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“This sophisticated, sharp analysis of women’s activism in Pakistan,
brings home the crucial relevance of secular women’s movement and
working-class women’s activism, under religious militancy. An essen-
tial read for those interested in better understanding the many
dimensions of the sensitive subject, women’s political actions in
Muslim contexts.”

Haideh Moghissi, York University, Toronto, author of the award-winning
Feminism and Islamic Fundamentalisim (OUP)

“Through a critical feminist theorization of the relationship between
Islam and feminism in Pakistan, Afiya Zia takes on the provocative
questions of ‘Are secular politics, aims and sensibilities impossible,
undesirable and impracticable for Muslims and Islamic states?
Should Muslim women be exempted from feminist attempts at liber-
ation from patriarchy and its various expressions, which include
Islamic laws and customs as they are practiced in the present time?’
Her compelling response to these questions incites us brilliantly to
read the religious challenges facing feminist studies and women’s
movements beyond Pakistan. This book is a layered analysis of the
retreat of secular and liberal feminist spaces while it also critiques the
limits of liberal secularism.”

Shahrzad Mojab, University of Toronto, co-author of

Revolutionary Learning: Marxism, Feminism and Knowledge

“Every once in a while there comes a book that is guaranteed to make
its readers sit up and take note of the power of its argument, the clarity
of its expression and the sheer audacity of its claims. This is that book.
Indispensable for any understanding of the pernicious effects of an
Islamically informed faith-based politics on women in Pakistan, it puts
paid to the idea that such politics could ever serve as the engine of femi-
nine agency. This is a rare and much-needed corrective against the
present sweep of insidious currents hostile to the promise of a secular
future for Pakistan and its women.”

Farzana Shaikh, author of Making Sense of Pakistan



“In this book Afiya Zia brings into play all her skills in incisive analysis
and her ability to go to the heart of the matter without fear or reser-
vations, for which she has built a solid reputation over the many years
of advocacy of women’s rights. Faith and Feminism in Pakistan should
not fail to shorten the journey to salvation of not only Pakistan’s
Muslim women but also of women in all Muslim majority countries.”
I. A. Rehman, Human Rights Commission of Pakistan; recipient of the

Ramon Magsaysay Award and the Nuremberg International Human
Rights Award

“This is a superb and much overdue study of the history of feminism
in Pakistan and its involvement in the question of Islam in state and
society. Afiya Zia brings a keen analytic eye to the task, without senti-
mentalizing any of the actors or ideas concerned. But her own lifelong
involvement in the feminist movement in the country adds a richness
of texture to her discussion. This is a brave new contribution to the
extensive discussion of Islam and gender across the disciplines,
insisting that we view the women’s rights movement as a legitimate
part of contemporary Muslim societies. It will make waves in the
academic world and in politics, and rightly so.”

Aamir R. Mufti is Professor of Comparative Literature, University of
California, Los Angeles and author of Forget English! Orientalisms and
World Literatures (Harvard University Press)

“Pakistani women have been at the forefront of struggles for democ-
racy and secular human rights. From her vantage point as member of
the women’s movement, Afiya has documented the multiple challenges
that we have faced as women activists during the “War on Terror’.
Those who want to understand the tensions between faith and femi-
nism in Pakistan should read her account in this book.”

Asma Jahangir is a lawyer, co-founder and chair of the Human Rights
Commission of Pakistan. She has served as the United Nations Special
Rapporteur on freedom of religion and is recipient of the Hilal-i-Imtiaz,
Right Livelihood and Ramon Magsaysay Awards
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Introduction

Secular Possibilities

Pakistan is one of the last three countries' where the preventable po-
liomyelitis disease is still endemic. In a sharp rise from previous years,
some 306 cases were registered in 2014 (National Emergency Action
Plan for Polio Eradication (NEAP) 2016-2017, Government of Pak-
istan), and the World Health Organisation had temporarily imposed
travel/visa restrictions and toyed with the idea of imposing sanctions
if polio continued to spread. The majority of cases are found to orig-
inate in Pakistan’s northern tribal areas, which are less populated but
where religious militants have actively resisted the vaccination pro-
gramme, terming it an un-Islamic practice and believing it to be an in-
ternational conspiracy to sterilise Muslims. In 2012, over a dozen
health workers, many of them women, were assassinated across the
country while they were administering polio vaccines to children in
poorer communities. Almost twice the number of security personnel
designated to protect the vaccinators have been killed subsequently.
Some polio vaccinators have been attacked with improvised explosive
devices while some women health workers have been kidnapped and
killed for their role in administering door-to-door vaccines.
Following the assassinations of their colleagues in 2012, and as part
of their protest campaign demanding protection in the future, several
members of the Lady Health Workers Programme? were seen burning
government posters that carried images of prominent male clerics and
born-again sportsmen who endorsed the vaccine. When I asked some
of these Lady Health Workers why they had objected so indignantly
to such rare support from the religious community on progressive
programmes such as vaccinations against disease, they replied,

This is a mockery and false pretense. It is an attempt to grab the moral
ground and worth of our practical contributions towards vaccinating
Pakistani children against all diseases. Why should we allow these
clergymen to become the false faces of such an important job? They
are simply doing so for political mileage. They are men. Which
women will let these men into their houses for vaccinating their chil-



2 | Introduction

dren? Historically, these clerics have been the cause of suspicion and
refusals of such vaccinations and contraception, spreading false ideas
that these are dangerous for Muslims. If they repent their earlier ways,
they should do so in the mosques. Leave us to do our practical job,
which has nothing to do with religion or faith. It’s a medical require-
ment and it’s shameful that we are behind all other progressive
countries when it is entirely preventable. We know. We have the blood
of our sisters to show who has paid for such misinformation and
deliberate falsity. (Bushra Arain, 2013)3

Are secular politics, aims and sensibilities impossible, undesirable
and impracticable for Muslims and Islamic states? Should Muslim
women be exempted from feminist attempts at liberation from patri-
archy and its various expressions, which include Islamic laws and
customs as they are practised in the present time? Considerable liter-
ature* on the entanglements of Islam and secularism has been
produced in the post-9/11 decade and a large proportion of it deals
with the “Woman Question”. Nearly all of it offers targeted critiques
of “the secular” and “Western feminism”, as well as an unpacking of
the racialising backlash that informed the occupation of Afghanistan
and policies in other Muslim countries, under the shield of the “War
on Terror” (WoT). Implicit in much of the critical works on Islam and
secularism is the suggestion that it is Western secular feminism that is
the motivating driver and permanent collaborator — in partnership
with other feminists, secularists and human rights activists in Muslim
countries — that solely sustains the West’s actual and metaphorical
“war on Islam and Muslims”.

Such literature avoids, ignores or downplays the role, growth and
agency of religious militancy and conservatism and its growing influ-
ence, encroachment and practical (often, bloody and violent)
usurpation of all secular space and expressions in Muslim contexts. It
also excludes mention of the historical benefits or contemporary
viability of secular politics and expressions that predate the “WoT” in
countries such as Pakistan. Neither does such scholarship acknowl-
edge the resilience and continuity of such secular resistance and desire
for secular space in such contexts. Most damaging of all, the benefits
that are possible and demonstrable through such secular politics have
been deliberately subsumed and replaced, even inverted, by such
scholars who found Western academic settings and publishing houses
conducive to literature that attempted to explain Islam and its alterity
in the post-9/11 period. What was sacrificed in the process was the
consideration that women and minorities in Muslim contexts very
often participate, actively seek the benefits from and, form the direct
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leadership of secular resistance to Islamist politics, whether pitted
against the state or private sector Islamist franchises.

This book attempts to trace the interplay of Islam and feminism in
Pakistan in order to recall the debates and successes of secular and
modernist feminism that predate 9/11 and continue today. The bias of
the research lies in the more detailed attention I call towards working
women’s movements that are secular in nature. My argument is that
these deserve as much, if not more research attention than the dispro-
portionate reception and reification of religious actors in international
circles, including in the Western academy. The concern over the
anthropological recovery of Muslim women’s non-liberal agency is
that it encourages a kind of Muslim exceptionalism while diffusing the
politics of faith-based empowerment, and is justified through a
concentrated critique and rejection of universalism, secularism and
Enlightenment-based rights

The work also traces the incredible loss in progress made by the
feminist movement due to Islamist politics, conservatism and oppor-
tunism as employed by the state, religious groups and parties, but also
the lack of meaningful support from many liberal men and women
who are fearful of a backlash from Islamists, or are genuinely ambiva-
lent about Islamic norms and perspectives. Necessarily, what is
challenged here is the broader narrative found in the scholarship that
is critical of feminism in Pakistan and which attempts to negate, dele-
gitimise or seeks to soften the radical edges of activism that directly
and unapologetically confronts and exposes the misogyny and hate-
crimes enacted or inspired by faith-based politics. My attempt here is
to recover the processes and examples of non-theocratic and secular
engagements and movements and to highlight their viability, contri-
butions and possibilities towards the progress of women’s rights in
Pakistan.

Waves of Influence

The trajectory of feminist and/or modern academic interest in Muslim
women’s experiences and political activism is a fairly recent one, span-
ning just the past three to four decades. Over this period, the
scholarship produced has widened its reach and galvanised much
attention. The reception and influence of such scholarship on the
women’s movements in Pakistan may be divided into three broad
‘waves’.’

The first wave was marked by the infiltration of international femi-
nist scholarship published in the 1980s on the relationship between
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women, Islam and feminism and which became available and relevant
for feminist interest in Pakistan. The relevance of such scholarship was
that it emerged in the form of several path-breaking studies and theo-
rising by feminist scholars (usually from Muslim contexts or
consciousness) working in the field of the social sciences, law, and/or
involved in the feminist recovery of what can be broadly described as,
Harem Literature.® Apart from scholars, feminist activists around the
world were also “writing their bodies” and on their multiple experi-
ences of being Muslim, feminists and citizens in contexts that were
experiencing Islamic resurgences. The growing interest in the rela-
tionship between Islam, women and feminism had an impact on the
Pakistani women’s movement, but largely as consumers rather than
contributors to the growing body of such theory building.

Caught in the midst of a state campaign of Islamisation in the
1980s led by military dictator General Zia ul Haq (1977-88),
Pakistani women bore the harshest brunt and backlash of a religio-
military dictatorship.” During this time, Pakistani feminists and
women activists mostly expressed resistance on the streets rather
than in academia. Despite the legitimate constraints, as well as the
non-academic slump that the urban women’s movement yielded to in
the following decade, this early period of Pakistani feminist encoun-
ters with “Men, Money, Mullahs® and the Military” is perhaps the
richest in terms of feminist literature produced in the country. The
phrase was an informal slogan coined and used during street demon-
strations by the women of Women’s Action Forum (WAF),
identifying the common and complicit obstacles to their demands for
equal rights for women. WAF is a women’s rights organisation
founded in 1981 and which has a presence in several cities in
Pakistan. It is a non-partisan, non-hierarchical, non-funded, secular
organisation. It lobbies on all aspects of women’s rights and related
issues, irrespective of political affiliations, belief system, or ethnicity.
It was the lead organisation that during the military dictatorship of
General Zia ul Haq, took to the streets in protest against the prom-
ulgation of discriminatory Islamic laws.

The second wave may be connected to the advancement of post-
colonial studies in India, particularly the critical project of Subaltern
Studies. This epistemological interest that emerged in the 1970s and
grew strong during the 1980s signaled a deep analytical questioning
of the failure of modernity — for India, in any case. A focus on the liber-
atory potential of an alternative, pre-modernist, cultural and
community politics, “with an insurrectionary bent,” led to the invest-
ment of hope in the assertion of “an alternative mode of power and
authority” by the “subordinate forces” of the community (Bannerji
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2000, 908). Critiques of postcolonial modernity also opened the doors
for a surge of criticism of Western bourgeois feminist hegemonies, as
found in the works of Chandra Mohanty (1988), Uma Narayan
(1988), Inderpal Grewal and Caren Kaplan (eds.) (1994), to name a
few. Postcolonial theories by the subalternists encouraged several
South Asians (including feminists mentioned above) to extend their
critique of postcolonial and modernist notions of liberation to that of
“Western feminism”. In particular, the “presumptiveness” of secular
feminism in non-Western contexts has been a point of debate. It
sparked and deepened feminist interests, contests and regional debates
in South Asia, over issues of cultural relativity/specificity and the
worth of national versus universalist agendas and liberal versus tradi-
tional strategies.

During the 1990s, many feminists in Pakistan were influenced by
such debates and were simultaneously confronted by masculinist crit-
icism of feminism as a foreign import that led to alienation within the
broader class struggle. Feminists then began to translate and bridge
the relevance of universal feminist agendas with local, indigenous
struggles. The collective work of this generation of feminists is often
characterised as modernist feminism. One branch of such interest
morphed into what was later categorised as Islamic feminism — an
against-the-grain reading of the Sharia and Quran - that has some-
times led to an instrumentalisation of Islam toward development and
humanitarian programmes.

Islamic feminism sometimes overlaps and gets analytically lumped
with modernist feminist research collectives and networks, which
advocate legal reform and organise resistance to Islamist threats to
women’s progress, such as the Women Living Under Muslim Laws
(WLUML) network, which is an international solidarity association
formed in France in 1985. WLUML monitors laws affecting women
in Muslim communities, publicises injustices and links activists and
academics in an ambitious Muslim personal law reform project.
However, there is a distinction between the political positions and geo-
political impulses informing these two streams (Islamic and modernist
Muslim feminisms), although their nexus is such that it often masks
this distinction. The consequences have been under-examined and
under-discussed in the context of Pakistan.

Subalternist scholars in India looked to recover the historiography
of the subcontinent through the eyes of the bottom-most classes while
rejecting the potential of liberal democratic politics as the appropriate
tool for true decolonisation (including, of the bourgeois imaginary).
Simultaneously, religio-nationalists in Pakistan were dismantling and
redesigning their own nationalist discourse. Buoyed by the state
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patronage they enjoyed under the Islamic regime of military dictator,
General Zia ul Haq, Islamist political parties, despite repeatedly failing
abysmally at gaining any electoral success, gained unprecedented
access and control over state structures and ideological policies.
Pivotal to their redefinition of the state and vital for their search for a
legitimising religious and cultural identity was the notion of the
“unfinished project” or what Chatterjee (1990) discussed with refer-
ence to India, the “nationalist resolution of the woman question” but
in this case, for the Islamic Republic of Pakistan.

The overlap in the above academic and political formulations of
identities in India and Pakistan respectively — though not epistemo-
logically connected by any means — may be read through Partha
Chatterjee’s argument that links the subaltern, community and reli-
gion. Chatterjee recognises religion as “a constitutive force in a
subaltern consciousness” and so concludes that the closer the local
elites are to religion the more ‘subaltern’ they are (original cited in
Bannerji 2000, 909). Bannerji points out that Chatterjee makes a case
for the Gandhian subaltern leadership in India that was defiant of
“universal codes of justice and rel[ied] on the culture and authority of
a religious-ideological community to have differential forms of
conduct” (cited in Bannerji 2000, 909). Chatterjee argues that the
Gandhian project, under the latter’s genuine subaltern leadership
failed only because Gandhi’s traditionalist communitarianism was
hijacked or polluted by the ideological imperatives of modernity for
state formation. Such “partial rehabilitation™ of the colonised elite by
Subalternist scholars is the main impetus of Himani Bannerji’s
Marxist-feminist critique of the latter as contributing supporters of an
illiberal, cultural nationalism (Bannerji 2000, 909).

In Pakistan, the notional rupture of tradition from modernity or
indeed, the spotlight on such a binary was not developed under the
vocabulary of nationalism as it was in India. In 1947, freedom and a
modern nation state had been won from both the British colonisers
and Hindu majority India. The anxiety for religio-nationalists was not
so much on preserving traditions and rejecting modernity but far more
s0, over the need to religiously baptise the perceived secular nature of
the Pakistani state in the early, post-Partition years under its founder,
Muhammad Ali Jinnah. It was only much later under the Islamic
regime of General Zia ul Haq, that the issue of competing postcolo-
nial religious identities met an uneasy and forced reconciliation, when
the Islamist political leadership allied with the military-led state and
managed to placate this anxiety through the passing of the Islamic laws
of the Hudood Ordinances (1979) and other Islamic policies. Not too
interested in class politics or the subaltern, Islamists’ politics in
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Pakistan over the 1980s and 1990s was satisfied with simply focusing
on pan-Islamism and the potential of women as symbols of an Islamic
citizenry for the Islamic Republic of Pakistan.

The last and most recent wave may be seen in a body of post-9/11
scholarship that is critical of Enlightenment ideals, modernity and
secularism, and is invested in uncovering the “complex subjectivities”
of Islamists. Predominantly produced by diasporic anthropologists,
the politics of much of this body of work is postsecular and postfem-
inist in its bent. This collective’ seems to be interested in recovering
retro-Islamist possibilities for Pakistan and arguing for a postsecularist
future (Aziz 2005; 2011; Cheema and Abdul-Rahman 2008-2009;
Bano 2010; Cheema and Akbar 2010; Mushtaq 2010; Quraishi 2011;
Igtidar 2011; Jamal 2013).!"° The interest extends to Islamist
women''and often posits them as agentive even in their docility and
whose progress must not be assessed against Western feminist goals
and struggles (Mahmood 2005).

[ use “retro”, rather than revivalist, to distinguish this recent schol-
arship from the earlier Islamic revivalist and modernist feminist schol-
arship. The latter, which attempted to recover the historical continu-
ity of feminist consciousness amongst Muslim women, was interested
in evaluating the patriarchal obstacles that early feminists faced in Mus-
lim societies and whose contributions had been either discounted, or
“Hidden from History” (Rowbotham 1975; Mernissi 1997;
Moghadam 2000). In contrast, retro-Islamist scholarship does not
read so much as a socialist or a feminist project but seems more of an
anthropological interest to convalesce a reinvented identity of the
“agentive” Muslim/Islamist woman through a critique of Enlighten-
ment ideals and liberal universalism and by challenging what is con-
sidered to be an imposition of universal, liberal, secular, human and
women’s rights laws, values, principles or programmes in Muslim
contexts.

Postsecular, Retro-Islamist Recoveries

Distinct from the earlier modernist and/or secular feminist task
mentioned above, the current retrospective scholarship on Islamist
women seeks to reconstruct narrowly defined religious identities by
delegitimising the alternative strands of non faith-based identities as,
colonial legacies or Western imports. This scholarship is historically
framed within a post-9/11 context, which saw an academic revivalism
of what came to be considered the “overlooked dimension” of religion
in international relations and academia in general (Winter 2013, 151).
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Bronwyn Winter (2013) confirms the connections made in this book
with reference to the waves of scholarly influence on Pakistani femi-
nism when she suggests that

once the relevance of culture . . . had been “discovered” (thanks, in
great part, to feminist and postcolonial scholars), one could consider
religion, which is so closely imbricated with culture, historically,
symbolically, socially, even materially, to be the next logical area of
focus in any case, but 9/11 surely hurried along the process. (151)

The scholarship produced by those Pakistani women who I cate-
gorise as post-9/11 postsecularists is discussed with reference to their
works which privileges and sometimes advocates a religious citizen-
ship as a viable alternative to liberal feminism. The pejorative
reference to “liberal” in much of this literature is usually used as a
colloquial dismissal of those who would associate with progressive
movements. Mistakenly, such criticism associates all those who would
consider themselves to be progressive liberals as also, secular. Hence
why I refer to the project of scholars who are critical of those who are
called “liberal-secular” Pakistanis as a postsecularist one — quite
different from Habermas® framing of the postsecular as a condition
where “both religious and secular mentalities must “take seriously
each other’s contributions to controversial themes in the public
sphere” which must remain ideologically neutral” (original cited in
Winter 2013, 147).

Many of the postsecularist scholars discussed in the chapter to fol-
low insist that they are simply reviving and interrogating a different
way of being by show-casing the interiorised subjectivities of
Islamists (particularly, Islamist and pietist Muslim women). Yet, this
project runs the risk of rehabilitating what are in Pakistan certainly,
Islamist men’s patriarchal and nationalist agendas. Such scholarly
efforts dovetail with the broader masculinist, Islamist demands that
seek to purge all rights-based initiatives and movements of Western
and particularly, feminist, liberal and secular influences. In particu-
lar, it is women’s and minority rights that are targeted for being
pollutant, Western, secular and complicit with neo-imperialist
designs.

Even amongst those who would consider their own politics to be
left-progressive, there are mocking criticisms reserved for those per-
ceived to harbour “secular dreams” in post-9/11 Pakistan (Akhtar
2016). In keeping with the historical gender blindsiding that several
men from left political groups have tended to treat Pakistani feminist
movements, Akhtar (2016) makes the misplaced sweeping charge to
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prove his point about secular aspirations being an alienated and elit-
ist dream:

Throughout the Zia period, the elite, as Hasan incisively and meticu-
lously documents, was content to reside and thrive within its walled
ghettoes, abandoning both public space and practical politics. In
doing so, it effectively abandoned the struggle for cultural hegemony.
(648)

Such historically inexact accounts attempt to erase or negate the
crucial contributions of the urban professional women activists (often
of the elite or privileged classes) who spearheaded street demonstra-
tions, demanded a secular state, and were equal members of the
Movement for the Restoration of Democracy throughout the Zia
period. As part of their public protests they were certainly critical of
non-democratic and patriarchal Islamic politics and the limitations
these placed on women’s progress despite the fact that they were not
directly, either personally or as a class, affected by the persecutorial
policies of Islamisation. Such criticism also tends to target those
involved in social movements or Non-Governmental Organisations
(NGOs) that attempt to counter the cocktail of neo-conservatism and
the impetus it receives from religious reasoning. The accusation is that
these rights activists pander to the agendas of political neo-liberalism
and even invite imperialist interventions and subjugate Muslim men
at the expense and under the pretext of their own parochial agenda of
freedoms.

Against the anthropological recovery of the Islamist Woman as
representative of an imagined organic, indigenous and subaltern
(suppressed classes) identity and all the other critical literature, I track
the viability and contributions of a number of identifiably working
women’s secular movements in Pakistan. These I define as those strug-
gles and campaigns that are free of theological underpinnings,
motivations, slogans, and props and which have not been informed by
religious debates, take no recourse from faith and are often targets of
Islamist conservatism and militancy.

The purpose of outlining all these recent debates that have defined
the interplay of faith and feminism in Pakistan is to recover the worth,
value, contributions and viability of secular feminism in Pakistan both
historically and with reference to the future, too. A secular standpoint
has supported, broadly speaking, a liberal minimalist agenda of
equality for all, while other expressions have been far more radical.
The progressive women’s movement has always acknowledged and
debated the strategic worth of religion in their struggle for equal rights
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and this debate has never been conclusively settled. A more accurate
description of urban progressive feminism in Pakistan would be that
of a critical feminism rather than a liberal one, where the characteri-
sation of critical feminism is said to be of a “combined activism and
skepticism [which] also favors a contextual focus on concrete issues
rather than generating utopian ideals” (Gruber 2013, 1386).
However, the backlash of Islamic policies, laws and religious militancy
even prior to the “WoT? has certainly overpowered and even negated
and vilified the contributions and possibilities of secular and even,
liberal feminisms in the country. The challenge has not come simply
from Islamists of varying political bent but as mentioned above, from
a new generation of post-9/11 scholars who conjoin and then dismiss
the liberal/secular characteristics of the women’s and human rights
movements in Pakistan (Chapters 1 and 6). There is not much in terms
of specifics in the criticism of the strategies of these rights activists and
no mention of their successes or contributions but the objections are
largely theoretical and presumptive, rather than demonstrative or
context specific.

This book documents the historical worth and political contribu-
tions of the Pakistani feminist activism of which T have been a part for
the last 25 years. The main debates are outlined regarding the inter-
play of faith and feminism with a focus on the main sources of the
challenges pitted against Pakistani rights-based activists. Various limi-
tations are also discussed — those of religious agency but also the limits
of liberal activism, radical agency and capital. While every angle and
aspect of Islamist women and their performativity seems to have
become the doctoral subject of numerous post-9/11 Ph.D.s from
Western academia, the possibilities and political consequences of
secular movements have been less explored or ignored.

Methodology

A word on methodology is important here, for the tension that has
marked feminist debates over and between (the privileging of) theory
and/or activism, the political and personal and the academy and field
is a very live one in Pakistan, too. In our case, feminist and human
rights activism has been richly archived but under-theorised. This has
meant that there are a wealth of case studies and documented histo-
ries of meetings, political statements, positions and debates amongst
activists. Most of these testify to the varieties and evolution of ideo-
logical stands and differences, as well as resolutions and alliances that
have marked these movements. Unfortunately, very few of these have
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been transcribed and so, much of the criticism that has subsequently
targeted these movements has quite literally managed to sweep and
dominate the international academy. This is simply because there is
little written literature that can be referred to in order to offer a histor-
ical corrective in response.

Part of the reason for the emphasis on the post-9/11 postsecular
scholarship is to reclaim the diversity, resourcefulness and influence of
modern feminist activism in Pakistan that has been erased in this recent
body of work. It is also to underscore the feminist movement’s
contributive role in stemming the swell of religious conservatism in the
1980s and 1990s. The same cannot be claimed today, since the narra-
tive of women’s rights activism has been successfully challenged from
several directions simultaneously. Internal factions, NGO-isation'?
(Bari et al. 2001), stagnation of strategies, lack of new membership
and dwindling participation, as well as competitive modes of anti-
secular Islamist activism and market compulsions have overwhelmed
the earlier feminist agendas. Yet the groups of the 1980s still hold
political sway and legitimacy that none of the other, web-based, amor-
phous activist groups of recent years do. Such legitimacy is recognised
not just by Western/international or state actors but Islamists and
conservatives, too.

