Quaid-i-Azam on the Role of
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Dr. Dushka H. Saiyid"

Muslim women of the Indian subcontinent observedctst
purdah or seclusion well into the twentieth century. Theyent
their lives confined to the four walls of their hesa Reformers had
advocated their education and a better treatmernitnd one had
asked for their emancipation. Nazir Ahmed had pEs™ely
argued in his novels in favour of educating Musiamen, but
within their homes. Altaf Hussain Hali had used the powerful
vehicle of his poetry to criticise the treatmenttege out to
women? Sir Syed Ahmed Khan, the most important Muslim
reformer of the 19th century, had argued that Musiomen’s
education must wait till the Muslim men had beewegi modern
educatior?

It was not till the launching of the movement ofjéman-e
Khuddam-e Ka'abah in 1913, that Muslim women betamet
involved in any kind of public activity, although seems to have
been restricted to raising funds. It was the Kiatlahovement and
the imprisonment of the Ali brothers in 1917, whimtought their
mother, Bi Amman, out. She addressed large gatjerinrom
behind purdah which she continued to observe. However, Bi
Amman and her daughter-in-law Amjadi Begum’s cdmnition,
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significant though it was, did not bring out Muslinomen in any
substantial numbers.

It was the Quaid-i-Azam who broke away from theegpted
and traditional view of the role of Muslim women society, and
brought about a radical transformation in it. Theia@ was
responding to a change that was sweeping the warld, had
gained momentum in the post-First World War peridthe
Suffragette movement and the women'’s struggle riveirecipation,
was an important element of the social and politbanges taking
place in the west. In the Indian sub-contineneitpression could
be seen in the sudden outburst of women’s magattiaébegan to
be published from different parts of India, in thecade before the
outbreak of the Great War.

The Quaid seems to have been aware that Muslim wdraée
been left far behind in the march towards progesssompared to
Hindu women, and he made deliberate effort to unbis
backwardness. Hindu women had been active in tldbann
National Congress since 1889, and had participatedthe
movement against the partition of Bengal in 1906th& meeting
of the Muslim League at Lucknow in 1937, a womesestion was
formed with Begum Mohammed Ali as its Presidertowever, it
was not till the Patna session in December 193B8ahaAll-India
Muslim Women’s Sub-Committee was formed. Thus betian
serious involvement of women in the activities bk tMuslim
League. The All-India Muslim Women's Sub-Committee’
purpose was the organization of provincial andridisivomen’s
sub-committees. Amongst the objectives of this Sobmmittee
was “to carry out intensive propaganda amongst Nheslim
women throughout India in order to create in thersease of
greater political consciousness”.

The Quaid’s take-over of the Party leadership i&418ot only
brought Muslim women into the fold of the party ahdlped
organize them all over the country, but also maédi the students
and youth. The Quaid made a special effort to gsls’ schools
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and colleges, an unprecedented step. Fatima Bettpe@n®rincipal
of the Islamia College for Women, Lahore, invitedhito come
and address the studefts his ringing voice he is quoted to have
addressed the audience saying:

... | am glad to see that not only Muslim men but Musvomen and
children also have understood the Pakistan sché&enation can
make any progress without the co-operation of isnen. If Muslim
women support their men, as they did in the dayhefProphet of

: 7
Islam, we should soon realize our goal.

He made his most definitive statement on the rdlat the
envisaged for women in the country he was strugglo create.
He said, “...no nation is capable of remaining ®@rgj nation,
unless and until its men and women do not strugglether for the
achievement of its goals.” He went on to tell resnale audience
that they were faced with a great political movemand asked
them to participate in the struggle till it met wiuccess.

The Quaid had set the tone for the freedom struggle
Pakistan. He had stated in categorical terms thmat the
achievement and struggle for Pakistan, Muslim womame to
participate as equal partners. That he practiseat Wwh preached
was demonstrated by the presence of his sisterskside in almost
all public activities. This was a period when tlegem was women
to be in seclusion and housebound.

