issues such as Islamic law, although as we 
have seen in the previous chapter, League representatives in the National 
Assembly had combined with the JUH in employing issues of gender and law. 
Likewise purdah was not debated frequently, although by encouraging 
women's increased political activity the leadership was in effect hinting that 
maintaining the purdah system was not an essential part of their agenda. 
Instead, women's roles both within the family as well as, more unusually, 
their public roles were highlighted as an essential support base for the League, 
120Begam Aizaz Rasul, Interview. 
121Attia Hosain, Interview. 
122Begum Aizaz Rasul, Interview. 
123Ikramullah, From Purdah to Parliament. 99. 
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and by extension, the wider Muslim cause. Women were encouraged to 
'fight' for Islam, which they did in large numbers in the decade before 
independence. As in the case of the Khilafat movement, women's public 
participation was justified as being Islamically acceptable as they were playing 
a vital role in their national struggle; indeed, women's involvement in the 

public sphere was upheld as being an important and distinctive feature of the 
Muslim tradition. Muslim women had become politicised on behalf of their 

community, and gender issues, rather than becoming a force for women's 
unity, were increasingly being used to add substance to Muslim 
distinctiveness in the decade before independence and Partition. 
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CONCLUSION 

This dissertation has traced aspects of the relationship between gender 

and the formation of Muslim community identity through parallel 

examinations of both practice and discourse in the late colonial period. As I 
have argued, gender provides an important perspective from which to 

examine the development of Muslim separatism, both cultural and political, 
during this period. Jalal has correctly argued that Indian Muslims were 
socially, culturally and politically divided until the late 1930s and thus 

attempts to unify Muslims politically on the basis of religion and at a national 
level were largely unsuccessful until the decade preceding Partition. ) 

However, my examination of gender shows that the longer-term forces in 
favour of communalisation at the cultural and social levels may have been 

more powerful than she suggests. Gender issues provided a way in which 
Muslim identity could be 'universalised', which could be supported by a wide 
variety of interest groups, including the ulema and westernised politicians. 
The perspective of gender thus provides substance for the idea of an all-India 
Muslim identity, a factor which has been overlooked due to historians' 

preoccupation with the high politics of this period. 

In addition, issues concerning women were used to delineate the 
Muslim community as distinctive, and as superior in certain ways but in 

need of special protection in others. This dissertation has focused on two 

primary issues which were constantly debated during this period: purdah and 
Islamic personal law. As we have seen, Muslim personal law was seen as 
superior because it was advantageous for women, a belief which has been 

corroborated by my examination of Muslim women's experiences in the court 
system in the late colonial period. In the late nineteenth century, social 
reformers berated Indian Muslims for adherence to inferior forms of law and 
'evil customs' borrowed from the Hindus, and advocated a return to the 
Sharia as one way to regenerate the community. This theme was taken up by 

a variety of groups in the early twentieth century: Muslim women, the 

ulema, and politicians, all of whom had differing agendas but who employed 
similar discourses concerning the law as it related to women. All three 

1Sugata Bose and Ayesha Jalal, Modern South Asia: History Culture Political Economy 
(Delhi: Oxford University Press, 1998). 
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supported a return to. the 'purity' of true Islam as symbolised by Muslim 

personal law. Muslim women also supported legislation which would 
improve their position, such as the Sarda Child Marriage Act, and generally 
argued in favour of a 'liberal' reading of the Quran in which polygamy was 
allowed but not encouraged, divorce by the woman was possible, child 
marriage was against the spirit of scriptures which allowed both men and 
women to choose their spouse, and a woman's right to inheritance was 
upheld. However, significantly for the development of community identity, 

male ulema and politicians accompanied their support for the Sharia with 
the argument that as the Sharia was a complete and superior legal code, any 
other legislation which concerned marriage or inheritance would be seen as 
an unacceptable infringement of Muslim personal law and thus of Muslim 

rights, unless it had been initiated and supported by Indian Muslims 
themselves. Islamic personal law thus came to be seen as a sacred site of 
Indian Muslim identity and culture, particularly as argued by the JUH. While 
the Muslim League and its supporters did not employ the issue of personal 
law until the late 1930s, the ground had already been laid by the earlier 
debates on gender advanced by social reformers, Muslim women and the 

ulema. For Muslims, arguing in favour of a return to Islamic law can be seen 
as a way in which they attempted to resolve the dilemma concerning 
tradition and modernity, as the Sharia could become a symbol of both the 
'essential Muslim tradition' as well as the emancipatory nature of Islam for 

women. 