To recover some of the landscape of the liberal and secular leanings
that have informed feminist politics, I have relied on personal obser-
vations and a variety of studies that span the last two decades. As a
member of the urban women’s rights/human rights groups and
observer of the work of development organisations, I have had critical
access to their workings and also had the opportunity of maintaining
a working relationship with several government institutions. Through
access to their records and by relying on the narratives that have
informed the women’s rights movement dating from 1989, this book
draws upon personal experience but also on fragments of NGO liter-
ature, consultancy reports, development and university workshops,
private study group discussions and direct talks with the founders and
experienced leaders of these movements, as well as government offi-
cials. Necessarily, international feminist and critical theory around the
recent debates of the religious and the secular inform the volume
throughout.

The voice of women included in the case studies in this book has
been represented through the channels of feminist activism. Many
Lady Health Workers, nurses, factory workers, professional women
in the public and private sector approach the Women’s Action Forum
for referral and support over their personal, political, legal and finan-
cial issues. Rather than relying on formal pre-set interviews, many of
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the observations included here are based on conversations with these
women in their communities or when they have reached out to me in
my personal capacity. These have been included here with their explicit
permission. The specific case studies that I have collected and included
are sourced from the existing work of research-activists who have
shared their own findings with me and which are not necessarily avail-
able in published form.

This subjective method parallels the ethnographic methodology
relied on by the new anthropology that is preoccupied with Islam and
Islamists, which is critiqued herein. Some of the criticism that scholars
in the Pakistani context face is over empiricism and demand for proof
over what is sometimes said to be vague references to, for example,
the impact of Islamist groups and their reactionary politics. This is a
difficult and vast project to compress into one that is more committed
to discussing the opposition but also, ineffectuality of Islamist politics
for women’s equal rights compared to that of liberal/secular possibil-
ities. It is not in the scope of this project to provide empirical proof
over how organised Islamist groups may have contributed towards
impeding women’s equal rights. However, such proof is cited, such as:
Islamists’ prevention of women from voting; their lobbying against
reform of blatantly discriminatory laws against women and minori-
ties; their direct opposition to policies and laws that guarantee
freedom of expression or mobility; their campaigns of censorship and
vigilantism. Islamists have even made concerted attempts to subvert
the Constitution through the efforts to pass laws such as the Hisba
(Accountability) law. In some cases, they have been outright
supportive of, or at best, reticent about the murderous impact of
radical religious militancy on women’s and human rights in general.

It is pertinent to note that the reference to Islamist politics as polit-
ically regressive is not disputed — not even by conservatives in Pakistan.
What is a common refrain amongst many, including some rights
activists, is instead that Islam itself is not discriminatory in nature but
rather, it is those who deploy the politics of religion that do so due to
profane motives. Such politics are openly criticised — both in the media
and popular culture. In Pakistan’s academy and at community levels,
criticising Islamist politics is far more difficult precisely because the
Islamists who have come to dominate these institutions over the past
few decades do not tolerate such criticism or challenges.

Another methodological challenge to feminist scholarship in
Pakistan is over the question of representation. Some scholars writing
in the frame of a post-9/11 politics and who are defensive about Islam
and Islamists have been sharply critical of how political activism is not
the determinant of epistemological privilege and that scholarly nuance
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is important. More recently, some have gone as far as to cast the accu-
sation against select women’s rights activists in Muslim contexts and
implied that these feminists are serving as “native informants” (Toor
2012, 157). This anxiety is shared and resonates with masculine
nationalist fears and feminists have faced these all through the post-
colonial era. However, what is new in these current allegations is that
they come from Muslim women scholars and/or, those of South
Asian/Middle East North Africa origin. Based in Western academies
or organisations, they seem to be missing the underlying irony in their
attempted impeachment of “native” liberal-secular feminists. While
jostling for a legitimate space and recognition for their own hybrid
identities as literal and paid native informants in their occupations, it
is simply ironic that these emissaries of South Asian/Middle
Eastern/Islamic studies in Western academia should use the term in a
pejorative manner for researchers and activists in native contexts (see
Chapter 6).

When compared to the insistence for empirical proof mentioned
above, such allegations and demands successfully sandwich scholar-
activists in Muslim-majority contexts in a double bind. Further, too
many feminists in countries like Pakistan, who straddle the discipline
of scholarly research and developmental consultancy work know how
easy it is to slide one set of findings across to the other and manufac-
ture a product that can service both — academic purposes, as well as
consultancy reports. This is not a comment on the ethics of this prac-
tice, simply an observation that reliance and insistence on empirical
proof as a tool of validity may not be quite as impermeable as we
romanticise it to be. Ethnography is a very contested methodology in
the first place and to prescribe criteria over who applies it more
authentically seems to be aggravating, rather than bridging the divide
between feminist activism and theorising.

Some critics who argue that feminist readings are too narrow and
who propose that “we” must be more inclusive as “we” work towards
some imagined hybridity, urge a dilution of the political binaries and
oppositional positions that have come to define rights-based move-
ments. Most, if not all of the time, such advice is usually addressed to
a liberal/secular (English language) readership rather than any faith-
based audience. So, many of the arguments and debates, despite the
stated intent of aiming to overcome binaries and divides are really
about academic discussion between and amongst liberal intellectuals.
The methodology herein consciously includes and relies on the expe-
riential and political with reference to the movements and activism of
the women’s movement in Pakistan, with due emphasis and reliance
on a cross-section of critical theories. For all the reasons outlined
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above, this work necessarily challenges recent scholarly interventions
on the issue of faith and feminism, particularly with reference to
Islamists and the Muslim context. While making the case for liberal
and secular rights-based activism, I am all too mindful of the limita-
tions of the latter and discuss these too, albeit, from the point of view
that these have not been liberal or secular enough.

It is important to acknowledge the lack of reference materials,
adequate libraries or academic work in Pakistan. This means that
aspiring scholars and interested researchers have to rely on access to
theoretical resources that are both expensive and often beyond phys-
ical reach. This is a serious limitation in terms of the production of
published works but does not mean by any criteria (particularly femi-
nist ones) that these researcher-activist-scholars are not producing
theory or contributing to feminist epistemology. This book includes
and references extensively the reports, papers and case studies that
document the socio-political landscape of women’s experiences in
Pakistan but which tend not to get published and are simply not avail-
able to a wider audience. Recognising the worth of the analysis carried
in these studies, these are referenced in some detail and relied on as
independent observations that corroborate my case and which call for
investing confidence in secular feminist resistance over and against
faith-based politics and potential (particularly in the Conclusion). This
may also serve the further interest of readers.

The ‘waves’ described above make circuitous and concentric
sweeps around the body politic of feminist and faith-based political
expressions in Pakistan. Debates, movements and strategies have
become more visible and public as more women are becoming politi-
cally engaged and even competitive in their race to influence national
and international discourse. While there is no formal forum, feminist
journal or documentation of such exchanges and engagements, it is
usually across individual cases, predominantly of violence against
women, that such divergence of ideologies, thought and debate
become most noticeable. Women’s voices aided by the new media and
through cultural and mainstream political expressions, have become
important interlocutions in what was previously a male-dominated
discursive field of nationalism, religion and identity-formation in
Pakistan.

Chapter Organisation

The influence, impact and interplay of women’s faith-based politics
and feminisms in Pakistan are discussed over seven chapters.
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Chapter 1 on “Islam, Feminism and Secular Resistance” summarises
some of the main debates and strategies that informed the leading
urban women’s group, the Women’s Action Forum (WAF) in the
1990s, over positionality and the judiciousness of working within the
Islamic framework or retaining a secular alignment. It lists the risks
and effects of Islamic feminism as a proposal as well as the implica-
tions of the project of working for women’s rights within the
framework of Islam — for Pakistan, in particular. It also identifies a
body of post-9/11 Pakistani postsecularist scholarship that looks to
recuperate the cultural relevance of religion (Islam) through a retro-
spective look at the “unresolved project” or nationalist resolution of
the “Islamist woman question.” Some examples of the anthropolog-
ical scholarship on Islam and women produced over the last decade
by Pakistani scholars (mostly women, nearly all diasporic) are
discussed summarily.

Chapter 2, “The Postsecular Turn and Muslim Women’s Agency,”
unpacks the influential work on Muslim women’s pietist agency by
Pakistani émigré, Saba Mahmood, in order to demonstrate its impact
on the postsecular turn that her thesis has encouraged in academia and
the new pedagogy on Muslim women. It has also encouraged a surge
of new criticism cast against liberal and/or secular feminisms in
Muslim contexts such as, Pakistan.

Chapter 3, “Beyond Faith and Agency,” follows on the heels of the
discussion of Muslim women’s docile agency and presents the
contrasting case study of the material and dynamic nationwide health
advocacy undertaken by the Lady Health Workers (LHWSs) who are
recruited through a government programme. With their primary focus
on rural maternal health services, the LHWs have played a critical role
in reducing maternal and infant mortality and expanding the national
vaccination policy through outreach. The process of empowerment,
mobility and autonomy of these women are discussed. In contrast to
the examples of religious agency offered by Mahmood, the activism
of the LHWs is directed against the patriarchal codes of communities
and often in defiance of faith-based obstacles and resistance to their
work. Such secular resistance and working-class consciousness that
motivates these women to strike for their right to regularisation of jobs
and minimum wage is an important exemplar of secular autonomy
and demonstrates by contrast the limits of religious agency towards
the possibility of achieving equal rights for Pakistani women.

Chapter 4 offers some examples that demonstrate “The Limits of
Religious Agency in Pakistan.” It discusses the (re) construction of the
“agentive” Islamist woman across the sites of religious nationalisms,
Islamic extremism and popular culture in Pakistan. Three cases are
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discussed here, which may confirm the newly founded and celebrated
“agency” of Muslim women. However, rather than strengthening the
autonomy and independent interests of the Pakistani woman, it is
demonstrated that “agency” works in collusion with and convergence
and endorsement of the masculinised and increasingly hegemonic
agendas of a narrowly defined Islamism and nationalism.

Chapter 5, “The Limits of Capital,” catalogues several variants of
the relationship between consumer capitalism and Islam in Pakistan
and points out the consequences of the commodification of gendered
religious identities. It questions the confidence entrusted in the way
Islamists are embracing capitalist modes as proof that the Islamist
imaginary has moved “beyond the state” (Iqtidar 2012). It argues that
such hopes do not trace how the shift of Islamist consumer interest
would mean that its members now qualify as the new, “Islamic
Bourgeoisie”. One of the self-critical discussions that concerned many
feminists in the 1990s was the escalating “NGO-isation” of the
women’s movement. For several years now, I have been tracking how
development organisations have been reengineering their projects to
include faith-based strategies in their programmes, in order to avail
themselves of the pool of funds reserved for such an approach to devel-
opment in Pakistan. I call this increasing penchant for the strategic use
of religion as a tool of gender empowerment and for the promotion of
human rights, “donor-driven Islam.” This chapter discusses the less
examined and broader social influence and impact of this strategy of
embedding progressive Islam under the guise of interpreting and serv-
icing gender justice or, in offering this as a proposal for an indigenous
resolution of discriminatory practices.

Chapter 6, “The Limits and Possibilities of Liberal Activism,” is a
critical discussion of the often limited and futile methods and strate-
gies of liberal resistance to Islamic conservatism and religious
extremism in Pakistan over the last decade. It discusses the increasing
apolitical confusion and dependence on popular culture as a mode of
resistance amongst “lifestyle liberal” activists. The futility of such
strategies at a time when the veil has been deployed as a political signi-
fier for Islamist women is contrasted against the attempts to prop
fashion as a political decoy. The chapter also unpacks the diasporic
scholarly criticism of Pakistani feminist activism against religious mili-
tancy. These academic and political allegations undermine the
legitimacy of human rights defenders (and especially liberal/secular
feminists), who are already misrepresented as anti-nationalists and
Islamophobic by Islamists and in many cases, the state itself.

The concluding Chapter 7, “Beyond Faith and Fatalism,” docu-
ments the consequences of pietist agency in the context of the Taliban
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invasion of northern Pakistan and analyses two streams of working
women’s (secular) movements in Pakistan. These movements peaked
during and despite the decade dominated by Islamist politics,
terrorism and counter-terrorism imaginaries; where the mobility of
women was deeply hindered; where working-class populations were
direct targets of religious and state violence alike, and their political
aspirations and daily livelihoods repeatedly thwarted by foreign and
domestic (economic) policies. It was also, paradoxically, the period
when the most progressive affirmative action policies and conscious
efforts towards women’s empowerment were sponsored by what was
euphemistically called, a “liberal dictatorship” under General Pervez
Musharraf (1999-2008). The movements that chose to follow a
secular mode and informed themselves with a liberal impetus, with no
recourse to religious agency, are documented.

A final “Conclusion” makes the case for encouraging the expan-
sion of secular spaces and political expressions for women’s progress
in Pakistan.



CHAPTER

1

Islam, Feminism and
Secular Resistance

The task here is to recall some of the political debates around Islam
and feminism over the 1980s and 1990s, and discuss their relevance
for Pakistan’s urban-based women’s rights groups in particular, the
Women’s Action Forum (WAF). It contextualises the strategic choice
made by WAF to adopt a secular alignment while highlighting the risks
and effects of Islamic feminism as a proposal. It discusses the impli-
cations of the project of working for women’s rights within the
framework of Islam for Pakistan.

A body of recent Pakistani scholarship shaped and responsive to
the events of 9/11 and developed in Western academies is discussed
here. These works are heavily influenced by postcolonial studies and
are invested in recuperating the cultural relevance of religion (Islam)
as a form of rights-based discourse and anti-imperialist resistance.
Some of these are invested in a retrospective look at the “unresolved
project” or nationalist resolution — of the “Islamist woman question”.
Most retro-Islamist Pakistani scholars producing such works are
anthropologists, who reference the imaginary and cultural but not
political practices of Islamist groups through academic inquiry.
Another major omission in such works is the refusal to document the
positive effects of modern, liberal, emancipatory or secular struggles
and their yields for women, minorities and lower classes.

Islamic and Secular Feminisms

Much of the (now) fairly voluminous scholarship on women in
Muslims societies may be categorised as a predominantly ‘corrective’
effort, especially in response to the monolithic stereotypes about the
oppressive nature of Islam and assumed passivity of Muslim women
(Joseph 2013).! A major portion of the early scholarly literature in
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this regard attempts to recover the contributions of Muslim women
to national movements, social reform and literary writings. This
encyclopedic literature also calls attention to the ethnic and political
diversities and complexities of their lives with reference to Islam and
local, cultural patriarchies.? Such anthropological literature began to
acquire an activist bent and momentum in the wake of the grip of
religious revivalism that spread in the 1980s in Muslim majority
countries. In particular, this body of work reflected the expectations
held by Muslim women who became invested in widespread legal
changes aimed at improving women’s status and rights. The central
argument of much of this restorative scholarship on Muslim
women’s identities followed the revolution in Iran in 1979 and chal-
lenged the idea that “Islam” is a singular factor or primary
determinant of Muslim women’s status and well-being. Even from
unlikely sources, such as studies by the American Central Intelligence
Agency, it has been recognised that in its trajectory, Islam itself has
been caught up in and “colored by, the specific histories and socioe-
conomic circumstances that shape the lives of Muslim women”
(Offenhauer 2005).

Many of the historic, academic and strategic re-engagements with
religion have yielded ongoing reinterpretations, with the aim of disen-
tangling outmoded cultural ideas and patriarchal practices from what
are considered to be the authentic Quranic norms and divine messages
of revelation. Some of these efforts have graduated into professional,
heavily funded research projects, out-reach and exchange
programmes, legal aid services, international conferences and projects,
lobbying networks and publications in/for Muslim contexts. Valentine
M. Moghadam (2005) highlights the contributions of two of the larger
and more organised Muslim women’s networks, Women Living Under
Muslim Laws (WLUML, which has its South Asia headquarters in
Pakistan)? and Sisters in Islam.* However, there are many others across
the Middle East, as well as now, in Europe and the United States.’
International representation at regional and United Nations (UN) fora
has sustained the recognition and continuity of such textual analyses
and field-research — not just across the Middle East and North African,
South and East Asian regions but in fact, many such projects are
housed in Islamic Studies (or other) departments at Anglo-American
academia, or headquartered in research institutes or donor agencies in
European countries. No comparative independent study or activist
group of such international claim may be cited as originating from or
sustained within Muslim contexts themselves.
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Islamic Feminism

More recently, there has emerged a proposal that is popularly referred
to as “Islamic feminism”. Islamic feminism can be described as essen-
tially a postmodernist, diasporic scholarly project that does not
recognise any single (male) interpretation or dominant narrative of
Islam (Moghissi 1999; Mojab 2001; Badran 2011; Mir-Hosseini
2011). Instead, Islamic feminist epistemology claims an interest in
research that includes multiple voices and historical debates in its
endeavour to locate women’s rights within an Islamic discourse. Ziba
Mir-Hosseini (2011) dates this form of feminism — that takes it legiti-
macy from Islam — to 1979 and attributes its rise to a result of two
catalysts. The first is the adoption of the United Nations Convention
on the Elimination of all forms of Discrimination Against Women
(CEDAW), which provided a point of reference, vocabulary and tools
to resist and challenge patriarchy for women all over the world,
including those in Muslim countries. The second force is the rise of
Islamists who invoked Islam and Sharia in order to reverse seculari-
sation of Muslim contexts and oppose women’s rights, particularly in
Iran. Mir-Hosseini argues that by the early 1990s, the conflict between
these opposed forces of feminism and Islamism resulted in the emer-
gence of a new gender discourse that came to be called “Islamic
feminism” which identified a specific feminist standpoint as well as its
target of resistance. Historically, however, it was only considerably
later that this concept as a feminist imaginary attracted attention
beyond Iran.

Shahrzad Mojab (2001) and Haideh Moghissi (1999) recount the
emergence of this imaginary from a different perspective. Mojab
recalls how “a group of feminists, mostly secular academics living in
the West, has in recent years used the term ‘Islamic feminism’ to refer
to Islamic alternatives to Western feminisms [who] treat Islam as the
only authentic, indigenous road to gender equality and justice”
(Mojab 2001, 130). Mojab confirms that the term is used to refer to
the activism of a few Iranian women who seek the compatibility of
Islam and feminism through lobbying for legal reform within the
framework of the Islamic Republic but she notes that these Muslim
activists themselves do not use the term.® Moghissi (1999) has
suggested that Islamic feminism has been inspired from a sense of
profound defeatism.”

In fact, Mir-Hosseini herself acknowledges that this term has been
deeply contested in Iran and even during the Fourth United Nations
World Conference on Women in Beijing (1995) there were disagree-
ments by those activists who rejected either the Islamic or feminist part
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of the term. Mir-Hosseini does argue though, that in the aftermath of
the 11th September 2001 attacks in the US and the politics of the
ensuing so-called War on Terror, both feminism and Islam became
reductive and even discredited concepts by virtue of their association
with the politics of human rights laws and Sharia-calling Islamists,
respectively. Mir-Hosseini (2011) does state that she has been troubled
by the term “Islamic Feminism” herself (71). To the extent that femi-
nism has always been a contested term and politics, even in the
pre-9/11 or “WoT” era, one is not sure of the accuracy of the obser-
vation that the scale of suspicion regarding feminism in Muslim
contexts has significantly worsened in recent times. Certainly, liberal
and secular feminisms in Muslim contexts have come under consider-
able more scrutiny and criticism by postsecularists, as well as those
feminists who support some Sharia compliant alternative to Western
feminisms or human rights discourses.

Margot Badran, historian and gender studies specialist who focuses
on the Middle East and Islamic societies argues that “unlike secular
feminism’s emergence in the form of a social movement, Islamic femi-
nism burst on the global scene in the late twentieth century in the form
of a discourse — a trenchant religiously framed discourse of gender
equality” (Badran 2011, 81). This is an important point because this
difference (activist/academic) has split feminists in Muslim contexts
over the worth, priorities and deployment of a strategic gendered poli-
tics that is based on faith. It has also complicated the lens through
which feminist identities in Islamic republics are viewed and read by
“Western eyes” (which includes not just “white feminist” ones but also
diasporic judgements).

The subsequent anthropological interest generated around the
movement of Islamic feminism has also engaged the attention of the
neo-liberal social development sector. In part, this interest came in the
form of Western governmental response to the global resurgence of
religio-political violence in the form of Islamic militancy, as it came to
be defined in the post-9/11 era. The combination of scholarly interest
and funded support for Islamic feminism has impacted feminism in
general and secular feminism, specifically. Mir-Hosseini notes that, “it
is interesting that some of those now classed as key ‘Islamic feminist’
thinkers or advocates are among those who once found ‘Islam’ and
‘feminism’ irreconcilable” (2011, 71). She names Fatima Mernissi and
Haleh Afshar as prominent examples of those who held that “patri-
archy was inherent to Islam” (Mir-Hosseini 2011, 72) but in their later
writings they abandoned this position without explaining their intel-
lectual trajectories. Mir-Hosseini finds this silence significant, as “it
speaks of the ambivalence that many women, whether Muslim or non-
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Muslim, feel towards certain aspects of their identities. The silence has
both strategic and epistemological consequences” (72). This book
documents how this silence has been broken by a whole host of
cacophonous voices that have turned accusatory in tone against those
who are critical of religious patriarchy in Muslim contexts.

The absence of a political base for any movement would mean that
such an enterprise becomes limited to an academic exercise. Even for
Islamic feminism to have a sustained influence on state policy, such
agendas would have to address the material concerns of the citizens.
In other words, in the absence of political appeal and anchorage for
this movement within Muslim states, the chances are that this will
remain a theoretical exercise limited primarily to the diaspora.® The
efforts of Islamic feminism also need to go beyond the interest and
activism around Muslim Family Laws, which is almost exclusively its
current focus. In any case, in so far as both Islamism and feminism are
political perspectives, Islamic feminism at an international level seems
to be attempting to redefine both. It is my observation that in the
process, the feminist agenda is getting diluted while the Islamic factor
in this hybridised identity is increasingly accommodating patriarchal
possibilities. Conservative Muslim commentators often take advan-
tage of the Islamic feminism agenda to reference all the rights that
Muslim women are granted in Islam — however, they stop short on
agreeing that these are unconditionally equal.

More recently, Badran (2011) has argued that the trajectory from
secular feminism to Islamic feminism in Muslim contexts has led it to
become far more “communally based [...] and globally anchored”
(78). In her view, the previous synergy between secular and Islamic
feminisms is threatened not so much from conservative male quarters
but she points out to the communalism “being fed from within the
world of feminism” (83). Badran holds up the example of the organ-
isation of Musawah, a transnational organisation created and run by
and for Muslim women and which focuses on reforming Muslim
Family Laws. Badran’s argument is that secular feminism in Muslim
contexts (citing Egypt, as an example) used to be a holistic feminism,
which incorporated the rights of Muslim and non-Muslims alike. The
politics that informed this feminism proceeded organically from the
national base and was led by politicised activists to access the world
of international feminism, usually through Non-Governmental
Organisations. However, in Badran’s view, the new Muslim holistic
feminism, as a product of scholar-activists and based on theoretical
structure, is led by professional women and public intellectuals who
are also sometimes NGO workers, but well-connected, cosmopolitan
and income-earning professionals.
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Unlike secular feminists, these Muslim holistic/Islamic feminists are
also well-received by governments and international fora seeking to
show-case a supposed commitment or tokenism and even appease-
ment policies towards “progressive” or “moderate” Islamic politics.
In this regard, it is worth questioning whose interest Islamic feminism
serves. More relevant is Badran’s concern over whether it is only
Muslim women’s communal needs that are going to be the new area
of feminist politics and funding and if so, whether secular feminism
has a future. The collective discourse of the various combinations of
feminist engagements with Islam, outlined above, may challenge patri-
archal religion in theory but there seems to be no clarity as to the
nature of the relationship of such a discourse with the modern Islamic
state, its laws or politics. Indeed, recent scholarship seems disinter-
ested in Muslim women’s sexual, property or material-based rights or
indeed, the relationship between Muslim men and women with refer-
ence to violence, marriage or livelihoods.

The concern over the potential of the emergent school of Islamic
feminism is that the strategy used by the earlier progressive women’s
movement in Pakistan is being repeated — reminiscent of the 1980s
when women attempted to fight patriarchal fundamentalism within
an equally patriarchal Islamic discourse. This empowerment within
the Islamic framework has released a neo-Islamic political feminism as
a side-effect. Today, this limited form of political empowerment has
captured the imagination of young women in a more symbolic way
that sometimes offers moments of political confrontation but mostly
follows a route of stealth and accommodation with patriarchy. The
fruition of a new, radicalised religio-political feminism dominating
Pakistan’s political future is highly possible.’

Secular Feminism

All feminists in Muslim societies do not share an “Enlightenment” or
progressive interpretive view of Islam. Instead, many have pointed out
and challenged the contiguous and more specific connections between
religious and cultural patriarchies. They have commented on how
Islam has often worked as a sealant of the overall patriarchal
discourses in their contextual experiences. Such insights led several
feminist activists in Muslim contexts to adopt a variety of stances and
strategies in relation to patriarchal practices and in relation to religion.
In some research literature, secular feminism in Muslim contexts is
contrasted to Islamic feminism’s positive approach to religion and is
described therefore, as the “negative or Westoxified camp”
(Offenhauer 20035, 15). Secular scholar-activists are more unqualified
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in their condemnation of misogyny in the name of Islam, arguing that
defensiveness about women’s conditions under Islam lapses into
dangerous apologetics. From the point of view of this “negative
camp”, women’s interests are best pursued in secular terms and in the
name of combating universal human rights violations.

Secular feminists in Muslim contexts advocate secular activism and
look at the interplay of structural and legal factors in order to explain
women’s status. These may range from advocacy for the reform of
Islamic laws and faith-based policies towards secular principles and
equality of all — particularly, women and minorities — to the total repeal
of such laws and an adherence to international human rights tenets
instead. It may also include the demand for a dismantling of clerical
structures, authorities and institutions to be replaced by democratic
ones in place. The state is often called upon by secular feminists to
observe neutrality with regard to all religions and creeds and to guar-
antee freedom of worship and (non) practice of faith in public and
private spheres under the given constitutional framework as it may be.