It is therefore, not surprising, that a generalitamnicy and
radicalism spread through the ranks of the womeivisis of the
movement for Pakistan. A young student of the Lal©ollege for
women, addressing a meeting at the Town Hall inohorof the
Quaid, called upon the Muslim men to educate Musliomen so
that they could take their rightful place alongsisen for the
achievement of Pakistan. She argued that Islamstoftyi was
replete with instances when Muslim women had foulbétbattles
of Islam side by side with men, and the ideal okigtan would
become a reality once the Muslim women were alsolued in
the strugglé.
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Women and girl students were involved in the fremdo
movement to an unprecedented degree after 1940el€bgons of
1946 led to more activism by the Muslim League wome
supporters, and they travelled to different parftshe country,
mobilizing women of such far-flung areas as the tNowWwest
Frontier. They also helped in the polling statibh¥Vhen despite
winning a majority of the seats it did not resulttihe formation of
a Muslim League government, the Muslim League aegumore
militant tactics and the women took to the stre@tee women’s
participation in agitation and demonstrations andlic meetings
only increased in 1947. According to one reporgroa thousand
women attended an annual session of the FrontievirRial
Women'’s Muslim League held in Peshawar on 2 Fepria47:*

When the Quaid got an invitation in 1946 from the
International Herald Tribune to send two of hisresgntatives to
the Tribune Forum, he nominated M.A.H. Ispahani &ajum
Shahnawaz. Ispahani writes that the Quaid toldthiah he “would
ask Begum Shahnawaz to accompany me to the USAuoter-
act the Hindu propaganda that the Muslims wereticearies and
their women were neither politically awake nor exsd any
rights and, therefore, if Pakistan were foundedwdauld be an
intolerant and theocratic Stat&”.

Much before the Quaid’s impact in Muslim Leagueitps
was felt, he had already made a major contribution
strengthening women’s legal position through sodiaform
legislation. The main beneficiary of the Child Mage Act of
1929 and the Shariat Act of 1937 were Muslim womnleitially
the Child Marriage Bill had been moved by Rai SaHibirlas
Sarda to eradicate this social evil amongst thed&Bn but was
later made applicable to all the nationals of Bhitindia'® The
orthodox sections of both Hindu and Muslim leadgrsipposed
the Bill arguing that the government was renegingts promise
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not to interfere in the personal laws of the comities living in
India.

The Quaid was clearly in favour of the legislatiamich
would protect the health of young girls, who werarned off
when still children. To counter the orthodox opmithe Quaid
said, “Sir, I am convinced in my mind that therenathing in the
Qoran, there is nothing in Islam, which prevents fusm
destroying this evil®™* The Quaid lived up-to his reputation of
taking strong positions on issues he considereditapt for the
weal of the people he represented. While discus#ieg Child
Marriage Bill he declared:

But, Sir, | make bold to say that if my constitugne so backward as
to disapprove of a measure like this, then | sdyau had better ask
somebody else to represent you'... and if we areggto allow
ourselves to be influenced by the public opinicat ten be created in
the name of religion when we know that religion hasthing
whatever to do with the matter, | think we must éndlve courage to
say ‘No we are not going to be frightened by that'.

He also lauded the government policy of not stayahgpf
from carrying out pressing social reform.

The Quaid played an important role in guiding tieu&at Act
of 1937 through the Central Legislative Assembiycértain parts
of India where the personal law of the Muslims wastomary
law, there was a demand to replace it by the Sh@ha Muslim
religious law). In Punjab, for instance, the law psfmogeniture
applied in inheritance, and women did not inheriy groperty.
The Quaid made clear as to why he regarded thaaeplent of
customary law by the Shariat to be of such grepbi He said:

...the principle underlying this Bill is to secute the female heirs
their due shares according to Muhammadan Law. Aliegrto the

customs and usages that have prevailed, the posifidthe female
heirs has been a very precarious one. ...| sulvaitthe Islamic code
of law is most just because the shares are defimer@, namely the
daughter gets half the share of the son, and simgilthe position of
the female heirs.... even today the economic positf woman is the
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foundation of her being recognised as equal of arahshare the life
of man to the fullest exteAt,

Quaid-i-Azam spelt out his views on women repeatéalhis
speeches and statements, leaving no room for ampiguvas not
a theoretical position but a belief that he trateslanto action by
empowering women and girls through the Muslim LeagHe
successfully unleashed their energies, and sovieey able to play
a major role in the Pakistan Movement. He suppootethitiated
legislation, which would improve women’s legal gamsi. Such
was the courage of his convictions that he wasingilto resign
rather than succumb to popular pressure againgtisetorm. This
is the legacy that the Quaid has left for us.
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