The dissertation has also examined debates concerning purdah 
throughout the same period. The considerably wider divergence of opinion 
on purdah suggests that it did not become sacralised to the same extent as 
Islamic law. However, purdah did become communalised to a certain extent. 
Instead of being viewed as a practice which affected all women, purdah was 
described by both Hindus and the British as a Muslim practice. Muslim 

women themselves made a distinction between the 'Indian' form of purdah 
and 'Islamic' purdah, and advocated adherence to the 'Islamic' form in 

another example of trying to purify Indian Muslim practices. Nevertheless, 

purdah was not seen as being essential to Indian Muslim identity. During the 
1920s elite women emerged from complete seclusion and some discarded 
purdah altogether, and dispensing with the excessively strict norms of 
'Indian' purdah, particularly in order to become involved in political 
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struggles, could even be seen as Islamically pure. Involvement in both social 
reform and politics could be achieved either in or out of purdah, and as we 
have seen from an examination of women's involvement in the Muslim 
League, the important factor was that women should be fighting on behalf of 
Muslim needs and interests. However, the image of the 'helpless' purdah- 
observing Muslim woman was used in order to argue that Muslim women 
were in need of special protection in the political sphere, much as Muslims 

generally needed safeguards against the Hindu majority. Common to both of 
these themes was the idea of a return to Islamic purity as a key way in which 
to regenerate and unify the Indian Muslim community as well as to improve 

women's position. 

In arguing for a return to Islamic purity, reformers, women, politicians 
and ulema all used Islamic history and examples from contemporary 
developments in the wider Islamic world to bolster their arguments 
concerning issues of gender, correct practice, and legal reform. The use of 
these types of referents added substance to the idea that Indian Muslims, 
through their cultural and religious connections to the Middle East, were 
distinct from other Indians. In addition, as we have seen, the existence of 
Islamic 'models' such as Turkey and Egypt were also important in helping to 
justify reformatory measures during this period. 

As well as the construction of a discourse concerning gender during the 
colonial period, my dissertation has also charted the activities of elite Muslim 
women during the decades preceding independence. As well as providing 
information about the actual position of women, which helps to refute 
assumptions that Muslim women were uninvolved with either politics or 
social reform during this period, I also examine the ways in which Muslim 
women were able to enter the public sphere and the initial effectiveness of 
the women's movement and their concerns. An important point concerns 
the concept of universalisation: while, as we have seen above, male leaders 
largely used it to create unity among Muslims, women used the argument 
that all women had similar problems in order to add to unity among women 
and to improve women's status. We have seen that while at some points, 
notably during the late 1920s, Muslim women pulled against communitarian 
forces, at other points they supported them. However, despite the fact that 
women became divided during these crucial decades on the basis of their 
religious affiliation, they were able to maintain their own spaces of continued 
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cooperation, largely at the local level and concerning social reform issues 

rather than politics. A concentration on the specificities concerning both 
discourse and practice as seen in the case of UP underscores the view that the 
UP can be seen as the seat of the formation of an Indian Muslim cultural ideal 
during this period. 

The close connections between gender and community formed during 
this period have only intensified in the post-colonial states of South Asia. 
Numerous scholars of the contemporary period have focused on several key 

ways in which this trend has developed over the past fifty years, including the 
evolving relationship between women and Muslim personal law, the 
discourse on a universalised Indian Muslim woman as employed by the 
Hindu right, and the impact of communal violence on women. In terms of 
practice too, my study has suggested that the roots of more recent forms of 
activism and criticism of social practice on the part of the Indian women's 
movement can be found in the late colonial period, when women first united 
on issues of concern to all Indian women. 