Ghada Karmi’s work (1996) has attempted to examine the source
of patriarchy within Islam and questions the role of religion in main-
taining a patriarchal structure. Karmi’s approach can be classified as
secularist in that she is among those who see Islamic reform as nec-
essary, but not as the only step required to change women’s political
and social situation. Karmi questions the conventional wisdom that
Islam originally improved the status of women compared to the very
few rights in a pre-Islamic world, and considers whether the patriar-
chal system that promotes the superiority of men and demeans the
status of women in Arab countries is derived from or legitimised by
Islamic law itself. Based on the literature of the pre-Islamic period,
Karmi posits that women were better off in terms of personal legal
status and independence than after the advent of Islam when rules of
subjugation of women were introduced. In her opinion, women are
infantilised in the Quran as they are to be provided for economically,
their testimony not given the weight of men’s and in reference to their
status with regard to divorce, custody and polygamy — all of which
favour men. In secularist feminist opinion, it is futile to pursue the
standard pieties that some adherents to Islam repeat in order to jus-
tify inequalities. Instead, real reform is needed especially in the field
of family law, such as that in Tunisia when polygamy was abolished.
Karmi suggests that the solution to the conflicting issues on women
could be found in a more objective study of the Quran in its histori-
cal and social context. The Quranic precepts must be seen as a
function of social dynamics rather than used as a fixed text legit-
imising rigid patriarchal claims.
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In the post-9/11 era, the normativity of liberal and/or secular poli-
tics, sensibilities and false expectations regarding Muslim women’s
autonomy and freedoms and the perceived attempts to displace their
ethical desires have been challenged. The notion of imposed secularism
leads some scholars to “jettison” the “‘secularization as moderniza-
tion’ thesis” (Reilly 2011, 10) and even leads other scholars engaged
in normative political theory to concede greater space to religious-
based arguments and for a greater role for religion in the public sphere
of civil society. ‘Presumptive’ liberal feminist expectations have
become deeply contested sites and global secular feminist alliances and
associated campaigns have become prey to conspiracies of an inter-
ventionist imperialist gender politics. European governmentality too,
has been contested for “aiming to transform Muslim gender norms
according to a particular liberal-secular script” (Amir-Moazami et al.

2011, 4).

Islam and Feminism in Pakistan

Two early voices that stood out in such debates at the international
level included those of US-based Pakistani scholars, Asma Barlas and
Riffat Hassan. Both have undertaken projects to debunk male (mis)use
of linguistics and interpretation of Islamic scripture. Barlas, in
“Believing Women™ in Islam (2002) challenges what she calls “patri-
archal exegesis” (xi) of the Quran and aims to “recover the scriptural
basis of sexual equality in Islam and thereby to defend Islam against
the claim . . . .that it is a religious patriarchy that “professes models
of hierarchical relationships and sexual inequality . .. ” (203). Riffat
Hassan is one of the early feminist theologians who challenged patri-
archal interpretations of Muslim women’s rights as read in the
Quran.' Dr. Hassan has also served as advisor to President-General
Musharraf (1999-2008) on women’s issues to further his purported
project to spread “Enlightened Moderation™ in Pakistan (see A.S. Zia
2009b).

On the other hand, Pakistani legal scholar and women’s rights
activist, Professor Shaheen Sardar Ali (2006) has written extensively
on the link between religious and customary processes in the margin-
alisation of women. She takes a departure from the above scholarly
views and argues that “the ethical voice of the Quran is said to be egal-
itarian and nondiscriminatory” but at the same time, “it concedes to
resourceful, adult Muslim men, as the privileged members of society,
responsibility to care for (and exercise authority over), women, chil-
dren, orphans, and the needy” (12). Ali concludes that the Quran,
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therefore, “also contains verses validating the creation and reinforce-
ment of hierarchies based on gender and resources” (12).

In Pakistan, much of the social scientific literature on women in the
1990s was produced by the non-profit developmental organisations
and the more widely cited work is by Khawar Mumtaz and Farida
Shaheed (1987). This work, and those published by the ASR Resource
Centre,'! grappled with the feminist engagements with religion, partic-
ularly during the period of Islamisation under General Zia ul Haq
(1977-1988). Tahmina Rashid (2006) categorises two main groups
who debate the interplay of religion and women’s rights in Pakistan.
She places Farida Shaheed and Khawar Mumtaz among those seeking
to recognise the appeal of religion for lower- and lower-middle class
women and Asma Jahangir, Hina Jilani, Fauzia Gardezi, Nighat S.
Khan and Afiya S. Zia as representatives of “upper and upper middle
class feminists” who state that women’s rights fall into the realm of
secular human rights (Rashid 2006). Although this is a broad cate-
gorisation (and not accurate on class representation), it is a fair
reflection of the diversity within the liberal women’s movement and
the different understandings and approaches that inform a secular
organisation, such as the Women’s Action Forum, of which all the
women named by Rashid are members. As argued later in the book,
the myth of a liberal/secular imaginary as one restricted to upper
middle class feminists or movements is countered by recent working
women’s movements from a more diverse class composition. This
invites us to rethink the worth of such limited academic classifications
and associative politics.

Currently, there is no identifiable Islamic feminist movement in
Pakistan, although there are individuals within collectives who may
be politically drawn to the concept. This is true of some feminists too,
who may identify with or participate in secular activism and would
resist any willful or political Islamisation of state and society but do
not advocate for voiding a faith-based approach to women’s personal
empowerment. The self-proclaimed secular women’s movement in
Pakistan does not resist Islam, just an Islamic state. If anything, one
of the critiques of the Women’s Action Forum has been that despite
taking such a radical political stand as demanding a secular state,
many members diluted this by accommodating Islamic feminist
approaches in their professional work (A.S. Zia 2009a). According to
the critique, this has compromised the secular feminist project and
allowed Islamist forces to strengthen their activism without any real
secular political resistance, particularly at societal levels.
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In order to understand the implications of such projects with regard
to political movements and especially the women’s movement in
Pakistan, a brief her-story of the movement should be recounted here.
The first wave of the women’s movement is often identified in connec-
tion with nationalist struggles against colonialism (like many other
countries) in the middle of the twentieth century and with the struggle
for the independence of Pakistan in 1947. The concern of activists in
the immediate post-independence reforms (apart from repatriation of
abandoned or ‘lost’ women), become focussed on family laws, divorce
rights, anti-polygamy and basic rights to services (Zafar 1991).

However, the second wave of the 1980s and 1990s pivoted around
a dynamic and sustained struggle against the military dictatorship of
General Zia ul Haq (1977-88), who made women direct targets of a
misogynist state under his purported Islamisation project. The
women’s movement is acknowledged as perhaps the strongest chal-
lenger of this very politically and socially oppressive historical period.
This is well documented (Mumtaz and Shaheed 1987; Jalal 1991;
Igbal 1992; Bhasin et al. 1994). It was the Women’s Action Forum
(WAF), formed in 1981, which acted as the lead urban-based alliance
or forum to struggle against the imposition of discriminatory Islamic
laws. WAF remains an important marker of the main debates that
remain unresolved in the movement today. Rather than documenting
the history of WAF, it is more pertinent to refer to the experiences and
trials that this organisation faces, as an exemplar of the kinds of inter-
twined challenges that persist in Pakistan with regard to feminism,
Islam and identity politics. The post-revolutionary positions that
women find themselves in the aftermath of the Arab uprisings (Arab
Spring) of 2011, clearly signal that there are common challenges that
the women’s movements in many Muslim countries are facing with
regard to the intersection of feminism and Islamism.

In its initial years, as the organisation that spearheaded the pro-
democracy movement against a military dictator and his imposition
of Islamic laws, WAF decided to employ the strategy of using progres-
sive interpretations of Islam to counter patriarchal state religion. They
succeeded to some extent and even got the unlikely support of women
from right wing Islamic groups/parties. On the question of violence
against women, members from right wing and/or religious political
parties participated in protests against state indifference but would
distance themselves from WAF in their demand against Islamic laws
(the Hudood Ordinances)'? and the larger project of ‘Islamisation’.
Islamisation gave unprecedented (and undemocratic) access to reli-
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gious parties, groups and individual theocrats to state offices and
enabled them to define policies and seal many such rules with religious
stamps, so as to render them immutable. Since General Zia ul Haq was
considered a “US-sponsored dictator”, it is argued that the Islamists’
influential role and the construct of militant or armed Islamists (the
mujabideen) to fight the (godless) Soviets in Afghanistan during his
regime, was all part of the same imperialist agenda. However, the soci-
etal impact of Islamisation cannot be attributed exclusively to
imperialist, geo-political impulses and consequences and neither does
it explain the boost and resonance of religious with local/customary
patriarchies, which translated easily into state laws and policies. A
narrow reading which attributes all these developments to imperialist
geo-political policies of the US also undermines the willful embrace of
the private and public power and benefits accrued through
Islamisation for Muslim Pakistani men.

A policy of Islamist exceptionalism dominated the 1980s such as
when Islamist student groups were exempted from the ban on all
student unions. This in turn allowed students to act as extensions of
Islamist political parties and exercise recruitment and vigilante poli-
tics while embedded in universities. Therefore, it cannot be ignored
that the deliberate and conscious usurpation of Islam by the state was
a political decision, not just an imperialist imposition. The idea that
Islamisation in the 1980s was some evolutionary, natural social force
emerging as a form of anti-imperialist resistance is a reinvention by
postsecularist scholars. To ignore the role of religious actors and the
militant directions of their religio-nationalist projects since the 1980s
is historical oversight, at best. Neither can the revolution in neigh-
bouring Iran in 1979, and its influence over a Pakistani state led by a
military dictator committed to Islamising the country be ignored.

Based on the limitations of their experiences of working within the
progressive Islamic framework, WAF made a conscious decision to
take on the identity of a secular organisation to mark their resistance
to the Zia ul Haq Islamisation campaign. The internal debate over the
adoption of a secular identity in WAF was reflective of their views of
what the nature of the State should be. It was also a deliberately
subversive position marking the demand for diversity and equality in
status for women and minorities and for guaranteeing neutrality in
state offices and in policies within that particular historical context.
In a sense, the resistance of women’s groups to Zia ul Haq’s
Islamisation of the State and society may be compared to the French
concept of secularism (laicité), as a process of disengagement and
struggle pitted against the church. Laicité claims a moral independ-
ence from religion and religious authority and grounds its morality in
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the concept of liberty. This is not to suggest that Pakistani secularists
refer to this model of secularism or appeal to some Treaty of
Westphalia imaginary. Nor do secularists in Pakistan consciously
follow the concept of laicité in its original, radical form. In fact, many
Pakistani feminists have been critical of the shortcomings of laicité
after the banning of the nigab or face veil by the French republic in
2004. However, the notion that secularism is about controlling and
managing religion (by the Republic and with reference to the public
sphere) is relevant to the Pakistani state and its repeat instrumentali-
sation of Islam since its independence in 1947. More specifically, the
struggle of the Movement for the Restoration of Democracy and the
women’s movement in the 1980s grounded their claim for those demo-
cratic and moral guidelines that pre-dated the following
unconstitutional process of Islamisation as sanctified by Zia ul Haq.

In other words, Zia ul Haq set up the Pakistani state as a “Church”
and the struggle of the women’s movement was pitted against this
theocratic, state-driven attempt to reverse women’s achievements and
rights in order to showcase the State’s Islamic credentials. Towards
this, the women’s movement turned its direction from a liberal, equal-
rights framing to a quintessentially and additionally, secular resistance
project. Usually, the touchstone reference for ‘Pakistani laicité’ has
been the 1973 Constitution, which many believe upheld the principles
of a secular state (albeit compromised/negotiated in subsequent
amendments). However, the concept of managing religions was not a
matter of discussion at the time and the notion of separation of church
and state is not technically viable in the absence of a state church. But,
non-democratic theocratic institutions such as the Council of Islamic
Ideology (CII), as well as the introduction of Islamic laws (Hudood
Ordinances 1979) and the empowerment of a handpicked state clergy
were consistently challenged.!?

In their individual or other organisational capacities, some WAF
members do engage or lobby with the Council of Islamic Ideology (CII)
over laws regarding women. De facto, therefore, the CII is a recog-
nised authority and de jure it is a Constitutional body. The same is true
of the Federal Shariat Court (FSC) (although this remains simply an
appellate body) and practically all Islamic laws passed under Zia’s
regime have been enshrined as part of the Constitution. Clearly, the
secular feminists negotiate, accommodate and straddle the reality of
Islamisation and its consequential legal implications, political policies
and social effects, with the aim of resisting their use as drivers of patri-
archy in the country. This does not mean that they do not
simultaneously and effectively challenge and expose the failures and
collusion of liberal-secular (male) politics with similar rigour.
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In chronicling the women’s movement, Pakistan’s secular feminists
such as Shahla Zia (1998) have argued that “the women’s movement
in Pakistan did not emerge suddenly out of nowhere in reaction to
General Zia ul Haq’s ‘Islamisation” measures, nor is it based merely
on events that transpired after the creation of Pakistan™ (373). Shahla
Zia argues that while women’s successes have not been spectacular,
their cumulative effect is quite substantial. The documentation of these
“successes” has been more difficult considering Zia’s observation that
“the critics of the women’s movement abound” (372). As a feminist
and human rights lawyer, she took exception to some of these critics
and identified the range of obstructions in the cause of pursuing
women’s rights. She included in her list obscurantists, as well as
sympathetic politicians, who only espoused women’s causes while in
opposition but not when in power. In her critique, Shahla Zia (1998)
addresses those “women scholars, many of whom live outside of the
country away from the conflicts and tumults which confront the move-
ment, who criticise its ‘conceptual’ framework, without any real
perception of the situation on the ground” (373). Zia suggests that
“perhaps what all these ‘supportive’ critics have in common is that
they manage to absolve themselves of the guilt of their own inaction
by placing the blame for all the failures on the women’s movement”
(373). Based on her own experiences in the movement, Zia considers
attempts to invoke rights within the religious framework to be a
limiting strategy, and advocates for a “secularisation of the laws . . .
as the only means of attaining any continuing measure of success”
(409). Her criticism was in many ways prescient yet unexpected from
the new fronts from where it has been launched in the post-9/11
period. The recent challenges to the liberal/secular women’s movement
in the form of accusations of complicity with imperialism and “anti-
Muslim politics”, depends on an erasure of the historical contributions
of this movement. Secondly, such criticism ignores the material dimen-
sions or indeed, interdependent relationship between imperialism,
nationalism and local patriarchies.

Postsecular Flirtations in WAF

In 1991, when WAF took a radical departure from its liberal feminist
history and declared itself to be an organisation committed to a secular
Pakistan, there was an overarching clarity in its vision to resist the
increasing theocratisation of the Pakistani state. WAF’s struggle was
to retain the country’s original secular constitution and political incli-
nation.'* The decision included urban based, “Western-educated”
women but also rural women’s nationalist-political organisations such
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as Sindbiani Tebreeq. The history of secular women’s rights move-
ments in Pakistan is often misrepresented in current literature as being
purely bourgeois and urban and invested only in the cause of liberal
rights that would work towards their own interests. Although there
was little or no serious discussion in Pakistani feminist circles about
secularism or liberalism in terms of its colonial baggage, there were
always debates about the need to evolve an “indigenous” feminist
discourse. By the time of the UN International Conference on Human
Rights in 1993, many of these debates coalesced at the Asian regional
level and peaked into a passionate discussion over Western univer-
salism versus culturally relevant human rights. Necessarily,
faith-based approaches in Muslim contexts looked to construct an
alternative human rights discourse steeped in “Islamically appro-
priate” rights. Such debates encouraged several women’s research and
activist groups to further pursue projects based on the idea of the
strategic worth of using the religious (Islamic) framework as a tool for
negotiating and advancing women’s right. This in turn, saw the intro-
duction and growth of Muslim feminist consciousness — both funded
and political — in Pakistan, Malaysia, Algeria and several other coun-
tries. Some of these groups were knitted together under networks such
as Women Living Under Muslim Laws and other such transnational,
Muslim women’s rights groups. Many of these served a critical
strategic worth, if limited measurable success, particularly in innova-
tive interpretation of Islamic texts, especially with reference to Islamic
jurisprudence.

Arguably, this approach of working within the Islamic framework
has diluted and ultimately weakened secular feminism and relin-
quished considerable space for the recent Islamist political backlash
witnessed in Pakistan, in general. It has had more serious implications
for the women’s movement specifically. These streams of cultural and
religious feminist consciousness and their inclusiveness in develop-
ment and rights-based movements swim dangerously close to the kind
of cultural particularism that other feminists had warned would
distance the women’s rights discourse from the broader universalist
paradigm of freedoms.

Tahmina Rashid’s research on Pakistani women’s rights in 2006
attempted to categorise the various strands within the women’s move-
ment. She broadly identifies these as four schools that include
traditionalists, modernists, socialists and secularists. But by 2008, this
categorisation was already outdated. The new scholarship and termi-
nology developed over the last few years suggests that apart from
traditionalist or modernist feminists, Islamist women became a new
category of interest and political promise within Muslim majority
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contexts. These Islamist and pietist women may or may not question
or challenge patriarchy per se, and may very well embrace and repre-
sent conservatism, particularly with regard to gender roles and status.
Some may purport to refute Western values and actively reject any
form of liberalism or universal rights for Muslim women, arguing
instead for exceptionalism in the form of exclusively Islamic rights
only for women.

Even before 9/11, the earlier incongruities with reference to
Pakistani feminist politics on the question of Islam had already began
to unravel. Even after the endorsement of a secular political identity
in 1991 by WAF, instead of secular feminism gaining ground, one
found that many members of WAF started getting involved in setting
up organisations and funded projects that sought to deploy empow-
erment strategies within cultural Islam. They suggested this would
counter the fundamentalist challenge posed by political Islam. Several
members wished to draw a distinction, arguing that many women
found it personally empowering to draw upon religious rites and
locate themselves within piety movements and that this could chal-
lenge patriarchal religious politics. It is relevant that WAF split on this
issue regarding differences in opinion on the strategic use of religion
and political affiliation (Mumtaz and Shaheed 1987).

Organisations such as Shirkat Gah in Pakistan, which hosts one
chapter of the transnational network, Women Living Under Muslim
Laws (WLUML)," works towards eliminating religious and cultural
impediments through field research, strategies and programmes while
advocating for the pursuit of justice and equality for Muslim women.
Shirkat Gah’s research has focused extensively on women’s religious,
cultural and legal identities and on how Islam features as a conduit in
their routine lives. They have attempted to demystify, translate and
bridge Western feminist theory with local, indigenous culture via reli-
gious reclamation, as a relevant way of promoting women’s rights
(Shaheed 2002). This organisation was one of the first NGOs to work
on women’s concerns. It is headed by some prominent rights activists
who despite their secular credentials, continue to spearhead heavily-
funded, large-scale social development projects with titles such as
“Women’s Empowerment in the Muslim Context” (WEMC).! The
project’s rationale and approach reveals some of the contradictions
discussed above.

Interestingly, it used to be the Islamic state that was the target of
critique within the modernist feminist women’s movement but proj-
ects such as the WEMC and others framed in the post-9/11 era cast
the entire “Muslim context” as a developmental category unto itself.
The WEMC framework document that describes the project makes
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sweeping claims such as “the Muslim context actively disempowers
women” but goes on to say there are lessons therefore, even for those
who live in non-Muslim contexts (Wee and Shaheed 2008, 6). Then
why call it “the Muslim context” at all? This is a good example of the
kind of exceptionalising of Muslims observed by modernist feminists
that the postsecularist scholars discussed in this book also deploy. The
framework observes that women “use culture and religion . . . to
reshape disadvantageous power relations” (Wee and Shaheed 2008, 8)
but avoids referencing the more controversial practices of the veil or
polygamy which are also strategic props claimed by Islamist women
as deployed to negotiate and reshape relations. The central weakness
of the empowerment thesis, as defined in the WEMC project, is that
it does not acknowledge that empowerment is a process that can be
experienced by women of the rearguard too. The project thesis argues
that Islamists view women’s struggles as alien to the Muslim context.
On the contrary, many religio-political groups are increasingly
accepting of women’s empowerment in Islam as a useful tool to
counter accusations of being regressive and anti-woman. However,
several religio-political groups and the postsecularist/retro-Islamist
scholars share their acknowledgement and concern over the agency of
believing Muslim women (within the Islamic socio-legal ethos) but
consider secularists to be adversaries to the Islamisation-as-empower-
ment process.

Acknowledging these complexities would mean having to identify
these and taking a political stand in confronting them rather than side-
stepping and just empowering women through NGO-style training
and awareness, in a vacuum. This separation between development
and political activism allows NGOs to “empower” without chal-
lenging the patriarchal obstacles directly, or taking the risk of running
programmes outside of the religious discourse. This WEMC project
was implemented in 2008, when Pakistan was at the peak of an
Islamist surge that was claiming human casualties at an alarming rate,
challenging the state military and mounting a political and social battle
by way of bombing schools and conducting public hangings of
women. In the background of such an insurgency, such projects and
approaches to development assistance seemed insignificant, misplaced
and contrary to the reality of what constitute challenges within a
“Muslim context”. This overlapping consensus between some
modernists and the postsecularists over Muslim exclusivism suggests
that Muslim contexts require a specialised approach to rights and
development. In this instance, modernist feminists are complicit and
contributing towards the process of instrumentalisation of Islam in
development.
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Several aid assistance organisations have already inculcated such
Muslim exceptionalism under the guise of cultural particularism or
religious sensitivity. While such (self) ghettoisation concerns some
feminists because it privileges a material and social patriarchal
discourse, it is celebrated by its supporters because women adherents
embrace it. Similarly, the idea that domestic religious rituals such as
darses (pietist study groups) and khatams (funeral prayers) are spiri-
tually and personally empowering practices, need deeper examination.
The question also then applies to madrasas (religious seminaries) for
girls, which scholars like Bano (2010a) argue, are also empowering
young women. However, when such pietist practices or faith-based
education and symbols (such as the veil) convert into activism or polit-
ical agency, then what position is recommended for the progressive
women’s movement? The political fallout of conceding ground up to
a point and marking it off by saying “empowerment is alright but just
up to this point” after which it is “bad empowerment”, is an uncon-
vincing position.

On the eve of the events of 9/11 and under a military dictatorship,
Pakistan witnessed the growth of the Al-Huda phenomena. This refers
to the efforts of Dr. Farhat Hashmi, the founder of an academy for
women in Pakistan to re-learn Islam in a “modern” way. Hashmi has
set up some 200 schools across communities all over Pakistan and trav-
els and lectures all around the world. She has been challenged by fem-
inists and fundamentalist groups alike. Theologian Dr. Riffat Hassan
(2002) has insisted that Hashmi is no more modernist than feminist or
liberal but instead, very markedly right-wing. Hashmi defends her own
enterprise as non-political and some retro-Islamist scholars support this
claim (Mushtaq 2010), while in other analysis this is seen as a nascent
socio-political movement (Ahmad 2009). After the events of 9/11, this
debate spilled into the academic realm and retro-Islamist scholarship
emerged as a response or project that would enable a more palatable
acceptance of the legitimacy of political Islam in order to counter Is-
lamophobia in the West. This scholarship is being produced by a
broad spectrum of urban, upper class scholars, many of who study or
teach in Anglo-American academia and who form the Pakistani dias-
pora. Several other scholars interested in such retrospective inquiry are
found in some private sector universities of Pakistan, particularly the
Lahore University of Management Sciences.

Summary

The terrain of the various streams of debates and identities that have
emerged over the last few decades with reference to women and Islam
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in Pakistan have been set out, with some focus on Islamic feminism.
It traces the effects of the strategies of working for women’s rights
within an Islamic framework, and the argument presented is that this
fault-line within the secular feminist school in Pakistan has encour-
aged the instrumentalising of Islam for women’s empowerment. In the
process of such a compromised approach, not only have feminists lost
ground in promoting secular options but also Islamist women’s poli-
tics has appropriated this strategy to promote an anti-feminist and
conservative agenda. Some examples of this scholarship and analysis
and effects of these processes are discussed in the chapters ahead.



CHAPTER

2

The Postsecular Turn and
Muslim Women’s Agency

This chapter unpacks the now popularised notion of Muslim women’s
pietist agency as theorised by Pakistani émigré and US-based
academic, Saba Mahmood (2005). As an academic proposal and chal-
lenge to feminist theory, Mahmood argues for a need to move beyond
the binary of resistance and subordination to understand the complex
ways in which Muslim women express their agency. This proposition
has been of tremendous value, particularly for many Muslim women
scholars and researchers who subscribe to and reference her theory to
explain and recover Muslim women’s docile agency. However, the
implications need to be questioned, and discussion will focus on the
influences and applicability of such postsecular theory for Muslim
contexts such as Pakistan, not just in political and pragmatic terms but
also, by way of its usefulness to understand gender relations or those
between women, the Islamic state, and capital.

The academic and political challenges for secular feminist activism
in the post-9/11 era will be scrutinised, and the main criticism and
challenges posed by Pakistani postsecular scholarship against
liberal/secular feminisms, as found in the works of Sadaf Aziz (2005),
Amina Jamal (2013), Humeira Iqtidar (2011) and, Masooda Bano
(2010a), will be examined. A series of recently passed legislation in
Pakistan contravenes the postsecularist proposition that universal
human rights laws are redundant for Muslim contexts where Islamic
provisions and juridical traditions would resonate more.

Muslim Women’s Agency
In the post-9/11 period, several fairly expensive courses began to be

offered at various academic institutions in Anglo-American academic
institutions, devoted to understanding the diverse streams of Islam and
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political Islam.! This has been a lucrative enterprise, given that there
are so many Muslim countries in so many different continents, each
with their own histories, experiences of colonisation, language, and
with their own peculiar schools of Islamic thinking and practice and
politics. Often, these studies morph into large research and develop-
ment projects (see Chapter 5). Projects need money and several
well-funded research projects are now sponsored by international
development agencies and by Western governments in order to
“understand Muslims”. This has encouraged the emergence of new
and “authentic” experts on Islam, who often became employed by
think-tanks while others become spokespeople, to promote the cause
for a peaceful or softer side of a progressive Islam. Even rehabilitated
jihadists have been incorporated into not only Anglo-American
government bodies or think tanks but also transnational human rights
organisations, such as Amnesty International. The trend includes a
noticeable keenness for the institutionalisation for inter-faith dialogue
tasked to integrate the place of faith in governmental foreign and inter-
national developmental policies (see Chapter 5).

Specific to the post-9/11 counter-terrorism preoccupation with
gender and sexuality, there has been some scathing criticism of the
penchant of transnational feminisms and even liberal feminisms, for
their perceived affiliation with neo-conservative agendas, and co-
optability by imperialist wars and free market savagery (Abu-Lughod
2002; 2013; Butler 2003; Mahmood 2005; Scott 2008; Nesiah 2013).
Brown (2011) and Puar (2007) have looked at how feminism and
queer terms may be appropriated by conservative projects for racist,
imperialist ends, while Butler (2003) argues that women’s sexual
freedom has become an instrument for waging “cultural assaults on
Islam that reaffirm US sovereign violence” (3). It is important to point
out here though, that this is a simultaneous and two-way benefit.
Islamists too, use the same tool (women’s sexual freedom) to launch
cultural assaults on the West and to reaffirm the sovereignty of (an
imagined) Muslim Umimah (global community, represented by male
clerics) through a commitment to protect society and women from
their own collective sexualities.

The source and nature of a new challenge to liberal and secular
feminisms is different from the earlier critiques of feminisms in Muslim
contexts in two significant ways. First, this post-9/11 critical scholar-
ship on feminism has emerged pre-eminently from the humanities in
Western academia and in the case of Pakistan, has been spearheaded
by several women scholars (largely diasporic to their native contexts).
Secondly, it has attempted to epistemologically sever or delink
liberal/secular feminism from the Muslim context in order to argue for
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the recovery of a postsecularist, postfeminist and certainly, non-liberal
re-consideration of Muslim women’s subjectivities, experiences and
even rights. The central challenge to liberal/secular feminism in the
post-9/11 period has concerned the wisdom of associating these polit-
ical sites with freedoms, autonomy and agency for women,
particularly in relation to Muslim women’s rights. Much of this
inquiry has come by way of the work of US-based anthropologists and
academics, Saba Mahmood (2002, 2005) and Lila Abu-Lughod
(2002, 2013). Unlike earlier feminist anthropology on Muslim women
that explored the complexity of gender relations during and under
global Islamic revivalist or fundamentalist religious movements,
Mahmood reconceptualises pietist women’s agency in the context of
contemporary Egypt (Mahmood 2005). Her work seeks to vault the
structural binaries of subordination and resistance and proposes a
detachment of (Muslim women’s) agency from the goals of liberal and
feminist politics.

The influence of Mahmood’s theory of agency is apparent in a tract
of recent Anglo-American anthropological studies on Muslim women
in various contexts. Mufti (2013) notes that

in this sense, the new ethnography of Islam — and Saba Mahmood’s
The Politics of Piety is now hugely influential and even canonical in
this regard — is in active agreement with Islamism itself when the latter
thinks of itself in revivalist terms as a return to the true tradition of
Islam. (12)

Several studies that have been inspired by this venerated text begin
with a customary disclaimer acknowledging and cautioning against
reading Mahmood’s specific ethnographic study of a women’s piety
movement in Egypt as a general model of Muslim women’s piety.
Despite that the majority of such anthropological works then refer-
ence, borrow, extend and model Mahmood’s theory of the docile
Muslim female agent as an alternative discourse to (liberal) feminist
aspirations in general. The reframers of Muslim subjectivities argue
that

[Saba] Mahmood’s work, in particular, has encouraged scholars to
consider how we are to understand and conceptualize discourses and
practices with a non-liberal impetus without either identifying them
as deviating from or gradually adjusting to the liberal norm. In this
light, the question [framed by Moghissi and other socialist or
modernist Muslim feminists] of whether feminism and Islam are
reconcilable turns out to be a ‘false’ question, or at least one that
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potentially prevents us from addressing other crucial questions.
(Amir-Moazami et al. 2011, 3)

Mahmood (2001) insists that docility should not be read as an
abandonment of agency but more as “malleability” (208). Ironically,
when liberal feminists argue that it is such compliance that benefits
totalising institutes such as madrasas (religious seminaries) and that it
sustains jihadist organisations, they are accused of overstating the
political undertones of the quietude of pietist agency. Some have
argued that within Mahmood’s theory there is an implicit invitation
to read agency as even substitutive for women’s rights in Muslim
contexts (Abbas 2013). In any case, much post-9/11 anthropology has
elevated the notion of Muslim women’s piety to a sort of epistemo-
logical status and encourages Mahmood’s study to be read as a kind
of meta-theory of piety (Bautista 2008). In much of this literature,
concepts such as embodied agency, desires and ethics of Muslim
women have been explored, yet the actual political consequences of
piety have remained under-examined or deliberately side-lined. A case
is made for the appeal of subjugation over autonomy and self-fulfill-
ment over progressive politics as equally normative desires amongst
and for Muslim women. This is done through a simultaneous critique
of a universalism that is premised on liberal democratic aspirations
with emancipation as its end. Moreover, Mahmood and her immediate
adherents have challenged liberal and secular feminisms as imperialist
impositions on those who may wish to embrace docility, submission,
conservatism, patriarchy and even, Islamism (Mufti 2013).

Several commentators have noted the intellectual lineage that
informs Mahmood’s work — from Talal Asad’s call for a concept of
agency that is suitable for specific institutions, to Foucault’s and
Butler’s poststructuralist emphasis on subjectivity, and even Bourdieu’s
linking of agency with habitus. All these are considered to be influen-
tial to Mahmood’s focus on the body as a repository, an instrument
and agent of conscious self-fashioning. Bautista (2008) acknowledges
that

Mahmood’s work, then, is remarkable for its refashioning a univer-
salised notion of agency prevalent in the social sciences . . . The
argument she makes is that no concept, whether in the academic or
public sphere, has a causal, deterministic relationship to the reality it
claims to denote. In saying this, Mahmood is not championing a blind
form of cultural relativism . . . Rather, the significance of her work is
in acknowledging the specific fields of power in which our subjects
circulate and form. (80)
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Mahmood’s central thesis of agency argues for a re-evaluation of
Muslim women’s capacities through references other than the norma-
tive instrumentalist or functionalist perspectives. This enables her to
contextualise the docility of the pietist women of the mosque move-
ment in Egypt and review it as a form of submission towards acquiring
a higher end (like an apprentice would to achieve mastery of a skill).
Mahmood (2005) then offers a reading of her subjects’ sacrifices,
struggles and desires in a certain cultural milieu as agency (a form of
capacity for action), which may result in their becoming “virtuosos”
of piety. (The term “virtuous” itself, is used approximately 40 times
in the book while “virtue/s” appears nearly 70 times. Interestingly, the
connection between piety and righteousness is not discussed).

Inspired by such Deleuzian concepts of non-linear agency, a
growing body of ethnographic work is now flooding the world of
anthropology, referencing Muslim woman’s docility as agentive
(Ladbury and Khan 2008). Clearly, there’s considerable evidence of
female docility that is available for re-definition in Muslim contexts.
It is accurate to state that not all these studies (nor Mahmood’s) neces-
sarily make the case for crude exceptionalism or religious relativism
while exploring Muslim women’s docile agency. Instead, these studies
argue that pietist and even political Islamist women are desirous of
modernising the nation — not through the prism of liberalism but
instead by and through an Islamic pietist discourse. This is by no
means, a novel or recent observation regarding Muslim women’s
desires. In fact, the notion of re-visiting the hierarchy of Quranic
values, as they were first applied in the formative period of Islam was
explored by Esposito, as early as 1982. Esposito (1982) differentiated
between the socioeconomic and the ethical-religious categories in
Quranic legislation and his work has been an instrumental reference
for the first wave of academic scholarship on women and Islam. Based
on an acceptance of this divide, many Islamist and pietist women in
Muslim contexts concede that while women’s status is inferior to men
in socio-economic concerns, they are full equals as ethical subjects, and
despite the specific spiritual and moral obligations imposed upon
them, they will be compensated in the Hereafter.

However, Mahmood’s definition of agency extends beyond or
outside of emancipatory ends in arguing that pietist women are not
just challenging the binaries of religion and secularism but in fact, their
model of agency is repackaged as “speak[ing] back to normative
liberal assumptions about freedom and agency” (Mahmood 2001,
203). Such a proposal necessitates an active critique of the limitations
of agency as defined and adopted by liberal, secular movements,
campaigns, activists and scholars in Muslim contexts. According to
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Abu-Lughod (2002) and other like-minded critics of liberal-feminism,
the latter has become a site of complicity with imperialism and
Western hegemonic designs against Muslims, their practices and poli-
tics. The academic support for such observations requires a critique of
the Enlightenment, colonialism, universalism, secularism and femi-
nism, not simply as parochial or provincial but also, inherently
orientalist and hegemonic.

Mahmood’s (2001) effort is to de-centre liberal/secular feminist
assumptions of agency as a synonym for resistance to relations of
dominance, and to explore agency instead as a capacity for action
through the “performance of gendered Islamic virtues” (203).
Mahmood’s study on pietist women of Cairo also challenges earlier
scholarship produced by modernist feminists who performed the
“worthy task of restoring the absent voice of women . . . of Middle
Eastern societies showing [them] as active agents who live an existence
far more complex and richer than past narratives had suggested”
(205). However, Mahmood considers such scholarship to be a
presumptive barrier in its ultimate association of agency with resist-
ance and liberal freedoms. Instead, she seeks to “uncouple the notion
of self-realisation from that of the autonomous will, as well as agency
from the progressive goal of emancipatory politics” (208).

At this point, it just seems self-defeating to call it agency, particu-
larly if the term is so loaded with liberal emancipatory historical
political baggage. One wonders why she doesn’t just call it anti/non-
emancipatory desires or the capacity to act towards
patriarchal/conservative or illiberal ends or even transcendentalism?
Indeed, one is not quite clear why this kind of agency is even a
gendered interest, since it could apply equally to Muslim male pietist
movements such as the tableghi or daw’a (proselytisation) movements.
But Mahmood does not allow for a reading of the mosque movement
as either resistance or subordination but more so, as a place of happy
purgatory or what I call a political nunnery (A.S. Zia 2009a).

Despite acknowledging feminism’s contribution to the idea of a
“politics which must be pursued at the level of the architecture of the
self,” (2001, 217) she argues feminism has been too parochially
dependent on left-liberalism. Mahmood argues for moving beyond the
“teleology of emancipation” (201) — to what, is unclear — while
conceding that she does not offer an answer as to how one should
imagine “the politics of gender equality when situated within partic-
ular life worlds, rather than . . . from a position of knowledge” (224).
Such a theoretical limitation can then make a case for how “agentive
capacity is entailed not only in those acts that consult in (progressive)
change but also those that aim towards continuity, stasis, and
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stability” (invoked through the virtue of sabr or patience) (Mahmood
2001, 212). Such a framing means that analysis does not have to
extend to nor confirm how such agency also has the capability to facil-
itate political action, or that it is very capable of informing, converting
and sustaining subversion and insurgency. The implication through
such omission is that Muslim pietist agency is always bound to (apolit-
ical) conservative (non)change.

Mahmood (2001) argues that criticism of any “situated analysis”
of Islamist movements, which reads them as other than theocratic,
militant and patriarchal, is a result of secularist readings (224). She
also objects to the demand and expectations of a simultaneous poliz-
ical critique of such docile movements (even though, she does the same
by critiquing liberalism or secular-humanist projects while exploring
traditions such as the mosque movement as alternative forms of “valu-
able human flourishings” (225)). Moreover, what is ignored is how
patriarchy is also a very valuable anti-emancipatory tool that enables
many men to “flourish” but to suggest that political critique of this
should be suspended while analysing its cultural and religious situated-
ness is hardly a definition of the critical engagement and unsettling
that Mahmood herself demands of secularists and feminists.

The Foucauldian conceptualisation of power encourages anthro-
pological works that borrow from his theory to re-visit the
poststructural, the less tangible, discursive fields that focus on
performance, relations, concepts, imaginaries, subjectivities, agency,
affectation, morality and injury with reference to the Muslim subject.
Hence, the inordinate focus on the veil and piety (ethical conduct)
rather than polygamy and child-custody (familial, juridical and state
institutions), and an emphasis on discursive rather than material
(non)emancipation is a feature of such post-9/11 anthropology.
Mahmood’s defenders argue that it is not her intent to resuscitate liber-
atory possibilities for Muslim women but simply to explore their
subjectivities with a bias towards alterity, rather than transformation.
The implication is that while liberal-secular feminism is orientalist and
prescriptive, such anthropological epistemology is in contrast, a disin-
terested, corrective project.

Pakistani Postsecular Scholarship

A body of postsecular scholarship on Pakistani women that evolved
in the post-9/11 era has been invested in the reinvention of Islamists,
with a focus on their performativity rather than their politics. This has
been well-received in the Western market, hungry for such voyeuristic
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peep-shows into the world of Islamists. Such scholarship follows on
the heels of postcolonial studies in Western academia, and has resulted
in a postsecularist drive to rescue Islamists and Muslims from secu-
larism and Western liberalism, feminism and the human rights
discourses. “The Muslim” has been framed and reframed, packed and
unpacked, feminised, de-radicalised, and anthropologised. A case has
been made for Muslims to be recognised as a ‘cohesive’ entity rather
than expected to be part of Western multi-culturalism. Islamists’
subjectivities have been recovered, their madrasas depoliticised, patri-
archal politics rationalised and violent ideologies suspended, in the
search for accommodating Islamist religiosities in both Muslim and
non-Muslim contexts. Muslim identity has served as an academic cash
cow, leading to a proliferation of all sorts of Islamic studies depart-
ments, seminars, projects, research, publications, Ph.D.s and of
course, scholars.

The new postsecularist? scholarly interest in Islamist politics in
Pakistan may be broadly categorised into two schools but both have
a common base point; they are dismissive or critical of the contribu-
tions of modernist feminists in Muslim contexts, including their
campaigns to cleanse Islam of patriarchal interpretation and locate
rights within a broader, universalist and liberal framework of women’s
rights. Similarly, socialist and/or secular feminists, who had been
involved in the struggle to restructure and challenge a theocratic state
and who call for women’s rights to be located outside of the Islamic
framework or discourse,’ have been targeted for maximum criticism
and their activism vilified.

The first school of critics falls within what I term the retro-Islamist
body of scholarship which includes, along a broader revivalist imagi-
nary, the proposal to seam together secularisation with/as Islamist
politics and which suggests that Islamists are the harbingers of a
Pakistani secularism (Iqtidar 2011). This aligns with a host of post-
9/11 academic works by other scholars (see Introduction) who build
a case for contemporary Pakistan (like other Muslim majority coun-
tries) as both postfeminist and postsecular.

The second source of critical scholarship is observed by a group of
Pakistani scholars and students who call themselves “scholar-
activists” and are mostly located in North America where they teach
or study. Given that their own lifestyles and choices are secular, liberal
and sometimes, purportedly left-oriented, they do not advocate for
Islamist alternatives but target feminist and human rights activists in
Pakistan for their perceived Islamophobic and liberal-secular politics.
The consciousness, politics and activism of this set of postsecularists
tends to be polemical and is almost exclusively web-based and their
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politics are almost entirely shaped and informed by and take their cue
from post-9/11 debates (discussed in Chapter 6).

Both sets of scholars reveal a new ethnographic interest in Islamist
men’s politics and Muslim women’s “subjectivities” and the works of
Talal Asad and Pakistani émigré, Saba Mahmood, have been influen-
tial on their scholarship. In the post-9/11 period,* the very relevance
of any Enlightenment-based ideals (liberalism’ and secularism, in
particular) and indeed, any form of feminism — both of which used to
be the primary target of conservatives and Islamists — have since been
challenged as commissioners of anti-Muslim orientalism (Mufti
2004). Feminism in particular has become a suspect handmaiden in
the post-9/11 era that is dominated by the analytical framing of all
Muslim related matters through the lens of Islamophobia, and espe-
cially when it challenges Islamic laws, patriarchy or male norms in
Muslim contexts.

Many of the postsecular scholars in the post-9/11 period, especially
diasporic ones, are reluctant to disparage their predecessors in the
social sciences who have been contributors of, or at least strongly
influenced by, left intellectualism. So, these new-age researchers
circumvent a straightforward rejection or even nuanced critique of
Marxist ideologies (which some members of the Subaltern Collective
did in India and others elsewhere, continue to do so) and instead,
attempt to reinvent contemporary Islamists as successors of some
Leninist legacy. This allows them to mention and then bury, the histor-
ical materialism in the relations between Islamist parties, the military
and jihadist® activism. Instead, they reify the Islamists’ personal and
political identities as if these exist in some theoretical, anthropological
vacuum.” Retro-Islamist scholarship on Pakistan® then attempts to
make a case for recovering subjectivities (which were never really
“covered” in the first place) by claiming to resuscitate the Islamist
Woman from obfuscation in Pakistani feminist literature and politics.
Some Pakistani scholars cite the purpose of such endeavour as simply
an effort to show-case — through the pious subjectivities of Islamist
women — that there can be ‘another way of being’.

However, this is not a neutral and disinterested project in itself. The
fact that such efforts popped up post-9/11 and as a timely (and in the
negative) response to Lila Abu-Lughod’s question, “Do Muslim
Women Really Need Saving?” (2002), is not a coincidence. In fact,
Abu-Lughod’s question is sometimes interpreted as required post-9/11
rethinking or a pre-requisite for research on Muslim women and
activism in Muslim contexts (Amir-Moazmi et al. 2011). Several of the
academics mentioned and referenced have received recognition and
been embraced by Western governments and academia as the author-
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itative scholarly voices on Islamic studies. What is often ignored is that
many others have been precluded from academic sites and publica-
tions for harbouring critical political views on the politicisation of
mainstream Islamists’ subjectivities. Further, within this scholarly
effort there is also disagreement, cross-purpose and often, selective
application of principle. Some Muslim scholars are considered apolo-
gists, whose purposes seemingly serve US imperialist agendas as
designed by US think tanks. Others, who may also be advising
European and US governments or are tenured academics in Western
universities, are celebrated as successful examples and authoritative
voices on inter-faith, multicultural initiatives and trail blazers of a new
anthropology on this topic.

As a historical and academic exploration, the works of a new gener-
ation of postsecularist scholars may lend interesting insights,
particularly for Western readership. However, this scholarship
remains deliberately aloof from or suspends the articulation of Islamist
political activism (particularly, those of Islamist women) in the context
of Pakistan and therefore remains an untested and theoretical fantasy.
Historically, traditionalist and modernist feminists in Pakistan have
been differently concerned with empowerment of their gender within
a “rethought Islam,” reinterpreting and re-examining a masculinist
reading of the Quran and Sharia (challenging Sharia as a male episte-
mology). They have not supported the call for a theocratic state.
Postsecularist scholars, however, while quick to point out the impor-
tance of Islamic law as resonant with Muslim citizens, tend to be
non-committal on the nature of the state.

Admittedly, there is a value to any scholarship or policy studies that
attempt to debunk myths and revisit orientalist interpretations of any
historical literature or indeed, that challenge traditional masculinist
readings in any discipline. These are not to be undermined at all.
However, in their wake, many of the post-9/11 endeavours have
thrown up new challenges, particularly for pragmatic political
activism in Muslim contexts. Such projects suggest that the only tool
for analysing people and in my interest, women in Muslim contexts,
is with reference to faith-based politics. In other words, our foremost
identities that need to be analysed have to do with our relationship
with religion and how we choose to, or are forced to articulate or resist
this relationship politically. This narrow focus becomes singular in its
lens — the acceptance or resistance to religion and its expressions.

This interest has also lent itself to divisiveness in that women have
become symbols for Western audiences — demonstrating or repre-
senting either the progressive, modern potential of the nation in
question or as veiled, traditionalist, threatening reminders of what the
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wrong kind of faith-based politics can potentially lead to. Muslim
identity was not merely being framed but the title of a series of confer-
ences held in British universities suggest that there is a need to first
“frame” and then “reframe Muslims.”” The spaces for Muslims to be
anything other than a religious category has become increasingly
narrow over the last decade and it is not only governments or the neo-
conservatives who are doing this. Academics around the world are
increasingly complicit in encouraging a kind of Muslim exception-
alism which is blunted through the lens of anthropology and justified
through a concentrated critique and rejection of universalism, secu-
larism and Enlightenment-based rights.

Recovering Postsecular Rights

In this backdrop, some Pakistani postsecularist scholars have revisited
the debate over Islamic laws and made the argument that religious
laws may be more culturally relevant than Pakistan’s lay or common
(colonial) laws (e.g., Aziz 2005; Cheema and Abdul-Rehman 2008-
2009). The proposal is that Islamic law can serve as a more
appropriate buffer to the cruelties of the discriminatory customary
laws, which many feminists also recognise as oppressive. Modernist
feminists in Pakistan have held cultural patriarchy as the culprit/cause
of gender discrimination and advocated that it is the formal lay law
that can serve as an effective sanctuary of equal rights and not Islamic
laws. But it should be noted that these feminists have been historically
split on the matter of the effectiveness of legal interventions, in general.
Most secular feminists in Pakistan are very clear that national laws
should comply with universal human rights and continue to adhere to
the principle that all women’s rights fall within this category.'® They
maintain that cultural specificity or religion is no excuse for denying
these rights. Prominent human rights activist, Asma Jahangir (1998),
while discussing the double jeopardy that Pakistani women face under
the dual legal systems, states categorically that

women’s groups should not accept laws based on religion — whether
they be family laws or Islamic criminal laws. It is now a foregone
conclusion that a true liberal interpretation of Islam will never be
widely accepted. On the other hand, the half hearted liberalization of
Islam will be more detrimental for women. Laws which violate the
rights of women must be repealed. Those which give women no rights
must be reformed. (103)
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On another rung are those activists who would also categorise
themselves as secular but subscribe conditionally or cautiously to
universal human rights. They ascribe the weight of gender inequalities
to culture and customs rather than religion. Farida Shaheed (1998)
points out that the emphasis of human rights discourses and activism
on universality underestimate and disassociate the interface of culture
with law and the social moorings in which women’s lives are bound
between culture and the formation, interpretation and implementation
of law. Shaheed (1998) and those within the collective of the Women
Living Under Muslim Laws network have argued for a more ambiva-
lent position that seeks a flexible “shifting back and forth from the
legal arena to the realm of customary practices” (76).

One step further on this spectrum of debate are the retro-Islamists,
who valorise the “implantation of Islamic legality . . . [as] a greater
bulwark against such practices [such as child marriage] . . . subject to
reinterpretations . . . ” (Aziz 2005, 67). The appropriateness of Islamic
law as a defence against cultural atavism is premised on the advice to
be “cognizant of the originary importance of Islamic forms of legality”
and which critique the “forced diagnostic-prognostic couplings” of
“equality-espousing human rights norms” (Aziz 2005, 58). The retro-
Islamists either reject or recommend a rethinking of the corrective
possibilities of lay colonial laws or modern/Western human rights
laws. They make the argument that it is only Islamic law that may
serve as the appropriate buffer for women’s religiously sanctioned
protection. The base argument is that Western universal laws have no
resonance with native consciousness or traditions. In many ways, the
retro-Islamists seem to be answering the question asked by women’s
rights activists in the 1990s over whether laws for women in Pakistan
should be derived from ‘divine sanctions’ (Jahangir and Jilani 1990).
The answer from retro-Islamists seems to be “yes, divinity is the sanc-
tuary for women.”

Such analysis that relies on rejecting modernist attempts to reform
law avoids referencing historical account and misses the opportunity
for more accurate extrapolation. Aziz (2005) and others argue against
“forc[ing] equality-espousing human rights norms” but neglect to
mention how close such a possible “coupling” came in the earlier part
of the twentieth century under colonial rule in India. Mrinalini Sinha
(2011) recounts the consensus that developed amongst Indian Hindu
and Muslim women across communities (and not via imperialist impo-
sition) and which enabled the Child Marriage Restraint Act of 1929
(or Sarda Act).!" Sinha argues this was possible because Indian women
of both faiths rose above their communal specificities (that reified
womanhood) motivated by a collective interest. This makes it possible
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to read this movement as the construction of an “agonistic liberal
universalism” (Sinha 2011, 80). Sinha argues that the 1929 Sarda Act
became “the first [ . .. ] law on marriage in India that was universally
applicable across different religious communities each with their own
separate laws” (87).'2 Such an alternative reading of historical land-
marks in women’s struggles challenges the masculinist linear
presentation of Islam versus Western liberal universalism as rigidly
incompatible and immutable categories.

The idea that Islamic laws will provide sanctuary to women relies
on a paternalistic and infantilised notion that prescribes only protec-
tive laws for Muslim women. However, this protection as perceived
in contemporary Pakistan is not from men per se. Instead, it is from
abstractions such as liberal-secular freedoms and local pollutant cul-
tural remnants of Hindu and colonial culture. In this sense, the
retro-Islamist perspective overlaps with the critique of patriarchal
culture proposed by some modernist feminists (such as Shaheed),
particularly with reference to a shared scepticism of the relevance of
universalist approaches to the law. In fact, Farida Shaheed, a
Pakistani modernist feminist who advocates for a secular state, has
criticised other feminists for wanting to counterpose their secular
points of references within the broader women’s movement. She has
argued that for many women, faith is a “living reality” (Shaheed
1999, 161) and a tool towards exercising “self-affirmation” (153).
This notion of faith as a channel for self-realisation is very close to
Saba Mahmood’s theory of pietist agency. In the case of Shaheed, in
view of the recent swell of gendered faith-based politics in Pakistan
following her pre-9/11 observations, it may be said that she underes-
timated the political potential of such privatised faith-based agency.
Mahmood, however, is un-apologetic about the non-liberal and non-
emancipatory motivation for Muslim women’s pietist agency and
rejects analysis that attempts to grasp the political repercussions of
such religious enablement.