The use of the issue of Muslim personal law which I have charted for 
the colonial period has had several implications. According to 
Mukhopadhyay, the close association drawn between women's status and the 
Muslim 'community' in the colonial period has meant that the issue of 
Muslim women's rights within the family "cannot be discussed from the 
point of view of gender equality and [is] always displaced on to debates about 
the Muslim community. "2 The right which Muslim legislators had been 
fighting for during the 1930s, that Muslim religious and political leaders 
should have the deciding voice on any changes in their personal law, has 
become virtually enshrined since independence. This problem has been 
compounded by another in the post-colonial period. Whereas in the colonial 
period there was a sense that Muslim law was in many ways more beneficial 
for women and therefore was not in need of drastic change, with the 
sweeping reforms in Hindu laws in the 1950s which culminated with the 
Hindu Code Bill, Hindu law was seen as more 'secular' and 'modern' while 
Islamic law became seen as 'conservative', 'oppressive' and 'unchanging'. 

The primary debate over Muslim women's legal status since 
independence has been the Shah Bano case of 1986, in which a divorced 
2, klukhopadhyay, "Construction of Gender Identity", 89. 

262 



Muslim woman sued for maintenance, was initially successful, and then had 
her case dismissed following an outcry from sections of the Muslim 

community .3 The case exhibits many similarities with the material 
presented in my dissertation. The propagation of stereotypes of Muslim 

women can be seen, as Kozlowski notes, by the fact that while sections of the 
media portrayed Shah Bano as a helpless, indigent Muslim woman who was 
the victim of cruel practices of divorce sanctioned by the Quran, she was in 
fact the wife of a successful lawyer and the divorce case was one part of a more 
complicated family dispute involving inheritance. 4 More importantly, the 
case provoked an uproar from representatives of the ulema, who argued that 
granting maintenance to a Muslim woman on the basis of destitution under 
the provisions of the Criminal Procedure Code was a violation of Islamic law, 

which required a wife to be granted maintenance for a period of three 
months. As we have seen, this argument was not a novel one but a 
reiteration of a familiar theme. Another example of the close connection 
between women's legal status and community identity can be seen in the 
continued efforts of some Muslims to avoid the imposition of a Uniform 
Civil Code (UCC), as suggested in the NPC report of 1945, which would apply 
one civil law to all Indians regardless of community, by using the argument 
that Muslim personal law is both complete and sacred, requiring no 
improvements and allowing no modifications. Thus we can see a 
continuation of the themes raised in the late colonial period as well as a 
strengthening of beliefs regarding the distinctiveness of the Sharia and its 
importance for Indian Muslims. 

The support for the UCC by the Hindu nationalist Bharatiya Janata 
Party, based on the depiction of Muslim women as oppressed by archaic 
religious laws, in part of a wider trend of negative stereotyping by the Hindu 
right which casts all Indian Muslim women as victims of Islam. 5 It is these 
3This case has been addressed by Zoya Hasan, "Minority Identity, State Policy and the 
Political Process" in Zoya Hasan, ed., Forging Identities: and Asghar All Engineer, ed., The 
Shah Bano Controversy (Hyderabad: Orient Longman, 1987). 
4Gregory C. Kozlowski, "Shah Banu's Case, Britain's Legal Legacy and Muslim Politics 
in Modern India" in Yogendra K. Malik and Dhirendra K. Vajpeyi, eds., Boeings and Bullock-Carts: Studies in Change and Continuity in Indian Civilisation (Delhi: Chanakya 
Publications, 1990), 89-90. 
5Constructions 

of the Muslim woman have already been ably examined by scholars such 
as Bacchetta. Paola Bachetta, "Communal Property/Sexual Property: on representations of Muslim women in Hindu nationalist discourse" in Zoya Hasan, ed.. Forging Identities: 
Gender, Communities and the State (New Delhi, Kali for Women, 1994). 
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stereotypes, as well as depictions of Hindu men as being traditionally 

emasculated while Muslim men are cast as being historically aggressive, 

which have contributed to an increase of sexual violence directed against 

women of specific communities in South Asia, usually as part of larger scale 

outbreaks of violence such as rioting. Recently, scholars have examined the 

violence which accompanied Partition from a gendered angle, and have 

found that the connections between women's honour and the honour of 
their community as a whole assumed paramount importance during and 

after Partition. 6 In more recent riots in India, Muslim women in particular 
have been targeted. One can see that women have become sites for the 

construction and upholding of community identity and honour. 