Shaheed’s problematising of the applicability of universalist human
rights juridical tradition in Muslim cultures is close to the project of
the retro-Islamists who claim they are not advocating Islamic law,
simply pointing out the consonance of religious jurisprudence with
Muslim belief systems. On the one hand, the challenge of finding
complementarity of human rights and Islamic laws is that while
Islamic juridical consideration may be willing to accommodate gender
rights, these cannot transgress male religious prerogatives. Are
evolving and innovative laws even Islamic then, and why do scholars
keep referring to them as humane Islamic laws when, by their own
admission, they digress so far from the fundamentals of Islamic
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jurisprudence and are vulnerable to reversal? On the other hand,
hopeful retro-Islamists argue that such efforts to impose Western
rights onto a Muslim polity are unworkable and instead, they advo-
cate for a project of redressal through and within the Islamic legal
discourse (as more appropriate “bulwarks”). However, what we find
is that a series of recent pro-women legislation has been passed by the
Pakistani national and provincial legislatures (in many cases, in defi-
ance of religious opposition), directly disproving the caution and
advice offered in such hypotheses.!?

Women’s rights and human rights activists have campaigned
against the inclusion of the Objectives Resolution' into the
Constitution and the repeated attempts to Islamise what is seen as a
neutral and secular Constitution of 1973 before the amendments made
by General Zia ul Haq. Shahla Zia (1998) observes that the Pakistani
Constitution is characterised by more than its profound commitment
to Islamic principles in that it also pledges allegiance to an impressive
catalogue of fundamental rights.!’ To suggest that Islamic law is more
receptive to and can accommodate and absorb human rights princi-
ples seems to be more of a compensatory call that advocates a
dependency on the generosity of interpretations and judges, rather
than a confirmation of constitutional and permanent legal tenets.
Women activists in Pakistan have tended to approach the case for
women’s/human rights in the reverse order. This is particularly the case
in matters of minority rights, where dependence on the flexibility and
interpretation of Islamic law is a very tenuous strategic precipice to
rely upon. The elasticity of Islamic law as a moral jurisdiction has
often served as an extra-constitutional and unpredictable power in the
hands of judges, too.

The presumption underlying postsecularist scholarship is that it is
itself a disinterested, apolitical and unbiased critique of liberal-secular
modernity as it engages in a corrective project to reverse the injustices
of Western Enlightenment and secularism with reference to Pakistan.
Scholarship on Islamist identities in Pakistan, while critical of the
Enlightenment doctrines and grand narratives of liberalism and femi-
nism, does not merely seek to repudiate universal, feminist, liberal,
secular rights. This body of work actively looks to recover the Islamist
subject’s heterogeneity and difference in terms of a redefined politics,
freedoms and agency. It is also often committed to rescue the alterity
or Otherness that has apparently been denied these subjects. Several
postsecularists consider feminists to be antagonistic refuters of non-
feminist docility, which is considered a marker of Muslim women’s
autonomous subjectivity and moral agency (below and Chapter 6).
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Recovering Islamist Women’s Agency

Post-9/11 interest in women’s religious identities dominates the
scholarship produced on Pakistan. Amina Jamal (2005, 2009, 2013)
argues that secular feminists in Pakistan have Otherised Islamist
women by denying them agency and by only seeing them as pawns
of male-defined constructed identity. Jamal’s work on the political
activism of the women of Jamaat e Islami (JI) argues that the secular
women’s movement in Pakistan has refused to recognise the Jamaat
women’s agency and only see them in terms of a passive submission
to Jamaat men. Jamal warns of the danger of denying the autonomy
and emancipatory self-definition of Jamaat women. Jamal suggests
this denial allows some (secular) feminists to represent the right wing
women as victims of false consciousness so that they may construct
their own identities as feminists with a modernist agenda, particu-
larly against Islamisation. As a corrective, Jamal’s own work
attempts to highlight the effectiveness of Jamaat women’s
autonomous attempts to appropriate modernity towards their own
ends and their understanding of rights. These modern social and
political rights, according to the Jamaat women that Jamal inter-
views, should enhance not repress Islamic values. She quotes from an
interview of a woman activist of the Jamaat e Islami who explains
that while Jamaat women are modern, they are not Westernised
(Jamal 2009, 19).

Similarly, Humeira Iqtidar’s (2011) work on women in the Islamist
organisations of Jamaat e Islami (JI) and Jamaat ud Dawa (JuD), also
questions the notion that women are pressurised or coerced to
conform to piety movements or join Islamist parties. Her theoretical
perspective relies on scholarship that challenges the modernisation
framework and looks to include religion as a legitimate category of
political analysis. She argues that the religious agency and belief of
women activists of right wing political parties in Pakistan is not blind
but rather, is historically and culturally grounded and therefore,
substantive. Iqtidar goes further than Jamal on two points which argue
that women’s agency can be mediated by religious belief and does not
have to be consciously feminist. Her research finds that resistance to
male domination may be incidental rather than purposeful in the
activism of these right wing women. This is meant to be evidence of
Islamist women’s rejection of overt feminist desires. Secondly, her
analysis of these religious political parties/movements suggests that by
rejecting or failing at secular careers, women who join them find inde-
pendent avenues which afford these women liberation. Further, Iqtidar
contends that by bringing religious belief into the public sphere and
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recognising it as a motivating factor, this trend is ‘secularising” Muslim
societies such as in Pakistan.

Igtidar calls for a conceptual separation of secularism as an
(Western, Enlightenment-based) ideology or state policy from (what
she considers) the more plausible project of (accidental and Islamist)
secularisation. This is based on her reliance on Talal Asad’s under-
standing of secularism, not as a separation of state and religion but
the management of the latter by the former. It is precisely because of
their intent to dislodge secularism as universal that leads Igtidar to
invest hope in Islamist political parties such as the JI (and more inter-
estingly, the Jamaat ud Dawa) as harbingers of secularisation.'® The
fierce competition amongst Islamist groups leads her to conclude that
through some kind of social-religious Darwinism, certain Islamist
groups can then be contributors of an ‘authentic’ secularisation for
Pakistan.

The academic leap from the Islamisation process that Islamist
parties have been consciously engaged in for decades, to be now read
as secularisation for the Pakistani context is difficult to digest precisely
because the political evidence behind such a proposal has not been as
oblique as Iqtidar suggests. By excavating exclusively the ‘subjectivi-
ties’ of two Lahore-based Islamist parties, the political records of the
Muttabida Majlis e Amal (MMA)' — of which the JI was a lead
member in the North West Frontier Province (NWFP)'® — have been
erased in Iqtidar’s analysis. Once in power (2002-2008), the Islamist
government (including its women representatives) worked towards
actively subverting all Constitutional women’s rights, including the
right to vote."” The MMA also proactively legislated for a vice and
virtue police to restrain women’s mobility in public spaces. All the
while, they were able to represent an authentic politics — one which
was for (restricting) women by women. These anti-Constitutional
proposals were formalised under the Hisba (Accountability) Bill
passed by the NWFP assembly but this was struck down by
Presidential veto twice, under Musharraf. Eventually, a watered-down
version was passed by the Provincial Assembly but not because of
some dialectics and debates within the Islamic discourse, but rather
because of secular and constitutional resistance on the part of the state
and indigenous provincial politics.

Some of the milder policies applied during the rule of the Islamist
government included campaigns against theatre and cultural activities,
basant (kite-flying festival), films, music, Indian TV/films and family
planning messages — all of which are part of the regular activism of the
JT women’s wing. The vice and virtue police was conceived to limit
women’s mobility in public and to ensure the observation of strict
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gender segregation in all institutions. Several women’s shelters and
NGOs were harassed or shut down under suspicion of complicity with
Western designs to subvert Islamic morals through the promotion of
women’s rights. Many of these are exemplary of where the Islamists’
agendas intersect closely with that of the militants. It is this nexus that
allowed the militants to devastate the social fabric of the province
during the Islamists’ rule (2002-2008).

Given that Igtidar’s development of her thesis overlapped almost
completely with the five years of the MMA rule, her aversion to using
such live examples of the policies and political engagement of Islamists
and their “secularisation” of the province is strange. The perform-
ances of the Islamists in the provincial and national assemblies
between 2002 and 2008 would have provided for rich evidence of the
consequences of “Islamist secularisation,” particularly when they had
replaced what was previously a patriarchal and conservative but non-
theocratic secular governance system led by the Pakhthun leadership.
Surely, such a living rather than theoretical illustration would have
better proven her case over how Islamists fuse the personal and polit-
ical to engineer the supposed secularisation of society?2°

What Jamal and Igtidar do not acknowledge is the purpose of the
agency and the conservative ends towards which the Islamist women
of these religio-political parties use it. Retro-Islamist scholars use
ethnographic accounts to highlight the practices and activism of the
right-wing women as indicative of a newly founded liberationist alter-
native to Western feminism and universal rights. For example,
Kalmbach and Bano (eds. 2011a) argue for the importance of studying
female Islamic leadership because according to them, it is likely that
these women will pose a growing challenge to Western feminism in the
future. The warning of these “challenges” by Islamist women to
Western feminism have been acknowledged by nearly all scholars on
the subject. This is particularly true for those who have historically
been on the receiving end of such challenges in the period of General
Zia’s Islamisation and those who resisted the boost this gave to
Islamist parties including their women leaders. Such challenges by
Islamists are not limited to “Western feminism” but also target most
liberal-minded organisations and individuals in Pakistan who may or
may not be feminist or even politically engaged. Theatre activists and
media personalities who pursue liberal lifestyles or promote liberal
messages are often the target of Islamist female leadership.

Pakistani scholars, Farhat Haq (2007) and Sadaf Ahmad (2009), in
their respective work on Islamic women’s leadership are sceptical of
the depth and/or transformative intent of such “challenges”.
According to their research studies, Haq and Ahmad respectively and
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independently find that Islamist and pietist women tend to reinforce
nationalist, patriarchal and (as Kalmbach and Bano themselves note),
traditionalist, conservative, masculinist religious precepts. Haq and
Ahmad conclude that the Islamist and pietist women that they studied
reinforce male Islamist politics to their own detriment and against any
translation of their agency into tangible rights. On the topic of the
spread of female Islamic leadership, leaders of the Pakistan’s Women’s
Commission of the Jamaat e Islami have argued passionately not only
against those Islamist women who aspire for mosque leadership but
also, against any form of secular political ambitions, including repre-
sentative or (Western-style) democratic politics for women (Brohi
2006). This is ironic because Islamist women have been directly
engaged in mainstream politics and served as members of the Pakistani
Parliament (in particular, between 2002-2008). Further, it is not the
question of the expansion of women’s rights that is the point of contest
between Islamist women and feminists in Pakistan. Rather, Islamist
women openly practise contradictory, fluid opportunistic violations of
the same lines and boundaries that they define between women’s
domestic, and public duties and rights. They are not dupes who may
accidentally “secularise” society but well-prepared, politically
conscious women who intend to Islamise social and domestic norms
and institutions.

Some postsecularist scholars propose to dismantle the presumed
homogeneity of Islamist women by showcasing their alterity. But this
hypothesis falls apart when applied to their subjects’ political aspira-
tions. Kalmbach and Bano (2011b) first make the case for Islamist
women’s empowerment within a patriarchal religious discourse (one
which will challenge Western feminism) then invoke an imagined
commonality between faith-based aspirations and the goals of Western
feminism. In its haste to legitimise the political possibilities of faith-
based aspirations, this scholarship elides over the internecine,
competitive and real differences of perspectives within and amongst
the Islamists. On the one hand, Kalmbach and Bano argue that female
Islamic leadership conforms to the norms and structures established
by male scholars and on the other, they make a case that these leaders
empower their followers vis-a-vis established and confined authority
structures. The goals and ends of such ‘conformist empowerment’ for
women are not explained. But more than contradictory claims based
on ethnographic studies, these scholarly findings confuse feminist
agendas with gender empowerment techniques that have come to
dominate the development discourse in developing nations.

Feminism is not limited to vague notions of empowerment, nor is
female leadership a singular indicator or a criterion towards achieving
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goals of gender and class equality and justice. Feminism actively chal-
lenges traditional, masculinist, patriarchal and class-based centres of
power and authority and does not simply seek to replace male with
female leadership. Most strains of feminism are also critical of those
women who aspire and adhere to, promote, harbour, or mimic patri-
archal ambitions, relations or agendas.

Retro-Islamist scholars repeatedly quote how the MMA religio-
political alliance won enough seats for the first time in Pakistan’s
elections of 2002 in order to form government in the NWFP. However,
in not one instance of the scholarship produced by these researchers
(see Introduction), including in their Ph.D. theses or indeed, develop-
ment reports funded by Western governments that they may have
authored, have they analysed or even mentioned the nature of gover-
nance that followed in a province that was previously and traditionally
patriarchal and conservative but ruled by a politically secular gover-
nance. The role or specific contribution of female Islamic leadership
of that period is neither referenced nor formally documented and this
silence extends to the manner in which this power was acquired. While
eulogising leadership, such scholarship avoids any discussion of the
exercise of this “leadership” in the period that the Islamists ruled the
province. The manner in which female Islamist leadership took up the
challenge of governance in what is now, Khyber Pakhtunkhwa
province is instructive with regard not just their proposed opposition
to “Western feminism’ or liberalism but indeed, to any interpretation
of basic liberties and freedoms. There is no evidence of the “empow-
erment” of these women leaders in the political process in subsequent
years either.

The simple fact of participating in mainstream electoral processes
and holding intra-party elections is evidence enough for postsecularist
scholars to uphold the agentive and participatory credentials of
Islamist parties. The hierarchies of most mainstream religious parties
are severe and women cannot head them nor integrate into their main-
stream decision-making process. The gendered principles that inform
many of these parties dissuade Islamist women from fielding as candi-
dates or assuming leadership roles, unless they are forced by secular
compulsions such as a reservation system for women and minorities,
which compels them to participate towards the realisation of overall
political gain for Islamist male leadership/parties. However, Islamist
women’s intellectual/pietist agency or odd acts of dissonance are
unlikely to translate into any tangible influence on party policy or lead
towards public leadership roles for women. The only way for this to
happen is if Islamists subscribe to the lay rules of political participa-
tion, such as quotas to ensure women’s equity or minimum
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participation in representative politics — a policy they reject on reli-
gious principle but which historically, they have adhered to out of
compulsion. Islamist women owe a debt to the liberal, secular princi-
ples that seek to ensure women’s participation at all tiers of national
level politics. This has been the only opportunity available for Islamist
women to actively author and debate Islamic policies and to resist
liberal legislation on a range of issues during their stint in national and
provincial government in Pakistan.

The Islamist groups’ political support to General Zia and political
governance under General Musharraf also needs more serious atten-
tion if postsecularists insist on alternately merging any distinction
between Islamists’ pietist and political agendas. The same caution
applies if scholars completely suspend the relevance of Islamists’
specific politics in order to suggest that they are contributors to some
broader democratic imaginary. One is content with any examination
of Islamist politics but interested scholars need to come to terms with
a framework where either the Islamists’ credentials are up for discus-
sion in their entirety or not.

Muslim Exceptionalism

Pakistani postsecularist scholarship seeks to expose the bias of secu-
larism in Muslim contexts but, unlike earlier feminist scholarship,
does not examine the source of demands for Islamic
particularism/exceptionalism in the form of veil practice, sharia laws,
dispute resolution mechanisms, polygamy, the authority of all-male
ulema, as well as the effects of these on Muslim communities. It
presumes through selective ethnographic accounts rather then broader
or deeper social scientific inquiry that these are truly reflective of the
entire community and their effects would be uniform and beneficial.
There is little to suggest whether such exceptionalism has been bene-
ficial for Muslim women.

The implicit proposal in postsecular critiques is that women’s
movements should redirect themselves or adjust their local struggles
based exclusively on the apparently, game-changing events and after-
math of 9/11. This is an interesting invitation — one that insists that
the nature and consequences, indeed, the continuity of patriarchal
norms that underscore local, religiously determined politics, have
magically been erased. It implies that even the actors, sympathisers and
collaborators of Islamist politics have been replaced or their actions
suspended and interrupted because of 9/11. The objection to the term
“Muslim fundamentalism” is accompanied by the suggestion that the
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spectrum of Islamist politics not be maligned but be reconsidered as
the more benign, “Muslim political activities” (Akbar and Oza 2013,
164). This kind of scholarship advises that feminist activism?! must
reconsider its critical commentary and campaigns against fundamen-
talist groups or Islamist politics. A generic reference to Islamists or
fundamentalist groups now qualifies them as victims of the backlash
of the “imperial violence” that followed 9/11 and thus all local resist-
ance against such male groups must now reconfigure its aims and
reassess its strategies, vocabularies and priorities, on the basis of the
terrorist attack on the World Trade Centre towers in New York and
the ensuing so-called, WoT.

By interrupting the feminist challenges to local patriarchal politics,
Muslim men - including Islamists, who may be involved in very local
violations and abuse of human/women’s rights — stand absolved of
their actions and politics. It is helpful that a case against women’s
human rights has already been made through Saba Mahmood’s and
Lila Abu-Lughod’s appeal for a redefinition of such rights and a
delinking of these from universal basic rights — one which is also to be
found in the narrative of local religio-nationalists. The implication is
that resistance activism should desist from campaigning against the
discriminatory practices observed by Muslim men or that this should
be postponed for fear of painting them (with the imperialist brush) as
“bad Muslims”. The definition of the dehumanising projects of human
rights discourses in such polemics (see collection in Satterthwaithe and
Huckerby 2013) relies on targeting individual activists, rather than
assessing the sites of abuses and violations.

Erroneously, Pakistani scholars overstretch their theses by
borrowing and applying the Iranian or Arab cases in their effort to
discredit the case for secularism in the country.?? If, as is sometimes
argued, Egypt was a secularising state in character but not in practice
(Hafez 2011), then Pakistan’s constitution, several laws and policies,
and courts have in many cases, been secular in their practice(s) but that
does not mean that the state has been a secular one.?* Unlike in Egypt,
the state of Pakistan does not consider Islamisation (of the streets) to
be a threat to the state despite its nuisance value. In avowed secular
states, the use of religious rhetoric by conservatives and/or faith-based
political parties/actors, works successfully (for example, India and the
US) but in theocratic states or Islamic republics, even after the “Arab
Spring”, using religion overtly for political advancement is viewed
with suspicion by the Pakistani state and the electorate. Religio-polit-
ical rhetoric tends to be modulated in the public campaigns of
religio-political groups, dependent on whether they are in opposition
or in some sort of alliance with the government.
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In the wake of 9/11, the already contested notions of emancipation
and freedoms, women’s rights and autonomy have been revisited
across the old/new turf and invoked, once again, the ideological
contest of Western liberal-secular versus Islamic authenticity politics.
The idea of the imperial rescue of the brown woman, well-explored
by postcolonial scholars (Spivak 1988), became graphic in the symbol
of the Muslim woman. Post-9/11 global reactions have ranged from
concern over Muslim women’s perceived submissiveness, suppression
of their sexualities and hostilities to their embrace of the veil. On the
one hand, it has been a period of policy bans on the veil in some
European countries and on the other, its reclaim by believing women
considered as representative of their “agency”. This is not to under-
mine or ignore the physical manifestations of the ensuing “War on
Terror” — the fallout of which, arguably, Pakistan has suffered perhaps
as much as Iraq and Afghanistan. Nor is it the intention here to under-
play the torture, incarceration and terror suffered through
insurgencies and counter-insurgency operations (including in and by,
the US) sustained for over a decade now. It has simply been my argu-
ment that in fact, the anthropological excavation of the discursive
characteristics of Muslim women’s faith and the academic effort of
reclaiming a redefined and alternative Muslim women’s agency, has
rendered women as the biggest losers of this “WoT™”.

Over the last decade, during the period that Pakistan was coerced
into becoming an ally on the “War on Terror”, there have been sys-
tematic and targetted murders and torture of those resistant to Islamist
militancy. While such violence has almost always been attributed to ex-
tremists or the Taliban, there have been many cases where mainstream
Islamist parties or actors have been the perpetrators. The victims in-
clude liberal politicians — high-profile, as well as less known politicians.
While social activists, policemen/ women, local tribesmen, minority
sects and professionals from prostitutes to musicians and barbers,
have been the targets of Islamic militants, particularly in the conflict
zone of Khyber Pakhtunkhwa, mainstream Islamists have not volun-
tarily condemned nor campaigned against such pogroms. Islamists too,
have been killing each other in bloody sectarian competition even prior
to 2001, but these crimes have peaked and become bold in recent years.
Even “moderate” Islamists such as Javed Ghamdi** were unable to sur-
vive in this environment of competitive Islamism. Pakistan has been
anything but a haven for liberal/secularists, or indeed, moderates, in
the last decade. The implications of all these developments have shown
that political progress for women’s legal and material rights necessar-
ily require secular modes of resistance and organisation, rather than
faith-based hopes and governmentality.
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Summary

Saba Mahmood’s influential study on Muslim women’s pietist agency
has been scrutinised not simply because it challenges liberal/secular
readings of Muslim women’s piety. Rather, it has been the post-9/11
timing and (US-based) location of Mahmood’s scholarship that has
given fillip to a previous methodological approach of empowering
women from within the framework of Islam. Mahmood’s proposal
goes one step beyond the ‘working-from-within’ project. By
subverting the notion that women should be empowered or motivated
to struggle for rights at all, Mahmood has made a case for pietist
women’s “docile agency” and argued that this should not be assessed
according to liberal norms or expectations of women’s rights or
empowerment. This has encouraged the emergence of a post-9/11
generation of referential postsecularist scholars who are critical of
Western modernity, feminism and liberalism.

In the case of Pakistan, two streams of schools challenge secular
feminist activism. The first group comprising of retro-Islamist scholars
are not so much apologists and not consciously cultural essentialists
but those who are invested in political possibilities (especially for
women) that may be found within Islamic history and a non-Western
discourse and where subjects do not necessarily seek political
confrontation with either men, money, mullabs or the military state.
The other set who identify themselves as scholar-activists includes
those who do not void secular politics as a strategy but accuse
Pakistani liberal and secular activists of behaving as “native inform-
ants” and of being complicit with Islamophobia as their activism feeds
into imperialist designs (details in Chapter 6). This has led to a more
organised questioning of the motives behind human rights campaigns
in Muslim contexts and even the accusation that ‘native’ feminist
activists (but oddly, not male left or liberal activists) are invested in the
scheme of Otherising The Muslim Man.»

I have contested postsecularist scholarship for circumventing the
effects of Islamist women’s leadership that is celebrated in their works.
And argued that this agency and activism may defy the allegations of
Muslim female passivity but at the same time, in practice, these are
deployed to actively subvert women’s progressive rights. Islamist
agency and activism promotes patriarchal policies and putative
morality-based politics. A series of recently passed legislation in
Pakistan contravenes the hypothesis that universal human rights laws
are ineffectual and inapplicable for Muslim contexts where Islamic
provisions and juridical traditions would be more appropriate. In any
case, the strategic positionality of the secular women’s movement
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cannot base its approach on hiatus, where its members neither support
nor protest the normative legal or societal process of Islamic laws or
modes of societal relations. On issues relating to women, including
marriage, divorce, violence, mobility, their sexualities or autonomy,
neither the state nor activists can be expected to respond with silence
or passivity.



CHAPTER

3

Beyond Faith and Agency:
Working Women and
Secular Autonomy

The problematic of religious agency in theory and application to
Muslim women’s development and politics has now been discussed in
some detail. In particular, Saba Mahmood’s (2005) influential theory
on Muslim women’s pietist agency was unpacked since it relies on an
academic subversion of the concept of feminist agency. Mahmood’s
(2001) avowed intention is to “uncouple the notion of self-realization
from that of the autonomous will, as well as agency from the progres-
sive goal of emancipatory politics” (208). The specifics of such
‘uncoupling’ are now explored in light of the experiences of working
women and their encounter with religion in Pakistan.

It will be seen that in consonance with Mahmood’s theory,
autonomy is not always willingly or consciously embraced by Muslim
women through engagement with emancipatory politics. But, neither
is self-realisation necessarily defined in the narrow light of discursive
pietist strategies and outcomes in which Mahmood locates Muslim
women’s agency. More directly, according to various studies,
‘autonomy’ for working women in Pakistan has been comprised of a
defined combination of self-sufficiency, independence, physical
mobility and economic and personal decision-making (Jejeebhoy and
Sathar 2001; Khan 2008; Saigol 2011). This is not to suggest that these
are always mutually exclusive of religious sentiment or pietism but the
experiences of working women in Muslim-majority Pakistan draw
attention to the search and struggle for autonomy in ways which often
require them to defy, contest and challenge cultural and religious
norms, actors, codes and the limits that these impose on women’s
choices, freedoms and mobility.

The interrelatedness of gender, work and religion in Pakistan, with
a focus on the notions of empowerment and autonomy that
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researchers have consistently emphasised in their studies on working
women, will be reviewed below. The example of the government’s
Lady Health Workers Programme is detailed here as their historic and
most recent experiences exemplify the direct encounter between aspi-
rations for secular autonomy against the limits of religious agency.

Women, Work and Religion

It is beyond the scope of this chapter to recount the various theories
on empowerment and autonomy. However, since this publication
juxtaposes these values against the concept of religious or pietist
agency, the broad feminist perspectives on these terms is briefly
summarised here.! Following the case made by scholars working on
Gender and Development (GAD) against male-centred development
paradigms, “empowerment” became a tool for feminist scholars to
refer to grassroots movements and women’s struggles within these.
Perhaps the most commonly used definition of empowerment in
gender studies is the one suggested by Kabeer (1994;2012). She argues
that empowerment should be viewed as a process of change that
enables one to make choices and that it is through choice that real
power is exercised.

While much feminist scholarly attention has been given to studying
the link between women’s control over resources and their empower-
ment, there has been no consensus over the specific determinants of
empowerment. Some studies argue that access to microcredit
programmes enhance women autonomy overall (Hashemi et al. 1996;
Schuler 1997) and that financial control leads to greater participation
in the household, but others conclude that microcredit loans have
instead deepened “the gendered processes of accumulation and, in the
case of loans that use land for collateral, the loss of secured land”
(Keating et al. 2010, cited in Collins 2016). The importance of deci-
sion-making in the household has been similarly contested. Studies in
the South Asian context tend to agree that paid employment and
education for women increase decision-making in financial matters,
but they argue that this has less impact on decisions relating to social
and organisational matters or, for that matter, over choices regarding
reproductive health (Malhotra and Mather 1997; Sathar and Kazi
2000). Geography, education levels and socio-cultural impediments
have variably affected women’s empowerment and these factors have
been emphasised in scholarly attempts to measure it.

While there has not been any consensus on a set of common deter-
minants of empowerment, feminist scholars and activists have come
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to view empowerment as a process of self-expression and self-under-
standing. Feminists have further clarified that while legal reforms and
access to resources may help in this process, they are not in and of
themselves empowerment, which is a process rather than a quantifi-
able goal or end. The key concern for feminists has been the promise
of empowerment towards transformative ends, which is only possible
through challenges to social hierarchies and patriarchal exclusion and
politics (Cornwall and Rivas 2015). Kabeer (2012) looks deeper into
comparative sites of empowerment across geographies and points out
the intended and unintended consequences of development and
economic policies. She argues against the notion that any community
of (Muslim) women is homogenous or sealed off from the wider world.
She cautions against discarding the importance of the universalist
values of individual rights by suggesting that “if liberal arguments for
justice are premised on false universalism, the cultural relativist case
rests on an equally false essentialism” (Kabeer 2012, 230).

The critique of women’s “empowerment” as a buzzword and magic
bullet solution as used in contemporary times has been two-fold; that
of its oversimplification by scholars and policy makers (Collins 2016)
and, its cooptation for market-oriented business models (Cornwall
and Rivas 2015). This has been linked to the narrowing down of the
definitions of empowerment and the instrumentalisation of gender
content in development policies. Collins notes the shift from empow-
erment as a means to challenge hierarchies, to one that includes
women in markets as business actors, loan recipients and labourers.
She argues that this reflects a return to the Women in Development
(WID) development planning literatures of the 1970s. Her argument
is that “instead of pushing an agenda that empowers women to self-
actualize and challenge existing hierarchies according to their own
needs, ‘women’s empowerment’ has become synonymous with
lowering gendered barriers to the marketplace” (3). Further, Cornwall
and Rivas argue that this has managed to successfully empty empow-
erment of most of its progressive content. As Batliwala suggests,
“empowerment” has transformed “from a noun signifying shifts in
social power to a verb signalling individual power, achievement,
status” (Batliwala 2007, 563).

The relevant point here is that the concept of empowerment for
women’s progress has become sandwiched between two separate but
complementary narratives. The first is the stated claim of scholars such
as Mahmood, who argue for a dissociation of self-realisation and
empowerment from progressive ideals, and recommend that feminist
theory needs to move beyond the binary of resistance and subordina-
tion to understand the complex ways in which women express their
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agency without the endpoint being emancipation. The other challenge,
using a similar rationale, comes from neo-liberal institutions and poli-
cies, which have appropriated the concept of empowerment “to
connote economic participation rather than the disruption of social
relations” (Collins 2017, 13). Both approaches are disinterested in the
unsettling of the patriarchal status quo or social relations in an
unequal society.

T use the term “autonomy” in the way it has been referenced in some
of the literature on working women by Pakistani researchers.
Ironically, Mahmood’s project to delink “self-realization from
autonomous will” has always been applicable to many working
women’s experiences in South Asia. As will be seen below, the bulk of
studies on the subject find that South Asian working women do not
realise autonomy by consciously willing to do so, neither do they
venture for sovereignty through their work experiences and nor is their
intent to be involved in any project of emancipatory politics. Instead,
overwhelmingly, women in South Asia are often compelled to work
out of necessity, and inevitably and inadvertently, acquire some form
of independence and self-worth in the process. However, this does not
guarantee an enhancement of their status within the domestic realm,
nor does it necessarily enhance their decision-making in reproductive
choices although in many cases, their financial choices and authority
do improve.

The unquantifiable results of personal empowerment have been
under-researched in Pakistan, but experiential evidence has been
confirmed by women activists who work in organising women’s
labour and political representation and which points to how working
women’s confidence and personal choices expand and are exercised
more freely. Very often, this is done with a risk that sometimes costs
them their lives* (for a list of Pakistani government and Non-
Government Organisations working on “women’s empowerment”,
see Saigol 2011). In most documented cases and observations, the
viability and prevalence of struggles and gainful strategies for personal
or professional progress by Pakistani women are seen to be
consciously temporal. Moreover, prevailing religious factors and
cultural norms are something that these women have to negotiate
against or directly confront. This is particularly difficult since these
influences are closely and intrinsically linked and beneficially
cemented together by the bonds of patriarchy. Women’s visible strug-
gles and aspirations contrast with the kind of faith-based potential and
activism that has been offered in recent scholarship and development
paradigms for Muslim women. The theory of religious agency has
encouraged a kind of religious exceptionalism of Muslim women’s
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divine needs and linked these to their material, developmental needs
and aspirations too.

This investment in a hopeful, faith-appropriate alternative form of
empowerment weighs in stark contrast to some of the tangible and
political realities and expressions of working women in the country.
The chapter will outline the causes and efforts of these women in light
of their class background and strategies for autonomy, which I argue,
are secular in method and aspirations and distinct from those that are
limited to faith-based consciousness, ends, means or methods. These
contributions have been rendered invisible or unworthy of documen-
tation or commentary precisely because they are secular and do not fit
into the now popular meta-theory that associates Muslim women’s
religious agency as a permanent fixture that defines and directs them,
and as if they are immune to any secular characteristics — whether these
are personal, professional or political.

Working Women in Pakistan

According to the Pakistan Labour Force Survey of 2014-15, the
overall national labour force participation rate remains one of the
lowest in the world, at 45.2 percent. Of this total, the male participa-
tion rate stands at 67.8 percent and women’s hovers at an abysmally
low 22 percent. Agriculture remains the main occupation for women
(comprising 72 percent out of a total of 43.5 percent employed in this
sector) and they are the lowest paid (earning less than half of the
minimum wage in Pakistan). Several studies note the increase in the
female labour force in agriculture and ascribe it to rising poverty,
which leads to increased male migration from rural to urban areas and
abroad for better opportunities (Jejeebhoy and Sathar 2001; Khattak
et al. 2008). Further, the PLFS (2014-15) and various human rights
reports also note that an increase in smaller land holdings has led to
an increased engagement of female family members in cultivating land
and fulfilling labour requirements. New technological trends have
created an informal pattern of men using the machines and women
being involved in more labour-intensive jobs (Khattak et al. 2008;
PLFS 2014-15). This is further exacerbated by the most basic issue of
the delays in payment of wages and government agencies are the main
violators of this offence.

The informal sector accounts for 72.6 percent of non-agricultural
employment. The informal sector as a whole is fairly horizontally
gendered overall but comparatively, women’s employment is higher in
the urban formal sector (31.5 percent) and rural informal sector (78
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percent), as compared to men’s (inverse) employment rates at 24.3
percent in the rural formal and 69.3 percent in the urban informal
sector. Within this informal sector, vertical segregation is such that
manufacturing accounts for the majority of female employment at
63.9 percent and men at 18.1 percent and wholesale and retail account
for 6.7 percent females compared to 37.5 percent males. In commu-
nity and social services, women comprise over 28 percent compared
to the male work force of 13 percent (table 17 of the PLFS 2014-15).

Khattak et al. (2008) make an important critical observation about
global human development indices when they argue that while both
the GDI (Gender Development Index) and GEM (Gender
Empowerment Measure) are “useful tools of analysis, there are never-
theless several problems with these indices” (10). They note that the
GDI, as the simple difference of the averaging of life expectancy,
education and GDP (Gross Domestic Product) indices for men and
women, fails to capture complexities such as the cross relation and
interdependence of these three variables. More importantly, the
authors point out that aspects such as political empowerment of
women and legal rights are not taken into account and give the
example of women in Saudi Arabia, “who might score well on the
index, in terms of education, and life expectancy, but the fact that they
cannot drive, which in turn restricts their freedom of mobility, is not
reflected” (10). The authors note that the three components used in
the HDI (Human Development Index) and the GDI are given arbitrary
weights. For instance, literacy is given the same weight as life
expectancy but for a majority of women, they argue that, “literacy,
defined in the narrow sense of the term, might not be as important as
freedom from disease, reproductive health, and life expectancy”
(2008, 10).

Another caveat to point out is that unlike research on women in the
Middle East and North Africa (MENA) region (Moghadam 2005),
there is no recognised or definitive, comprehensive academic work on
women, work and social class in Pakistan. Most short papers and
NGO studies have attempted to explain the low female labour force
participation by noting the social and cultural impediments to
women’s access and absorption into paid employment. The overar-
ching commonality in all these studies is the acknowledgement that
while poverty and gender are closely inter-related, the nature of
women’s employment and income are not reliable indicators of social
class (Mumtaz and Shaheed 1987; Kazi 1999; Sathar and Kazi 2000).

Given this issue of contested reliability, lack of a recognised official
or academic base analysis of women and class, and the very scant
research on women’s labour force in Pakistan, it is difficult to cate-



66 | Beyond Faith and Agency

gorise women into official “classes”. One recent potential source for
developing a partial analysis of women and class is the Benazir Income
Support Programme (BISP), initiated in 2008 as an unconditional cash
supplement provided to women of the poorest households with the
assistance of the World Bank. This has now become the largest social
safety net programme in the country. Criticism of the programme in
its initial phase included the fact that women beneficiaries used to be
identified by parliamentarians, making the programme susceptible to
the politics of patronage rather than merit. In 2010-11, a new govern-
ment introduced a major transition and the beneficiaries were
identified through a Poverty Scorecard Survey (PSC) based on house-
hold demographics, assets, and other measurable characteristics.?

Based on a Proxy Means Test (PMT), the PSC data now includes a
poverty profile of each household but also provides data on 12 key
indicators that include household size, type of housing and toilet facil-
ities, education, child status, household assets, agricultural
landholding, and livestock ownership. There have been several inde-
pendent evaluations of the BISP, the most recent of which reported that
the programme has continued to have an impact on reducing poverty
for the target group and that it is reducing long-term impact of malnu-
trition amongst girls (Cheema et al. 2015, v; 68). Most significantly,
this qualitative research also aimed to measure women’s empower-
ment by looking at “women’s agency (or the endowments of assets that
underpin her ability to make strategic choices and actions) and
women’s relation to structure (as constituted by formal and informal
institutions that prevail)” (v).

The report observes a marked change in the status of women in
beneficiary households and notes that almost all the women inter-
viewed reported that they were now being given more importance in
their households as a direct result of the BISP. The report concludes
that the programme “appears to have facilitated an improvement in
the intra-household relations within beneficiary households as the
BISP cash reduced economic pressures, as well as facilitating women’s
involvement in household decision making” (vi). Since the BISP has
made a Computerised National Identity Card (CNIC) a mandatory
requirement to receive the cash transfer, this has enfranchised millions
of women who never possessed an official identity and could not open
bank accounts nor even, vote in elections. The evaluation report of the
BISP notes that the programme “continues to be associated with
increased proportions of women in beneficiary households voting”
(Cheema et al. 20185, vi). Potentially, this data, once collected and
collated, could lend itself to an economic and sociological differential
analysis of the poorest and/or, working-class women in Pakistan.* It
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seems that these initial findings may even challenge the conventional
notion that delinked any direct correlation between (supplemental)
income and women’s empowerment in the domestic realm.

It is due to current limitations of authoritative studies that I term
the women’s movements discussed below and in the final Chapter 7 as
simply “working women’s movements” even though these predomi-
nantly comprise of women from what is conventionally considered to
be the “working classes”. Certainly, there is a reckonable class differ-
ence between the health workers discussed below and the peasant
women mentioned in a later chapter but the example of the women
councillors demonstrates how mobility, geography and autonomy
become more compelling features than income or assets and interrupt
the boundaries of class imaginaries in Pakistan. Some recent legisla-
tion (Sindh Industrial Relations Act 2013)° has proposed to absorb
peasant classes or agricultural workers into the definition of
“workers” but this has not led to any registration of peasants with the
labour department. Also, not all Lady Health Workers (LHW) across
the country belong to the same social class even though the basic
criteria of educational levels in order to be selected is the same and
they may have experienced upward social mobility over the duration
of their services (Khan 2008). Even in the more prosperous province
of Punjab, a study by Mumtaz et al. (2013) finds that “working as an
LHW was a poverty-pushed option. Only poor women were willing
to ignore the strictures of honor as they could not afford to adhere to
the requirements of seclusion (purdah) in the way that better-off
women could” (54). Despite the status and respect that has developed
over the years for Lady Health Workers across the country, Mumtaz
et al. find that the poor status and caste of the Attock district health
workers invited ignominy, harassment and insults if they ventured
outside the “social geography” related to their own biradari (endoga-
mous clan).

Noting the absence of any overarching analytical frameworks in
Pakistan, it has been difficult to develop conclusive empirical evidence
or theses that relate the experiences of working women to class iden-
tities or economics (Khan 2007).* However, there are several studies
that have considered the social transformative characteristic of
women’s work in the informal sector and amongst lower income
groups. The bulk of these locate their research within the broader
ambit of “women’s empowerment” rather than class identities.
Although there is general agreement on the importance of autonomy
and mobility in association with women’s professional, personal,
physical and emotional lives and well-being, these studies also
acknowledge the critical role of physical, tangible, quantifiable
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autonomy, empowerment, choice and freedoms for women. They
point out the specific challenges faced by way of patriarchal cultural
practices and codes, and gender-blind or discriminatory state policies
that obstruct women’s holistic autonomy.

Autonomy, Empowerment and the Threat to the Islamic
Gendered Order

For Jejeebhoy and Sathar (2001), there is a distinction between
autonomy and economic empowerment. Their comparative study on
women in India and Pakistan attempts to assess female autonomy by
drawing up indexes along the following four components; (1)
economic decision-making; (2) mobility; (3) freedom from threat from
husband; and (4) access to and control over economic resources. They
observe that in India and Pakistan, “wage work for women is often
unacceptable and poverty-induced, [and] not necessarily an indicator
of autonomy” (695). A common finding regarding working women in
South Asia is that not only are wage-earning women not likely to have
made the decision to work on their own, they do not always have
control over their earnings. Instead, the authors argue that “tradi-
tional factors conferring authority on women — age, marital duration,
number of surviving sons, nuclear family residence, and dowry — have
a more powerful effect on women’s autonomy” (2001, 705). The
authors found these factors particularly compelling in settings with
wider gender disparities.

Additionally, education (even a primary education) plays a promi-
nent role in enhancing almost every dimension of autonomy. The
authors above note that the purpose of their study was to prove that
regional considerations rather than religious ones obstruct women’s
autonomy. However, there are several methodological and academic
limitations to this study. The two contrasting regions of Hindu-
majority India are studied against one region of Muslim-majority
Pakistan and the survey discusses intra-religious communities in the
former but only majority Muslim women in the latter. Further, the
study avoids any broader political or legal contextualisation.
However, it makes the more important and broader rights-based argu-
ment that “education and employment do not necessarily [radically]
enhance women’s autonomy and | . . . | traditional factors conferring
status on women remain strong” (709). The authors recommend that

strategies to enhance women’s autonomy need to expand beyond
education, employment, and delayed marriage. More comprehensive,
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direct, and context-specific strategies to increase women’s autonomy
must simultaneously be sought. These include raising women’s gender
consciousness, enabling women to mobilize and access community
resources and public services, providing support for challenging tradi-
tional norms that underlie gender inequities, facilitating the
acquisition of usable vocational and life skills, enhancing women’s
access to and control over economic resources, and enabling women
to establish and realize their rights . . . particularly . . . for the northern
cultures of the subcontinent — whether Pakistani or north Indian,
whether Hindu or Muslim. (709)

So, for Jejeebhoy and Sathar, the journey to autonomy is inter-
twined with the task of not just empowering women by way of
intellect, choice and potential or even economic empowerment but
also, specific material access, rewards and opportunities. However,
these authors do not include political empowerment as a stepping-
stone towards enhancing women’s autonomy. Further, the authors do
not identify the sources or sustainability of restrictive “traditional
norms”, nor do they analyse where these customs acquire legitimacy
or their connectivity to the lever of religion.

Grunenfelder (2013a) argues that Pakistani women’s non-domestic
work has been conceptualised in three major ways: as a contribution
to national development, as a danger to the nation, and as non-exis-
tent. She traces the contestations in the development of the
subjectivities of the ‘ideal’ woman - for example, during the
Islamisation years of General Zia ul Haq (1977-1988) — and docu-
ments how the notion of the Pakistani women was replaced by that of
an “Islamic woman” within a state discourse that constantly painted
women as a danger to the nation (72). She cites historical documen-
tation of how religious parties have always seen working women as
liabilities to Islam (72). However, she also references existing litera-
ture on how religious parties permit the notion of working women in
the disciplines of teaching and health work, if only to facilitate a
gender segregated Pakistani society at large.

Several Pakistani scholars have observed that the social implications
of the state’s religious discourse are more compelling than juridical ones
(Jahangir 1998; Shah 2016). This has encouraged various groups and
collectives to “act as enforcers of religious mores” (Griinenfelder
2013a, 75). Further, as will be demonstrated in the examples cited be-
low, this shift of moral responsibility to the public at large has meant
that working women and those serving in public office or public fig-
ures have become the most primary and vulnerable targets of vigilan-
tism. Increasingly, in Pakistan, sex crimes and murder have come to
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serve as methods of punitive lesson and control over women’s mobil-
ity. The majority of such acts are often what would be categorised as
honour-based crimes and fall under the loose sociological explanation
of cultural atavism. Traditionally, these are either settled through
tribal or community based male-exclusive justice systems (to the ad-
vantage of men). If the case should make it to the state legal system,
the male perpetrator is often exonerated under the Islamic law of Qisas
and Diyat,” which permits forgiveness of the crime by the natural heirs
of the female victim (parents, siblings). The overlap and imbrication of
culture and religious motivation continues to extend moral impunity
to Muslim men. Khattak et al. (2008) point out that where religious
laws contradict a civil statute, the latter is meant to prevail. However,
they stress that this is “only in theory because in practice this does not
occur” and that there are “many contradictions in the two sources of
laws, especially with regard to personal law- marriage, divorce, custody
of children and inheritance” (55).

Khan (2007) maintains that “the relationship between women’s
work and the political environment, and women’s work and the sexual
politics of Pakistani society is also very close” (21). She considers a
deliberate ideological purpose behind state policy which promotes
gender segregation by deferring to “culture and traditions regarding
purdah as an explanation for women’s inability to take greater part in
employment outside the home and access social sector services or have
greater political participation” (22). Khan suggests that the threat of
sexual violence has helped to keep women obedient and that the
double burden of purdah and household work have become “an invis-
ible triple burden of purdah, household work and paid work” (29).
Additionally, the role of counter-intuitive programmes, such as the one
conducted by USAID for home-based workers (‘Behind the Veil’,
USAID 2008), only reinforces and limits women’s empowerment to
one within the framework of religious/cultural agency, rather than
challenging social barriers against the ‘burdens’ mentioned above by
Khan which adversely affect women’s autonomy overall.

Considerable deconstruction of the purdah has already been
studied in South Asia with regard to its role in the institutionalisation
of strict gender segregation (Papanek 1973; Syed 2010). Despite the
existing gender segregation in many spheres of life in Pakistan, female
employment has never been condemned in principle (Papanek 1982;
Syed 2010) and increasingly, women have been able and willing to take
up employment outside the home despite restrictive gender norms
(Khan 2008). This is particularly so where the gender-segregated soci-
etal structure has required women professionals (Papanek 1971). The
distinction between the physical veil and discursive purdabh segrega-
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tion is more complex than simply a religious adherence. However, the
issue of autonomy is still relevant in this regard, with reference to
mobility, gender segregation of public spaces and decision-making on
issues that challenge or go against prescribed patriarchal cultural or
religious norms. It becomes more critical in relation to women’s active
roles in and access to any public office, employment or services or for
that matter, independent choice in matters of marriage, sexuality and
reproductive decisions.

Khan observes there is a positive impact on prior social norms when
the state employs women in professions even in remote areas, as in the
case of the Lady Health Workers. A Village-Based Family Planning
Workers scheme was launched at a national level as part of Pakistan’s
Eighth Five-Year Plan (1993-98). This grew into the current Lady
Health Workers Programme. It is considered a successful government
programme in large part because it has promoted widespread re-
versible, modern contraceptive use in rural and otherwise inaccessible
areas of Pakistan. Khan (2008) lists the requirements to qualify as a
LHW (at least eight years of education) and the responsibilities that en-
tail working from her home (with a designated “Health House”) from
where she sees community members, holds meetings, maintains her
household register, and stores contraceptives, medicines and commu-
nication material. The work involves registration of all the population
in her catchment area in order to identify their need for health and fam-
ily planning services and distributing information on basic health, hy-
giene, nutrition, and even providing essential drugs for the treatment
of minor ailments. Additionally, the administration of polio drops to
children during regular government-sponsored polio drives and par-
ticipating in emergency relief activities in the event of natural disasters
has become part of the duties appended to the LHW programme.

For Khan (2008), the most interesting aspect of the LHW
programme is that the health-worker has proven to be an instrument
of positive change in her community. She notes that although LHWs
are privileged compared to other women in their communities by
virtue of their education, “this does not necessarily indicate that they
are financially more secure, or that they will marry into families with
relatively better income earning strategies” (14). Her 2008 study
confirms the difficulty of categorising working women into classes
since all LHWSs have to have attained high school education to qualify,
yet the families she interviewed state clearly that if not for their earn-
ings, these workers “may well have died and [their] marriage[s] may
not have survived either under the pressures of poverty” (14). Even
some husbands’ families reported being grateful for the LHWS’ finan-
cial contribution and regretted not putting them to work earlier.
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Several scholars testify to the historical change in understanding
empowerment and autonomy with regard to women’s work in
Pakistan. Earlier studies relied on broadly defined empowerment indi-
cators. For example, a study on women piece-rate workers in the city
of Lahore stated that they were experiencing “more say in family
matters, more respect and consideration in the household, and relax-
ation in the home due to their status as earning members of the family”
(cited in Khan 2008, 2). Later research on working women in Karachi
found that “there had to be a two-fold change along with paid work:
the work had to be both valued by society and give women an
improved self-perception for it to have a strong positive impact on the
women’s lives. Women working in formal sector occupations had the
greater advantage here” (Khan 2008, 3).

Khan’s (2008) own analysis goes on to include those characteristics
that define autonomy by way of choice and decision-making, rather
than just the expansion of economic, social or political opportunities.
She points out that other positive benefits of work, even in the infor-
mal sector, “included a decrease in urban Pakistan in gender discrim-
ination against sending girls to school [and that] . . . the most impor-
tant rural study . . . showed that paid work outside the home
potentially increased women’s autonomy” (3). She notes that autonomy
was defined “in terms of indicators such as domestic decision-making,
financial decision-making, access to household resources, type of mo-
bility, and even communication with husband” (3). Khan considers
more direct linkages between women’s paid employment and the so-
cial change that accompanies this in cases of women in social services
such as the government-appointed community-based women health
workers. In other words, for Khan, autonomy is linked to being
charged with social responsibility.

This is an important point of distinction. Social responsibility is
closely associated with religious duty, particularly in the imaginary
and discourse of religious politics in Muslim contexts. Practically all
religious organisations in Pakistan (including the banned ones — the
most prominent being, Lashkar e Tayyaba with its active charitable
front, Jamaat ud Dawa) have fully functioning charitable wings and
their fund-raising work is a prolific industry that is commonly consid-
ered nefarious for jihadist causes. These charitable fronts are very
active in times of humanitarian crises in particular, but they also run
community schools, medical aid and welfare centres. There is little
known about any assistance offered by way of any formal legal aid
but this is likely because they often tend to settle small disputes within
their own privatised justice systems. Women volunteers are very active
within these organisations but not necessarily as paid professionals.
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Paid social work and women working in this field, therefore, offer
interesting insights into the intersections of gender, work and social
change in such a context. There have been several studies that have
drawn attention to the political and ideological constructs of the role
and place of women, work and religion in Pakistan. Grinenfelder
observes in one rural setting of Pakistan that Muslim professional
women negotiate gender relations by developing strategies in order to
be able to participate in formal labour markets. Her study recognises
social organisation (also called community mobilisation) as a formal
occupation that emerged in Pakistan in the 1980s. Grunenfelder
2013b explains that

the rationale behind this new form of activism was at least twofold
(Rasmussen et al., 2007). On the one hand parts of society were
eager to bring change to Pakistan and above all to improve the situ-
ation of marginalized individuals (for example, women) and rural
communities (Idrees et al., 2008; Jan and Jan, 2000). Women were
needed to reach the female clientele, as this is hardly possible for
men in the highly gender-segregated rural areas. On the other hand,
previous state-led rural development had so far focused merely on
technical interventions and was not likely to succeed in future with-
out social change on the ground, that is, in villages or communities.
(Shah 2009, 604)

One of the difficulties regarding social mobility is related to
Griinenfelder’s (2013b) finding that “social access to villagers,
including village women, can be gained only via key men in the village.
And since — according to prevailing gender norms — a female social
organizer cannot approach a man, she is always dependent on her male
colleagues to obtain access to a village and its inhabitants” (606). The
other challenge is with regard to the perception of social organisers as
agents and “represent[atives of] imperialistic gender discourses [who]
endanger local gender values” (606). Grinenfelder observes how
“development is widely perceived as a Western instrument to destabi-
lize the traditional gender order [and this] has important consequences
for women development workers in the Hazara region” (600). The
importance of hostels for women, cell phones and male companions
play a critical role in working women’s mobility. (As an aside, it is
important to point out that in other parts of Pakistan, including in
rural areas and small towns, the role of local “NGO women” and their
(often) controversial activism against Islamist politics is neither char-
acterised as ‘elitist’, nor does it conform to any pietist expectations.
These women who take risks in their open challenge to male Islamist
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preachings are acknowledged, respected and sought by community
members for assistance in several matters (Marsden 2008)).