The way to understand this sexualisation of community identity' is to 
look back to the late colonial period. My research has revealed the ways in 

which connections were constructed between gender, community identity 

and 'nation' during this crucial period. As much as high politics and centre- 
province relations, the perspective of gender can provide important insights 
into the formation of Muslim nationalism during the 1930s and 1940s. 

6Urvashi Butalia, "Muslims and Hindus, Men and Women: Communal Stereotypes and 
the Partition of India" in Tanika Sarkar and Urvashi Butalia, eds., Women and the Hindu 
Right (New Delhi: Kali for Women, 1995); see also Ritu Menon and Kamla Bhasin, 13orders 
and Boundaries: Women in India's Partition. New Delhi, Kali for Women, 1998. 
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APPENDIX I 

WOMEN NOMINATED TO MUNICIPAL AND DISTRICT BOARDS IN THE 
UNITED PROVINCES 

Muslim women nominated to Municipal Boards (1936) 

1. Mrs M. M. Sharif (Aligarh) 
2. Mrs A Rawat (Almora) 
3. Musammat Anis Fatma (Amroha) 
4. B. B. Aisha Khatun (Atrauli) 
5. Anis Fatima Begum (Bahraich) 
6. Firs P Haidar Ali (Baraut) 
7. Ruqaiya Begum (Chandpur) 
8. Sultan Jahan Begum (Deoband) 
9. Fatima Begum (Farrukhabad) 
10. Mrs AF Maruf (Gonda) 
11. Kulsoom Begum (Jalesar) 
12. Amvari Begum (Kairana in Muz. ) 
13. Amvari Begum (Kasganj) 

14. Begum Habibullah (Lucknow) 
15. Begum Shahid Husain(Moradabad) 
16. Miss V. A. Khan (Muzaffarnagar) 
17. Musammat Shahir Bano (Nagina) 
18. Musammat Saivada Begum (Orai) 
19. Dr Begum Abdul Ghafur (Pihilbit) 
20. Mrs Azfal (Rae Bareli) 
21. Mst. Maqbul Sultan (Saharanpur) 
22. Nazir Begum (Sahaswan) 
23. Begum Aizaz Rasul (Sandila) 
24. Mst. Habib Rasul (Sikandra Rao) 
25. Begum Munawar Jan (Soron) 
26. Musammat Jafri Begum (Ti har) 

'The breakdown of women nominated to UP Municipal Boards was 22 Hindus, 26 Muslims, and 
13 miscellaneous (including European and Indian Christian women)' 

Muslim women nominated to District Boards (1936) 

1. Miss K Abdulla (Aligarh) 
2. Mrs Ghulam Qadir (Ballia) 
3. Mrs Masuduzzaman (Banda) 
4. Muzzayab Begum (Etah) 

5. Musammat Wahidan (Fatehpur) 
6. Saiyada Begum (Hamirpur) 
7. Badrunissan Begum (Mainpuri) 
8. Musammat Fazilat Fatima (Unao) 

'The breakdown of women nominated to District Boards was 20 Hindus, 13 Muslims, and 15 
miscellaneous* 
Source: The Leader, 14 January 1936,7. 
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Muslim Women members of Municipal Boards (1946) 

1. Mrs Masooduzzaman (Banda) 
2. '-\-irs Maqsood Ahmad (Bijnor) 
3. Aziza Banu (Chandpur) 
4. Fakhar Sultan Jahan (Deoband) 
5. Kishwari Begum (Tilhar) 
6. Nvasi Begum (Haldwani) 
7. Hamida Begum (Kairana) 
8. Iqbal Jehan Begum (Kalpi) 
9. Begum Habibullah (Lucknow) 
10. ; ý, irs All Zaheer (Lucknow) 
11. Ruqaiya Begum Ansari 