More formally, since its inception in the 1990s, the Lady Health
Workers Programme had always inverted the traditional gender equa-
tion, since this programme relies on the reverse logic and on women’s
easy access into the homes of communities where men would never be
permitted due to codes of privacy. This programme has destabilised
the traditional gender order in an unconventional way and differently
from what Grunenfelder describes above. As seen below, this has had
far-reaching consequences in the story of women’s empowerment in
Pakistan in general, as well as in terms of being at the receiving end of
the backlash of religious politics more specifically.

Lady Health Workers: The Neutral Interface

The experiences of the LHWSs, who are the primary original army of
social organisers across Pakistan’s rural and low-income areas, bear
witness to a departure from normative social perceptions of working
women. The most obvious difference in terms of the roles and repre-
sentation of LHWs from other social mobilisers or organisers as
studied by Griinenfelder is that the latter are seen as “embodiment of
NGOs” and in some cases, suspected as perpetuating a foreign agenda
and one that seeks to subvert the traditional and patriarchal order.
However, the Lady Health Workers Programme (LHWP) is a govern-
ment-run project that employs over 110,000 trained female
community workers involved in delivering basic health services at
doorsteps in communities. Benazir Bhutto’s government in 1994 initi-
ated the programme. The LHWP directly addresses women’s
reproductive health needs by providing information, basic services and
access to further care if necessary, directly into women’s homes and
communities. It has been termed a successful government programme
in large part because it has succeeded in increasing reversible and
modern contraceptive use, particularly in many inaccessible rural
areas. What interests most researchers is that the LHWP has proven
to be an instrument of social change in the communities to which they
belong. Not only have these women successfully broken the private-
public dichotomy quite literally, they also provide an essential service
to women in their child-bearing years which would otherwise be
absolutely denied to them.
Ayesha Khan’s (2008) research on the LHWP argues that
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if empowerment is to be understood through changes wrought in the
areas of body, voice and paid work, this project in effect touches all
these themes. The nature of the [Lady Health Workers Programme] is
directly meant to increase women’s control and decision-making with
regard to their health, well-being, and reproductive decision-making;
it is a community-based project that strives to empower men and
women to make their needs heard through health committees and
increased interaction. (3)

Khan observed that “all LHWs interviewed [had] negotiated some
expanded version of the traditional gendered space” and that mobility
was expanded sometimes through a reconceptualisation of purdab
requirements or honour codes (21). These were not openly defiant nor
through any explicit confrontation with structures of male control and
domination, even though such structural changes may be taking place
in an implicit manner. Pakistan was witness to such a change on a large
scale in 2010.

One LHW serves a population of 1000-1500 persons, which is
approximately 100 households, and she regularly visits them to main-
tain her health records. Her monthly stipend, until recently, was
equivalent to approximately US $25. For a negligible stipend, the
LHWs are also routinely recruited for administering polio vaccina-
tions because they are such an expansive and effective labour force. In
2010, intermittent protests over unfair termination, salary increase or
harassment that had been brewing for the past decade, grew into a
countrywide boycott of the polio vaccination drive scheduled for
February of that year. The LHWs in Sindh province were especially
active and there was even a deeply symbolic protest demonstration at
the mausoleum of the assassinated Prime Minister and founder of the
LHWP, Benazir Bhutto. This may be read as a political and alternative
rendering of a “performance of gendered secular virtues,” when
compared to Mahmood’s (2001) readings of pietist women’s “perfor-
mance of gendered Islamic virtues” (203). The daily Dawn reported
that at this protest the LHWs demanded that the promise to regularise
their work, made by the late Prime Minister, Benazir Bhutto, should
be fulfilled (“Anti-polio Campaign Faces Threats of Boycott,” Dawn,
Feb 9, 2010).

In September 2010, after protracted nationwide strikes and protests
and a legal battle, the Chief Justice of the Supreme Court of Pakistan
ordered that the LHWSs should be paid the minimum wage of a skilled
(full-time) worker (at the time, Rs.7,000 or roughly US $70, per
month). The President of the All Pakistan Lady Health Workers
Employees Association, and leader of these protests, Bushra Arain,
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told the press that “whatever success Pakistan has achieved towards
bringing down infant and maternal mortality rates, or in meeting the
targets for the Millennium Development Goals four and five [*] would
not have been possible had the LHWSs not been going door to door”
(Ebrahim 2011).

In early 2011, the Sindh provincial government was forced to delay
the launch of its three-day polio campaign because the LHWs now
staged further city-based protests against the government’s non-imple-
mentation of the Supreme Court’s legal orders. This was followed by
nationwide protests, which included direct action by the LHWs in
blocking major highways, courting arrests and following up their legal
case at the Supreme Court. When the Supreme Court passed a judg-
ment in favour of the LHWs’ demand for a minimum wage, the Chief
Justice (CJ) based it on an interesting observation. Reportedly, the
deputy attorney general representing the government pleaded that the
LHWs were always meant to be contractual workers hired by the
government and were not entitled to receive the rights they were
demanding. In response, the C]J is said to have asked the representa-
tive what the name of the programme was. When told that this was
the Lady Health Workers Programme, the CJ is reported to have asked
for a definition of “Worker’ according to the ILO convention. In a
meeting with members of Women’s Action Forum, one of the more
experienced Lady Health Workers involved in this struggle, reported
that based upon the clarification of the definition of “worker”, the CJ
passed the judgment that since they are officially, legally and univer-
sally recognised as “workers” according to the international
agreement, the LHWs must be awarded the minimum wage.’ So, apart
from framing their own rights in a liberal, universalist light, the
Supreme Court of Pakistan chose to interpret the case of the LHWSs in
this frame rather than any Islamic provision or indeed, cultural specific
code or ethos. The matter did not end for the LHWs, who had regis-
tered another case demanding regularisation of their jobs, which was
adjudicated in their favour (2012-2013).

Silencing Secular Resistance

Against the backdrop of these developments, the proceeding wave of
attacks on health and aid workers in Pakistan that same year signified
the tense and entangled relationship between women and religion. Of
the 15 aid workers targeted by militants across the country in 2012,
nine of the victims were health workers associated with the national
polio campaign. At the time, Pakistan was one of three countries where
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polio still persisted. Some 57 cases were registered in 2012 and the
World Health Organisation warned of travel/visa restrictions and
sanctions to be imposed if polio continued to spread. The majority of
cases are found in the tribal areas, which are less populated but where
militants have actively resisted the vaccination programme terming it
an un-Islamic practice and believing it to be a conspiracy against
Muslims.

The Lady Health Workers are also contracted to administer polio
drops in recognition of their successful access to communities and
involvement with post-natal services. In so far as they represent
modernist ideas and transgress the patriarchal division between
private and public roles for women, as well as the fact that they are
officials of the Pakistani state, the LHWSs in recent years have been
specifically targeted by the militants in the Taliban controlled areas
(which reach beyond the tribal areas and in several metropolitan
centres). Between 2006 and 2009, the Taliban’s invasion of Swat in
the Himalayan region of Pakistan was followed by their systematic
and violent pogrom to enforce its version of Sharia on the already
Islamic, Republic of Pakistan. The Taliban destroyed Swat’s famed
tourist industry through a series of public beheadings and hangings (of
prostitutes, barbers and entertainers) in town squares. Once they
controlled Swat, over their three-year siege, the Taliban prohibited
polio vaccination campaigns, destroyed 122 girls’ schools, 22 barber
shops, and banned all music, cinema and most NGOs in the area.
According to regular news reports, the Taliban also killed those health
workers who attempted to save people wounded in suicide blasts.

A British Medical Journal (BM]) study entitled, “How the Taliban
Undermined Community Healthcare in Swat, Pakistan,” (Ud din,
Mumtaz, and Ataullahjan 2012) conducted in-depth interviews with
Swat-residing, Pashtun LHWSs, to gauge the effects of the Taliban’s
threats and violence against them. According to the study, not only did
the overall infrastructure of community health suffer drastically, but
maternal mortality increased and individual LHWs were socially
ostracised through a vilification campaign, while many left or stopped
working due to direct threats to their lives. Some of the strategies
adopted by the Taliban are quoted in the BM]J study, based on the
direct experiences of the affected LHWs (although the authors make
the proviso that the worst affected could not be interviewed due to the
high risk this entailed for those women’s lives). The most effective
strategy employed by the Taliban was to name-and-shame the LHWs
on FM radio and the issuing of three fatwas (religious edicts) against
them. The LHWs interviewed in the BM]J study cite specific examples
of beheadings, as well as public beatings and firing on their houses and
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murders of their colleagues’ family members. The study notes that the
LHW programme to provide family planning services made it “an
ideological target” (2). This is very similar to the campaigns and polit-
ical positions taken by some mainstream Islamists who argue that
family planning, contraception and sex education promote
“vulgarity”, “obscenity” and encourage extramarital sex. The BM]J
study cites allegations by the leader of the Taliban, Maulana Fazlullah
that “LHWSs want to promote prostitution and sin in our society” (2).

According to the BM] study, about 15 percent of the LHWSs of Swat
resigned, others simply stopped working while several left the city. The
Taliban’s persecution of the health workers resulted in an increase in
maternal mortality, at least seven forced marriages (according to the
sample interviewed), and abortions have been on the rise. The most
effective strategy employed by the Taliban was to name-and-shame the
female health workers on FM radio and to issue three fatwas (religious
edicts) against them. The BM]J study notes that these religious
pronouncements had a more serious impact than even the threats of
kidnapping, execution of forced marriages and in some cases, death.
The reason is that these fatwas were not directed at health services per
se but against the very notion of women in public spaces, which was
declared a form of public indecency. The fatwa (as cited in the BM]
study) also declared that “it was a Muslim man’s duty to kidnap the
women health workers when they paid home visits, to marry them
forcibly (even if they were already married women), or to use them as
sexual slaves” (1). Specifically, Maulana Fazlullah, the Taliban chief
of Swat even went so far as to declare the LHWSs as wajibul qatl (fit
for murder).

The second fatwa declared that it was illegal for Muslim women to
work for wages and the third that Lady Health Workers were
subverting the gendered social order and in fact, “were men because
they travelled unaccompanied in the streets like men. Like all non-
family men, they should not be allowed to enter homes™ (2). The BM]J
study notes that these “divine” rulings were instrumental in discred-
iting the primary care work because the health workers were now cast
as “prostitutes” and “servants of America” (2). The Taliban’s (now
famed) use of FM radio for religious propaganda rationalised that
since these women health workers carry condoms, it was obvious that
they were house-calling prostitutes.

In varying degrees, the substance or rationalisation of all three
fatwas overlap, and can be found in the rhetoric employed by several
hardline and mainstream Islamists. When the Taliban occupied Swat,
the Islamist alliance of the MMA was ruling Khyber Pakhtunkhwa
(2002-2008). The socio-political environment created by the MMA



Working Women and Secular Autonomy | 79

policies had instituted a form of gender apartheid in the province,
which made it conducive for the militants to further their radical
agenda there. The suggestion that violence perpetrated in the name of
Islam can no longer be viewed as a crime — committed by individuals,
aided and sanctioned by local Islamist clerics and groups — is
dangerous. Such a defensive stance defuses the criminal act as an
imperative of a “broader discourse” (Manchanda 2012, online) and
depicts feminists and human rights activists as alarmists who focus
exclusively on faith-based violence.

The targeted killings of the polio workers that spread across the
country in 2012 may or may not have always been the work of the
Taliban, but their narrative of anti-polio campaigns is consistent with
that of religious fundamentalists in Pakistan. The main religious polit-
ical parties support polio vaccination (since they proclaim to be
anti-fundamentalist) but never condemn the Taliban for their atroci-
ties in this regard. However, postsecularists are reluctant to identify all
those crimes perpetrated against women that are directly connected to
religious fundamentalism. The implicit suggestion is that violence
cannot be inspired by religious fundamentalism and should only be
seen as motivated by and reactive to imperialism or the “context”
created by external causes. The argument is that while religion may
afford political agency, religious actors void themselves of the patri-
archal reservoir available in Islam when they exercise such agency.

On the other hand, if, as it is explicitly argued, such violent crimes
must be viewed as stemming exclusively from “a broader discourse

. of heteronormativity . . . and neo-liberal development” (Man-
chanda 2012, online) then these critics should be making the case that
polio vaccination and girls’ education/political empowerment are in
fact very much part of the neo-liberal development agenda. Would it
be logical then to review anti-polio, anti-education drives as part of a
rational rejection by those who oppose health and education pro-
grammes particularly for and by women, because these are part of the
trope of liberal universalism? This form of rationalisation allows any
person who claims to act in the defence or promotion of Islam to be
absolved of “criminal intent” or, from being called ‘violent’ and to be
viewed as Manchanda suggests, permanent victims of external (his-
torical) conditions and a “global political climate.”

The attacks on the polio vaccinators did succeed in convincing
many for the need to retreat and abandon the programme because of
the risky “political climate”. Development advocates protested such a
call for silencing as a policy of defeat and argued that there needed to
be a coordinated, public response by Pakistani and foreign NGOs to
the attacks. The government and other groups argued it was safer to



80 | Beyond Faith and Agency

simply stop public education campaigns altogether and just allow aid
workers to operate quietly. A report in the Christian Science Monitor
quoted the Lady Health Worker President of the time as saying, “the
less attention we get, the less vulnerable we will be as targets for the
terrorists,” Ms. Arain says, “we are involved with anti-polio drive,
infant health awareness programs, family planning, etc. and if the
government does not pull its act together, many deadly diseases can
spread rapidly in Pakistan . . . . The situation can get out of hand”
(Siddiqui 2013, “5 Female Teachers Killed: Pakistan Aid Work
Imperiled,” Christian Science Monitor, 2 January).

During their protests, the LHWSs also made some important polit-
ical statements regarding the instrumentalisation of religion.
Historically, mainstream Islamist political parties and groups have
been actively inducted into national health related campaigns and
programmes, including for the promotion of the use of contraception
and polio vaccinations. In this regard, both UNICEF and WHO in
Pakistan have sponsored the inclusion of clergy in national campaigns,
in order to demonstrate the compatibility of modern health
methods/procedures with Islam. Most “non-fundamentalist” Islamic
groups (and here, the term is an important signifier of the differences
amongst Islamists) support polio vaccination and use of contraceptive
devices (albeit, in the case of contraception use, with less active
involvement but more so, by passive non-resistance). Given the back-
lash against polio vaccines, particularly after the militants’ take-over
of Swat and the Taliban’s ban of the vaccination, many of these
Islamist groups were encouraged to reactivate the drive for polio
vaccines. In this regard, UNICEF had sponsored a programme called
“Polio Eradication Campaign and Endorsement by Islamic Scholars”
and provided supportive material for the polio workers who
conducted the vaccination campaign in Pakistan. Some of these folders
were found blood-drenched, next to the bodies of those polio workers
who were assassinated in the largest city of Karachi, Pakistan’s largest
city, in 2012. It read as a tragically ironic comment on the futility of
the attempt to synthesise religious scholarship with modern develop-
mental progress.

There were several subsequent local meetings and international
conferences for Islamic scholars to meet and strategise on devising
methods to counter the resistance in those Muslim contexts where the
polio epidemic has become endemic. The language of these scholars
reveals a deeper concern. A newsletter of the Global Polio Eradication
Initiative dated 7th March 2013, carried the views of these scholars
who repeatedly referred to the importance of polio eradication as an
obligation on the part of “Muslim parents” and who claimed to have
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reached “a consensus that the Muslim Ummabh faces a serious problem
of persistent polio that threatens all Muslim children.” Further, the
newsletter reported that at the Islamic Scholars’ Consultation held in
Cairo in 2013, the Grand Imam of Al-Azhar, Dr. Ahmad Al Tayyeb
warned that “crippled children lead to a crippled Muslim Ummah.”

This anxiety for the Muslim child and protecting the “Ummah’s
children” is matched by an equal anxiety regarding a “re-profiled”
Muslim-appropriate methodology to make polio eradication
successful. The Regional Director of WHO (Eastern Mediterranean
Region) said the following, as he addressed the Islamic scholars in
Cairo in 2013:

We need your wisdom to guide us through these challenging times and
your advice on the way forward. We want to hear your views on
whether you feel there is a need to re-profile the programme. Would
it help if the programme is distanced from the West? Would it be
preferable if it is seen and perceived as being owned and supported by
the entire ummah? Will a neutral interface delivering the services in
the highest risk areas of these countries help? How can we work
together? [emphasis added]'

The Lady Health Workers of Pakistan have a different view
regarding this proposal for some external “neutral interface” for
delivering such health services. At their protest demonstrations
against the killings of their colleagues in the assassination spree of
polio workers in 2012, the LHWs were seen burning and defacing
some of the official posters that carried images of and endorsements
by, Islamic male scholars and prominent ‘born-again’ male cricketers
and celebrities. These (male) personalities are engaged by the gov-
ernment and donor agencies to popularise the vaccines. Such
advertisements and posters are ostensibly meant to promote the sub-
liminal message that polio vaccines are sanctioned by the clergy and
are therefore, suitable (balal or legitimate) for Muslims.

In this vein, several multinational health corporations have introduced
what are advertised as “Halal Vaccines”, suggesting (falsely) that the
polio drops have been prepared differently or by some ‘kosher’
method to legitimise their use in Muslim contexts. Peddling Islamic prod-
ucts has become a false alternative and lucrative for their proprietors,
and the defenders of such reinventions justify such market strategies as
creative adaptations. However, as the LHW clearly realise, such cir-
cumambulations simply diminish the worth of their own worldly con-
tributions and deflect attention from how these women are in fact, the
primary and practical “neutral interface” for such services.
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The Politics of Secular Autonomy

The secular methodologies of the LHWs for delivering essential basic
health services for women may be prosaic and understated but are
effective, successful and dependent only on state support, rather than
on competing fatwas, distortions, deception or performativity — as a
method of delivering basic services to all members of a community,
regardless of religious affiliation. Autonomy has become synonymous
with these women in terms of mobility (physical and class) and an
empowerment that is not limited to or dependent on income only.
Status and a pragmatic and purposeful social calling defines this
programme in contrast to those who may be involved in charity or
social welfare work that is motivated by divinity or piety. Clearly, the
religious militants in Swat realised the seriousness of such a secular
autonomy that motivated them to murderously prevent these women
from transgressing public norms and defying the expectations of
women’s roles under their Sharia. The passivity of religious agency is
not a threat to the patriarchal male order. However, clearly, if states
keep abdicating more and more public services and spaces to clerical
intervention, then the likelihood of framing a rights-based discourse
in anything other than a faith-based proposal is going to be fully
implausible and its success, equally contestable.

While vocal against the murders of the polio workers and
supportive of the continuation of the polio vaccination campaigns,
members of the Pakistan Ulema Council (comprised of various clergy)
and religious political parties have not extended any interest or
support to the pragmatic class-based concerns of the LHWs (including
those workers who also work on polio vaccination teams). The only
collective political support extended to the LHWSs, other than women’s
rights activists and individual women Parliamentarians, has come
from the left leaning, rural-based, secular nationalist party, the Awami
Tebreek Sindbh.

Historically, the base and cadre of this secular party falls in the same
province as where the LHW protest began (Sindh) and is associated
with and steeped in Marxist tradition. The leadership and cadre of the
Awami Tehreek Sindh focus primarily on their sub-nationalist agenda.
But, in relation to their province, their ideology pivots around class-
based issues, including re-distribution of wealth and around the
management of natural resources. The party has always identified
itself as secular and socialist. It was not surprising that it was the only
political party that raised the issue of the LHWS’ right to minimum
wage at an event that marked the International Women’s Day in 2011.
Moreover, the event was not organised at any urban centre under the
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aegis of some UN platform, but rather held at a district council hall
(the lowest tier of the political structure in Pakistan).

The male President of this nationalist party, Ayaz Latif Palejo,
linked all the issues that would usually fall under the secular feminist
agenda. These included criticism of the discriminatory Islamic law of
Qisas and Diyat, which Palejo described as “exposed” after the
Raymond Davis case.!' Palejo argued openly at this forum against the
selectivity of invoking Islamic laws in a discriminatory way for women
as opposed to men, even for non-Muslim foreign men such as Davis.
He also confirmed the risks that women experienced if they chose to
contract free-will marriages and identified the flaws in the marriage
contract (nikabnama) that institutionalised the control of women’s
sexualities. At the event, the cause of the LHWs was collectively
supported as a basic human right (“Women’s Rights Amendments to
Nikahnama Proposed,” Dawn, March 31, 2011).

Soon after the spree of killings of the polio vaccinators across
Pakistan, UNICEF (Pakistan) shifted the strategy of commissioning
religious endorsement from its peripheral position to a central one. In
March 2013, UNICEEF hastily published a booklet of multiple fatwas
or religious decrees that endorsed polio vaccination and clarified that
this was not against the Sharia (Bhatti, 2013). The fatwas were sourced
from a wide range of international scholars, mosques, Islamic centres,
collectives, and councils and even spanned the different multiple
schools of Islamic jurisprudence, religious sects and thought within the
country. An attempt was made to include the endorsement from every
possible citadel of theocratic influence and the idea was to equip polio
workers in the field with this religious cover, since the door-to-door
visits had been severely curtailed after the killings. Despite the fact that
this strategy failed to prevent the systematic murders of polio workers
and that there is no quantifiable way to measure the success of such a
strategy, international agencies continue with this religio-cultural
methodology of delivering basic services.

This is often at the cost of other pragmatic responses that are indif-
ferent to and even defiant of a dependence on religious endorsements
and references are clearly visible and can be documented. One example
of the latter is of those women who belonged to the same polio vacci-
nation team as their assassinated colleagues. Just a few weeks after the
killings, undeterred by the continuing threats, the women of the
attacked team resumed their work and participated in the next round
of vaccinations. This resilience and determination could be seen in the
15-year old sister of one of the victims who took her place on the vacci-
nation team for the next round (McNeil Jr. 2013). Other tangible
strategies include those employed by the deputy commissioner of
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Karachi (Malir district), Dr. Jan Muhammad Qazi. He combined the
strategy of “carrots and sticks” which included, having the police
impound entire apartment compounds where Pashtun residents were
shooting at the vaccinators, until all the children were given the
vaccine. He would even resort to bribing children at playgrounds to
receive vaccines and block traffic in busy town centres so teams could
administer the drops to children in cars and on cycles, on the spot. The
New York Times reported that as a result of the use of such uncon-
ventional methods, Qazi’s district was one of the few that tested
negative for the polio virus (McNeil Jr. 2013, “Pakistan Battles Polio,
and Its People’s Mistrust,” New York Times, July 21).

It is not simply a matter of contrasting the effectiveness of prag-
matic strategies against appeals to mystical persuasion. The emphasis
given to the latter by a failing governance structure, ineffective and
opportunist donors and, anthropological inquiry that places extraor-
dinary stress on the “effectiveness” of Islamist welfare work and their
grass-roots linkages, deflects our attention from the possibilities,
successes and value of non-religious, even impious approaches and
methods.

Summary

The key argument regarding the entanglement of faith and feminism
in Pakistan was advanced. It counters the notion that Pakistani
women’s rights may be more appropriately appraised if framed
through the lens of religious agency and demonstrates that in fact,
working women’s struggles are predominantly invested in and advance
secular autonomy. It is a testament to the attention given to religious
identities that there are multiple theses on women and Islam in
Pakistan but a gaping absence of academic or social scientific work on
women and class identities. Key studies were sourced that point to
Pakistani women’s empowerment by highlighting the contradictions
and contrasts between secular, material-based autonomy and abstract
religious agency, with reference to the work and activism of the Lady
Health Workers of Pakistan. It contrasts the charitable work and pros-
elytisation as the ends of women who exercise religious agency against
the sense of autonomy, decision-making and status that are the side-
products of paid social work taken up by working women. These need
not be always mutually exclusive but more often than not, the image
and experiences of working women or those who transgress into the
public sphere have been viewed with suspicion and cast as liabilities
to Islam. The extension of this patriarchal vision that played itself out
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through the systematic targeted murders of Lady Health Workers by
religious militants for their work as state representatives in carrying
out polio vaccination campaigns across the country was documented.



CHAPTER

4

The Limits of Religious
Agency in Pakistan

This chapter discusses the (re)construction of the “agentive Islamist
woman” across the sites of religious nationalisms, Islamic extremism
and popular culture in Pakistan. It reviews the manner in which
women are cast in various forms in order to canvas male religious
political schemas. The three cases studied demonstrate how women
have been valorised as bearers of Islam and national culture. Through
each case, we see how masculinised Islamic politics seeks the political
deliverables of Islam, depending on whether its utility supports corre-
sponding ideological agendas and material ends.

What’s In It For Women?