(Lakhimpur) 

12. Begum Shahid Husain(Moradabad) 
13. Sahida Begum (Muzzafarnagar) 
14. Iqbal Fatima (Nagina) 
15. Dr Begum Abdul Ghafoor (Pilibhit) 
16. Mrs A. Mubarak (Saharanpur) 
17. Sakina Khatoon (Sahaswan) 
18. Begum Aizaz Rasul (Sandila) 
19. Shakhina Khatoon (Shahjahanpur) 
20. Mrs Habibur Rasool (Sikandra Rao) 
21. Nasira Khatoon(Soron) 
22. Mrs Akhtar Husain Ansari 

(Firozabad) 

*out of 86 municipalities, there were 22 Muslim women members* 

Muslim women members of District Boards (1946) 

1. Mrs. MJK Haidar (Aligarh) 
2. Muzaiyab Begum (Etah) 
3. Musammat Wahidan (Fatehpur) 

4. Sughra Begum (Muzaffarnagar) 
5. Badarunnissa Begum (Mainpuri) 
6. Sajida Begum Hasan Raza 

(Lucknow) 

*out of 49 District Boards there were six Muslim women (but 9 posts are vacant)* 
Source: AIWC Papers, Reel 25, File «384,424-5. 
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APPENDIX II 

MUSLIM WOMEN'S ELECTION RESULTS IN THE UNITED PROVINCES, 
1937-46 

Legislative Council (1937): Sitapur, Hardoi & Kheri Districts (Muhammadan 
Rural 

Begum Aizaz Rasul (Independent) 41 votes (56Jo) 
Qazi Habib Ashraf (Independent) 22 votes (30%) 
Nawab Mirza Mohammad Sadiq All Khan (Independent) 

10 votes (14%) 

"electorate of 105 voters, of which 69.52% voted* 

Legislative Council (1940): Sitapur, Hardoi & Kheri Districts (Muhammadan 
Rural 

Begum Aizaz Rasul (Muslim League) 66 votes (71%) 
Nawab Mirza Mohammad Sadiq All Khan (Independent) 

27 votes (29%) 

*electorate of 105 voters, percentage not known* 

Legislative Assembly (1937): Luck-now City (Muhammadan Urban Women) 

Begum Habibullah (Muslim League) 5005 votes (51%) 
Begum Majida Banu (Congress) 
4864 votes (49%) 

*electorate of 23,882 voters of which 41.32% voted* 

Legislative Assembly (1937): Moradabad District (Northeast) (Muhammadan 
Rural Women 

Kishwar Zamani Begum (Begum MA Rehman) 
(National Agriculturalist Party of Agra) 2886 votes (44%) 

Kulsam Begum (Begum Shahid Husain) (Independent) 
3752 votes (56%) 

*electorate 10,184 voters, of which 65% voted* 
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Legislative Assembly (1946): Lucknow City (Muhammad Urban Women) 

Begum Muhammad Ali (Muslim League) elected unopposed 
Begum Basharat Husain (Nationalist Muslim) withdrew 
Begum Wahidul Hasan (Sunni Board) disqualified 
Begum Wasim (Muslim League) withdrew 

*electorate of 62,059 voters, percentage not known* 

Legislative Assembly (1946): Moradabad District (Northeast) (Muhammadan 
Rural Women) 

Maryam Mashkur Ahmad (Muslim League) 1900 votes (23%) 
Begum Abdul Wajid (Nationalist Muslim) 4321 votes (52%) 
Kulsam Begum (Begum Shahid Husain) (Independent) 

2023 votes (25%) 

*electorate 13,854 voters, of which 59.51% voted* 

Legislative Assembly bye-election (1947): Lucknow City (Muhammad Urban 
Women) 

Begum Inam Habibullah (Muslim League) elected unopposed 

Sources: PD Reeves, BD Graham and JM Goodman, A Handbook to Elections in Uttar Pradesh 
7920-7957 (Delhi: Manolurr, 1975), 205,210,306-7,359,365; and The Leader. February 1946. 
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APPENDIX III 

MEMBERS OF THE ALL-INDIA MUSLIM LEAGUE WOMEN'S SUB- 
COMMITTEE, 1938-43 

All-India Muslim Women's Sub-Committee, 26-29 December 1938 

Punjab: Begum Shah Nawwwaz, Mrs Rashida Latif, Lady Jamal Khan, Lady 
Abdul Qadir 

Bengal: Begum Shahabuddin, Mrs MM Ispahani 
Bombay: Miss Fatima Jinnah, Mrs Faiz Tyabji, Begum Hafizuddin 
UP: Begum Habibullah, Beg-um. Aizaz Rasul, Begum Wasim, Begum 

Muhammad All, Begum Nawab Ismail Khan, Miss Rahilla Khatoon 
Central Provinces: Begum Nawab Siddiq Ali Khan, Miss Nadir Jahan 
Bihar: Lady Imam, Begum Akhtar 
Assain: Mrs Ataur Rahman, Miss J Khan 
Sind: Lady Haroon, Lady Hidayatullah, Begum Shaaban, Mrs Hatim Tyabji 
Delhi: Mrs Husain Malik, Mrs Najmul Hasan, Begum Rahman 
NWFP: Begum Haji Saadullah Khan, Mrs Khwaja Allah Bukhsh 
Madras: Mrs Ayisha Kulhamoro Haji, Mrs Qureshi 

All-India Muslim Women's Sub-Committee, 12-15 April 1941 

Punjab: Begum Shah Nawaz, Begum Bashir Ahmad, Lady Abdul Qadir, 
Fatma Begum 

Bengal: Begum Shahabuddin, Mrs MM Ispahani, Mrs Hakam 
Bombay: Miss Fatima Jinnah, Begum Hafizuddin, Mrs Jairazbhoy, Mrs 

Somjee, Mrs Simjee 
UP: Begum Habibullah, Begum Aizaz Rasul, Begum Wasim, Begum 

Muhammad Ali, Miss Rahilla Khatoon, Begum Akhtar M Khan 
Central Provinces: Begum Na-%vab Siddiq Ali Khan, Miss Nadir Jahan 
Bihar. Begum Akhtar 
Assam: Mrs Ataur Rahman 
Sind: Lady Haroon 
Delhi: Mrs Husain Malik, Begum Rahman, Mrs Razaullah Beg, Begum 

Muhammad Husain 
NWFP: Begum Haji Saadullah Khan, Mrs Aslam, Mrs Kamaluddin 
Madras: Mrs Hameed Khan, Mrs Malang Ahmad Badshah, Mrs Abdul 

Hameed Hasan, Mrs Saiyid Abdul Wahab Bokhari 
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All-India Muslim Women's Sub-Committee, 24-26 April 1943 

UP: Begum Habibullah, Begum Aizaz Rasul, Begum Wasim, Begum 
Muhammad Ali, Miss Rahilla Khatoon, Begum Akhtar M Khan, - Mrs 
Razaullah Beg, Mrs Saiuddin 

Punjab: Begum Abdul Aziz, Begum Bashir Ahmad, Fatma Begum, -Begum 
Tassaduq Husain, Begum Rahman 

Bengal: Begum Shahabuddin, Mrs Hakim 
Bombay: Begum Hafizuddin, Mrs Jairazbhoy, Mrs Muhammad Husain 
Central Provinces: Begum Navvab Siddiq Ali Khan, Salimuzzohra Begum, 

Mrs Iftikhar All 
Bihar. Begum Akhtar 
Assam: Begum Abdul Matin Chaudhuri 
Sind: Lady Haroon, Begum Anwar Hidayatullah, Mrs Allana 
Baluchistan: Begum Qazi Muhammad Isa 
Delhi: Mrs Husain Malik, Anjuman Ara Begum, Mrs Ikramullah, Mrs AS 

Bokhari, Begum Muhammad Husain 
NWFP: Begum Wahab, Mrs Kamaluddin 
Madras: Mrs Karim Ispahani 

Source: K. K. Aziz, cd., Public Life in Muslim India 1850-7947 (Lahore: Vanguard Books, 1992), 
375-83. 
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