As 2010 drew to an end, Pakistan’s first (veiled) female suicide bomber
reportedly blew herself up at a World Food Programme queue in the
north-western tribal district of Bajaur (bordering Afghanistan), killing
some 47 people including security personnel (“Woman Suicide
Bomber Strikes at WFP Centre; 45 Killed,” Dawn, Dec. 25, 2010).
Despite a strict social code that relegates all public spaces as exclu-
sively masculine, a female transgressor performing a militant act
against the polity was half-expected. This is especially true since
suicide attacks in Pakistan had escalated drastically in the years
between 2005 and 2010.!

Unlike the Arab or even other South Asian experiences, Pakistan’s
history carries no anecdotal ethnography, nor archival evidence of
women militia. Even the activism of women of the right wing Islamist
groups has not been radically violent in its mode or political expres-
sion.? Instead, the more relevant debate in Pakistan has pivoted around
the notion of pietist Islam and the political articulations of the agency
attributed to women from such movements (A.S. Zia 2009b). As
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potent symbols of Islamic resurgent movements globally, Muslim
women’s agency and its co-option by masculinised religious nation-
alisms have been well documented in postcolonial feminist critiques
(Lewis and Mills (eds.) 2003). Recent academic attempts to recover
the agency of pietist/Islamist women challenge feminist theories that
assume that agency must be substantive and informed by a feminist
consciousness. In Chapter 2, it was noted how Saba Mahmood (2005)
has argued that in fact, piety movements prove that agency can be
attributed even to passive, docile non-action and preservation of the
status quo and that feminist politics is not a natural desire. Humeira
Igtidar (2011) concludes through her dialogue with a woman member
of Jamaat ud Dawa that Islamist parties can be oppressive for some
but liberating sanctuaries for others. Masooda Bano (2012) argues the
case for recognising the rationality of thousands of young Pakistani
women who graduate from madrasas and demand the national adop-
tion of traditional Sharia law, despite its highly restrictive limits on
female agency.

The political experience in the Pakistani context has shown,
however, that faith-based agency of women is not just innocuously
adopted for non-liberal, non-feminist ends nor as a willing embrace-
ment and celebration of gender inequality only but increasingly, to
actively support a patriarchal Islamic agenda (Haq 2007; Ahmad
2009). Moreover, in the context of Pakistan there is a simultaneous
(pro-masculinist) counter-narrative that now celebrates the agentive
possibilities of Islamist women.? In such literature, Muslim women’s
virtuosity is not simply defined with reference to nationalist Islamic
identities and the colonial encounter and not even simply as cultural
resistance to Western modernity and its discontents. Rather, Islamist
women’s agentive possibilities are now the site for communal,
sectarian, internecine contests within the Muslim-majority society of
Pakistan. This is particularly true, when the normative nationalist reli-
gious discourse contests with the radical or extremist Islamist
challenge* and competes for more legitimacy and credentials as an
authentic form of Islam, in comparison to the aims and acts of reli-
gious militants.

Multiple Views of Agency

The romanticisation of Muslim women’s faith-based agency has
largely allowed Islam to become a tool in a schema under which
“women symbolize the varied ways Islam can be deployed to loosen
or control the body politic” (Ong 2003, 405). This translation has
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been quicker than anticipated in the Pakistani context. The regulation
of women’s agency is patent in the overtly controlling prescriptions
found in the narrative of anti-state, Islamic extremists in Pakistan.
Extremist ideologies seem to be appropriating women’s militant
agency as an exclusive recourse for their specific militant ends.
Comparatively, the mainstream religio-political groups and funda-
mentalists — depending on their location on the ideological spectrum
— tend to be more selective in their engagement with the potential
agency of the modern Islamist woman. They are interested in a culti-
vated ‘unveiling’ or nuanced showcasing of the agency of Islamist
women. This demonstrative or performative agency should be read as
a dual concept. It is simultaneously exploited to: i) demarcate and limit
pre-defined feminised spheres, in order to particularise (im)mobility;
and yet, ii) is also usurped and reclaimed as an identity marker of free
will, in order to counter the (Western) stereotype of the traditionally
oppressed, veiled Muslim female subject.

Meanwhile, liberal elites in Pakistan attempt to develop some form
of a vague secular strategy to counter the resurgent wave of religiosity.
One such attempt has been the initiative by (liberal) cultural doyens
and artists-cum-activists to deploy fashion as a form of resistance to
religious militancy. A host of fashion designers, musicians, performers
and painters have embarked on a national project that presumes to
reclaim and appropriate nationalist and religious symbolism to resist
religious extremism. The politics of these “lifestyle liberals” hinges
around campaigns that aim to (re)frame cultural production as a
liberal, postmodernist, performative, artsy resistance and alternative
to religious forces (Chapter 6).

The (lack of) politics defining these latter projects do not measure
up to the serious challenge posed by resurgent Islamist politics that is
radical in nature. Neither can it compare to the organised, robust and
patriarchal campaigns aggressively launched by mainstream religious
conservatives. Moreover, such campaigns have tended to offer a spec-
tacular combination of religious and nationalist symbolism and
rhetoric. The only consistency in the various expressions of power
politics is that they have been premised and played out, increasingly
literally, across the bodies of women. This tussle directly influences
gendered identities and redefines cultural and national identities exclu-
sively along the lines of religion. It leaves Pakistani women’s imagined
and real spaces squashed between old and competing new male ortho-
doxies. With just weak and benign liberal resistance to such
campaigns, there is the possibility of rescuing some social but not
necessarily much, political autonomy for women today.
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In March 2009, the video image of a young woman being publicly
‘flogged’ or whipped by tribesmen (allegedly, the Taliban) in the Swat
valley of Pakistan, as a form of prescribed Islamic punishment, made
international headlines.’ The video was recorded on a cell phone,
anonymously released to the media and was played repeatedly, first on
national TV channels and then all around the world.® The woman,
identified as Chand Bibi by the media, was variously reported as
having been punished for committing zina (adultery) and/or entering
the public sphere with a na-meheram (ineligible male escort — a
kith/kin whom a Muslim woman can legitimately marry). The reac-
tion of Western observers to what would be perceived as an inhumane,
atavistic Islamic practice was predictable. However, the dynamics of
responses within Pakistan make for more interesting reading. Across
the board, from the most right wing, fundamentalist, religio-political
parties to the liberal, left-leaning organisations and progressive
women’s movement, there followed unanimous condemnation of the
act. Such interpretation and imposition of Islamic law, as well as the
entire social-justice system of the (banned) Tebreeq e Taliban Pakistan
(TTP) in the north-western tribal belt of the country, was denounced
as “un-Islamic” by practically all groups across the political spectrum,
including fundamentalist ones (“Religious Scholars Denounce
Whipping of Girl by Taliban,” Daily Times, April 4, 2009; “Flogging
of Girl in Swat Widely Condemned,” Dawn, April 5, 2009; Baabar
2009, “Swat the System,” Outlook India, April 20).

In a state increasingly theocratised as part of an Islamisation
campaign initiated by the military dictator, General Zia ul Haq (1977-
1988), this was certainly not the first case of public punishment of
women — either state sanctioned or driven by patriarchal customs and
traditions. Why did this particular case elicit such sympathy, especially
when the woman was not killed, as is often the norm in cases of gender
violence, but in fact, survived the brutality? The proposal is that the
Muslim woman’s body as a spectacle has taken on a new political
meaning, across which post-9/11 international and local politics are
played out. Whether it is the veil, crimes of honour or occupation of
public spaces or mobility, the Muslim woman’s body has transformed
beyond being just an international signifier or a marker of the Islam-
versus-the-West debate. It has become a signpost over which local
religious narratives compete, in order to manipulate its symbolic
power and in order to construct their version of Islam as the norma-
tive one. Since the flogging was video-taped and played repeatedly on
media channels, it became a particularly graphic exemplar of the
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disposition of Islamic militant insurgency as it swept control over
northern Pakistan. However, other than feeding the media cycle, the
spectacle of violence against women is also a useful propaganda tool
for militants to demonstrate their opposition to Western values, espe-
cially those associated with freedom — sexual or spatial — for women.
Such ‘performance’ also serves the interests of mainstream, modernist
and fundamentalist religio-political groups alike, as a means to essen-
tialise and reject the bearded, unkempt, ‘barbaric’ Taliban as the
inconvenient Muslim. In comparison, conservative religious groups
are able to present themselves as the more moderate face of Islam.

Distancing themselves from the more brute tribal militant form of
Islamist politics, fundamentalists and mainstream religious national-
ists wedge in their worldview of an Islamic millat (imagined Muslim
universe) as the ideal commune for women’s protection. Their Islamic
continuum is promoted as a viable alternative to tribal brutality and/or
lay or customary cruelty. It is also offered as an appropriate substitute
to Western/universal, rights-based, juridical and (immoral) feminist
agendas. Before discussing the political appropriation of the newly-
founded Muslim woman’s “agency” in a cross-section of Islamist
narratives, the case of Islam Bibi is discussed below to help connect
and trace the role of how women’s agency has evolved in the context
of the War on Terror and the resultant insurgency in north Pakistan,
peaking between 2004 and 2014.

Helen of Waziristan

One of the iconic female symbols that make a coterminous link
between tribal resistance, nationalism and religion in Indo-Pakistan’s
history is that offered by Islam Bibi (Hauner 1981). This Hindu
woman in the 1930s had contracted a free-will marriage and converted
to Islam. While she was being forcibly returned to her natal family by
the colonial British Resident administration, a young Pathan
tribesman, Mirza Ali Khan, or ‘Faqir Ipi’ rescued her and is still
revered and remembered in Pakhtun folklore. He was the Pakhtun
warrior from Waziristan (a tribal agency in current day Pakistan), who
mounted one of the most challenging insurgencies against the British
colonial administration of India. The pretext of rescuing the converted
Muslim woman became his call for an all-out jihad against British rule.

Faqir Ipi captures the imagination of resistance literature and
embodies cultural honour amongst Pashtuns in particular (Haroon
2007). More recently, in the context of the NATO occupation of
Afghanistan and military attacks on Pakistan’s tribal areas, Faqir Ipi’s
role has been simultaneously evoked as the historically “notorious
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jihadi” or, the heroic precursor of the Taliban, depending on who is
recounting his character (Tharoor 2007, “The Original Insurgent,”
Time, April 19).” However, often what is omitted in historical recol-
lection is that the cause of the armed resistance was sparked by Faqir’s
rescue of the woman renamed, pertinently, Islam Bibi. Feminist memo-
rialisation of events such as these reclaim the historic and traditional
agency of women’s right to choice of marriage.® These readings recog-
nise that colonial encounters with tribal history were designed to
sustain colonial domination by re-writing tribal myth and traditions
as innately patriarchal and militant. In the same vein, contemporary
state nationalism brands tribal identity as “anti-Islamic” due to resis-
tance and refusal of the tribal areas to be part of the state of Pakistan
after Independence in 1947.° Similarly, current Islamic militancy seeks
to purge Pashtun tradition of its indigenous religious idiom and
replace this with its own modern militant version.!? Against the
construct of “tribal tradition,” a whole new narrative of nationalist
and religious modernity competes and in the process, submerges the
tribal woman’s historical relevance.

Interestingly, contemporary commentary refers to the elusive Faqir
Ipi as the “Scarlet Pimpernel” for the British Raj, in order to under-
score an important lesson for modern political warfare (Hauner 1981;
Haroon 2007; Tharoor 2007). By transporting the tribal reference of
Ipi as a symbol of Pakistan’s tribal intractability, the comment serves
to highlight the futility of penetrating present-day tribal resistance
with reference to the “War on Terror”. At the same time, the analogy
served as a warning to the NATO Allied Forces over the impossibility
of success in their pursuit to capture Osama Bin Laden. As a corollary,
the attempt to tame the tribalised ‘heart of darkness’ is deemed to be
a historically doomed task for some Western commentators. Equally,
for Pakistani nationalists, this is evidence of tribal resilience and
national ‘honour’.

While broader nationalist narratives elide Islam Bibi’s role, she is
alive in Pakhtun cultural recollection. Equally interesting is the refer-
ence to this, ‘Helen of Waziristan’ in Pakhtun blogs.!' She is
immortalised as a romantic repository of the cultural bravery of
Pakhtun masculinity and as a mythological mute convert rather than
the original rebel who exercised her personal agency for autonomy.
Ironically, both these references — the indigenous, anti-Western resis-
tance of Faqir Ipi and feminised religion that is Islam Bibi — are
compared to and read through a cultural evocation of the pre-modern,
Western personae of Scarlett Pimpernel and Helen of Troy!

One of the most insightful and influential discussions on the theme
of radical alterity dates to the much-cited investigative question posed
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by Gayatri Spivak (1998) asking, “Can the Subaltern Speak?” Related
to this has been her sentence “White men are saving brown women
from brown men” with reference to the relationship between the impe-
rialist subject and the subject of imperialism, which Spivak says is “at
least ambiguous” (Spivak 2010, 269). Spivak revisits the original
discussion of sati or widow immolation/sacrifice which the early
British colonisers abolished in India and which is generally cited as the
metaphorical exemplar of the white rescue of brown women. Spivak
reminds us that posited against this is the “Indian nativist statement,
a parody of the nostalgia for lost origins: “The women actually wanted
to die . . . >” (Spivak 2010, 50). Significantly, Spivak confirms how
both these statements, representing imperialism as social mission and
sati as reward, respectively, “go a long way to legitimize each other”
(50). By way of a counter-narrative of sati, Spivak makes the obser-
vation that “between patriarchy and imperialism, subject-constitution
and object-formation, the figure of the woman disappears, not into a
pristine nothingness, but into a violent shuttling which is the displaced
figuration of the “third-world woman” caught between tradition and
modernization” (61).

As an example of corrective resistance to both (patriarchal, nation-
alist) narratives, Spivak offers the example of a young woman’s suicide
in Calcutta in 1926 with reference to the question of free-will and
agency.'? The suicide was later linked to the woman’s failure to carry
out a political assassination that she had been entrusted with, as
member of a group for the armed struggle for Indian independence.
However, at the time, to circumvent the expected suspicion that the
motivation for her suicide would be believed to be the result of an illicit
pregnancy, Bhuvaneswari Bhaduri waited for the onset of menstrua-
tion before taking her own life, mindful that otherwise “her death
would be diagnosed as the outcome of illegitimate passion” (63). This
was a kind of a pre-emptive strike! Spivak considers this to be a
rewriting of the “social text of sati-suicide in an interventionist way”
(63). Bhaduri deliberately displaced the notion that this was a sati
suicide, since the prescription for satis is to be postmenstrual and
‘cleansed’ prior to the act of suicide. Spivak observes that in her
reading, “Bhaduri’s suicide is an unemphatic, ad hoc, subaltern
rewriting of the social text of sati-suicide” (63).

However, as in the case of Islam Bibi, the subaltern as female cannot
be heard or read, squeezed as she is between patriarchal, nationalist
and religious narratives. Spivak (1998) ends her original essay with
the insistence that
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there is no virtue in global laundry lists with “women” as a pious item.
Representation has not withered away. The female intellectual as
intellectual has a circumscribed task which she must not disown with
a flourish. (308)

Perhaps those interested in the discussion of brown women, impe-
rialist rescue and subaltern resistance need to go beyond titles and
excerpts such as, “Can the Subaltern Speak?” and “white men saving
brown women . .. ” and engage more deeply with the text that follows
these titles, in order to justify their arguments for docile agency, or
before making a convincing case for the brown/Muslim woman’s
pietist agency.

Given the various stakes that hinge around women, the nation and
Islamic identity, at the national level, the response to the 2009 Swat
whipping of Chand Bibi is easier to understand, since it presented an
opportunity for the Taliban militant to construct a new body politic,
quite literally, across a woman’s body. It allowed the most conserva-
tive Islamists to distance themselves from the tribal Taliban such that
the latter are labelled as “extremists” who appropriate religion for
inhumane purposes. According to this constant, all other Islamists can
then project themselves as the more acceptable, moderate, benevolent
alternative. The competing appropriation of the female body by both
extremist and fundamentalist/nationalist articulations suggests that
women’s bodies continue to act as repositories of religious and nation-
alist identity in the context of Pakistan, as well as in the global
attention on Islamic militancy.

However, the female suicide bombing on Christmas Day, 2010, in
Bajaur, reads as a disruption of the linear narrative outlined above.!?
In this case, contemporary extremist strategy seemed to be deviating,
as it turns from simply victimising women to immortalising them in
temporal terms. This was through the recognition and instrumental-
ising of the Islamist woman’s agentive potential in militant terms. The
Taliban claimed responsibility for the Bajaur attack and issued a
warning that the organisation had “a large number of women suicide
bombers” who would “carry out more attacks in the near future”
(“Woman Suicide Bomber Strikes at WFP Centre; 45 Killed,” Dawn,
Dec. 25, 2010). The female suicide attack prompted anxiety amongst
Pakistani male politicians and media commentators over the potential
of the veil as a tool for future breaches in security. Newspaper colum-
nist, Yusufzai, suggested that the all-engulfing veil makes for “perfect

. concealment of explosive devices and even suicide jackets”
(Yusufzai 2010, “And Now, Women Suicide Bombers,” The News,
Dec. 29). The columnist goes on to warn that “there should be no
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doubt that militants would use females to launch suicide attacks,
particularly in places difficult to penetrate.”

This anxiety reflects some of the themes explored in a host of post-
colonial feminist critiques, which highlight how the study, rescue and
eroticisation of colonised women served the project of colonial
powers. For example, Woodhull writes on how, in the cultural and
political imaginings of the French colony, Algerian women were
perceived in their dual capacity as, “‘emancipatory seed’ and the
gateway to penetration” at the same time (Woodhull 2003, 573). In
Pakistan too, a similar attitude towards the tribal woman has led to a
concern to study, document, educate, liberate and celebrate her. She
serves as the point of reference for tribal resistance against cultural
intrusion and military aggression but presents a quandary for funda-
mentalist and liberals alike. The predicament is over her potential for
reverse ‘penetration’. Fundamentalist and liberal men may both be
agreeable on the need to rescue her from the extremist narrative and
tribal traditions. However, there is fresh fear and therefore, tacit agree-
ment on the need to regulate her agency as it now potentially poses a
security threat. However, they do not want to be complicit in unveiling
her to this end either. A new challenge inverts the resistance motif due
to the impenetrable security threat presented by the tribal Pakistani
woman.

The concern at the time was deflected as newspaper coverage of the
Bajaur suicide bombing fell into a brief debate over the gender of the
veiled bomber and then dropped the issue. While claiming they had
many female recruits who would be used in future, the TTP did not
confirm if the veiled attacker in this case had been a woman at all
(Dawn, Dec. 25,2010). Interestingly, an earlier suicide attack in 2007
in Peshawar city, where the suspect was thought to be a woman, is
discounted as the first “official” female suicide bombing. Although,
the female bomber was transporting explosives on her body, the deto-
nation itself had been conducted by a remote control device —
presumably by male Taliban commanders (Yusufzai 2010, The News,
Dec. 29).!#Agency remains a nebulous claim for women even in its
more radical expressions and at the cost of extreme sacrifice.

Lesser Militants, More Agency

A research study on the mothers of martyrs recruited by the militant
outfit, Lashkar e Tayyabia'> (LT — Army of the Righteous) in Pakistan,
observes that women members “serve more as props or a supporting
chorus for the . . . mission rather than as active participants” (Haq
2007, 1033). Women leaders are not given military training but taken
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to camps to witness men’s training. However, the study suggests that
the “LT leaves open the possibility that women may take part in active
fighting and suicide missions if that becomes necessary for the survival
of the ummah [global Muslim imaginary/community]” (1031). With
reference to the mothers of martyrs, the LT is seen to appeal and use
their grief in order to garner support for its jihadi'® agenda. LT litera-
ture claims a successful mobilisation of willing mothers who offer their
sons for jihadist missions and hence, martyrdom. However, Haq’s
research findings from a lower-middle-class neighbourhood in Lahore
suggests that “the majority of the mothers of martyrs are victims of a
negligent Pakistani state, not Spartan mothers ready to sacrifice their
sons for the mission of the ummah” (1022).

By speaking the language of the global ummah, the narratives of
these mothers of martyrs transcend nation-making such that their
biographies become “social texts . . . produc[ing] inspirational narra-
tive for the jihadi community” (Haq 2007, 1035). They are mothers
of all young Muslim men but with reference to their agency, the study
is more sceptical when it surmises that there is “no adequate means to
adjudicate the question of agency for [the] mothers” (1043). Rather,
the agentive potential of the mothers is sapped by the “LT leadership
[which] becomes the agent that mines the mothers’ private grief to
enact a public jihadi community” (1043).

Another example of recent radical activism by Islamist women was
witnessed in the uprising of the Jamia Hafsa (JH) women students in
Islamabad in 2007 — the only serious political confrontation to
General Musharraf’s dictatorial regime of nine years by any group of
women activists. These students belonged to a religious school or
madrasa, attached to the Lal Masjid (Red Mosque) in an upscale loca-
tion in the capital city of Islamabad. The women clerics who ran the
girls’ madrasa were related to the male imams (clerics) of the main
mosque, who in turn were suspected for their affiliation with radical
religious militants in the north of the country, in the wake of the “War
on Terror”. In 2007, the young women of the Hafsa madrasa, after a
series of vigilante activities in the city, illegally occupied the premises
adjoining the mosque land. This was in protest against the govern-
ment’s threat to demolish and reclaim this property (and other illegally
constructed mosques in the city) because it was suspected to have
become a hotbed for terrorist indoctrination. The JH women wore
complete black veils and carried bamboo sticks and kidnapped a
woman from the neighbourhood whom they accused of running a
prostitution enterprise. They only let her free once she ‘repented.’

An all-out military operation followed (Operation Silence), leading
to the death of several male clergy in the Lal Masjid, as well as state
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law enforcement officers (Farhan Bokhari and Jo Johnson 2007,
“Pakistani Forces Kill Red Mosque Cleric,” Financial Times, July 10).
The JH women claim several of their female students were killed
although the state denies this and there has been no evidence or legal
testimony confirming this assertion. In the process of documenting this
event, however, the very autonomy that feminist organisations seek for
their own activism and the way they have historically deployed direct
(often, illegal) action was denied to these right wing radicals in their
criticism. Instead, many liberals condemned the activism of these
Islamist women as a “misguided” moral crusade and condemned such
action as demonstrative of extremism (Afzal-Khan 2008), as if the JH
women were new arrivals on the scene or exclusive products of a
madrasa politics and not a wider, insidious conservatism that has
steadily dominated the social fabric. From another perspective,
scholar Faisal Devji described the activism of the Lal Majid as not
characteristic of a militant group but that of a “civil society organiza-
tion” (Devji 2008, 21) resisting the state’s attempts to exclude women
radicals from such activism.

This very tangible and live consequence of women’s religious
agency and empowerment, as motivated by faith was not problema-
tised nor analysed by either Islamic feminists or postsecularist
scholars. They were silent on the issue or deflected discussion on the
radical agenda of the JH women. Those commentators who are
sympathetic to the agency and leadership potential of Islamist women
are silent when this agency is translated (inconveniently) into activism
— as expressive or desires derived of that very same agency. All forms
of agency have the potential to convert into political activism and for
either the liberals or postsecularists to deny these radical women that
progression and recourse is a classic example of doublespeak.

Using religion as a source for mobilising spiritually empowering
practices amongst Muslim women has not been strictly limited to
Islamists. The strategic use of Islam has been co-opted and developed
into empowerment projects by some non-governmental organisations
and sponsored by foreign funds. Farida Shaheed’s (1999) work cites
the empowering strategies of darses (pietist or Quranic study circles)
and khatams (literally, “the end” prayers usually held at funerals
followed by a sermon) as reclamations of religious modes that
strengthen women’s personal and social relationships. The argument
offered by Shaheed and others who were convinced by faith-based
empowerment possibilities was that such piety projects would chal-
lenge politicised religion. Instead, religion got both privatised and yet
politicised. The resurgence of the hijab (veil), home based women
preachers and the growth of female religio-political leaders is the result
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of many years of faith-based empowerment, which turned the focus
of such women away from the political, public agenda and inwards
instead, towards a private, theological enterprise. Incubating in the
private realm, such movements gained momentum, shielded from the
gaze of the State. Whenever the environment is conducive, such faith-
based empowerment is revealed and tends to resurge in and through
public expression but very much towards religious, conservative
causes and not apolitical or neutral ones.

It may be argued that such in-admissibility of Islamist woman’s
agency on the part of men, or its qualification by liberal feminists else-
where,!” has pushed her into the subaltern of national religious (and
feminist) discourse. Diasporic scholarship emerging from Western
academia seeks to revive the subalternised Islamist woman and cele-
brate her agency in religious terms (Mahmood 2005; Iqtidar 2011).
This falls into the same category as the presumptive rescue of indige-
nous Muslim women by the colonisers and which postcolonial
feminist critiques originally targeted. Mahmood and Iqtidar!'® presume
to rescue Muslim women from Western, liberal, secular feminist
agendas by resuscitating the interiorised subjectivity of non-feminist
but nonetheless, consciously pietist Muslim or Islamist women. That
such religious agency can spill over into political action is a continuum
that remains ignored and uncommented upon. This dilemma is
recounted in Woodhull’s essay on Algeria, which discusses how French
colonisers had “positioned Algerian women as living symbols of both
the colony’s resistance and its vulnerability to penetration” (Woodhull
2003, 574). Woodhull’s essay also criticises Fanon’s omission of the
positive effects of the colonial relation for Algerian women and points
out how masculinised nationalism continues to prop women as living
symbols of threatening social divisions within Muslim nations.

In the case of contemporary Pakistan, postfeminist writings chal-
lenge the viability of universal feminist advancement and its potential
for equal rights. Instead, such writings advocate for a replacement of
universal liberalism with and through the communitarian logic of
religion as an indigenous alternative. In most cases, this project
merely ends up strengthening male nationalist agendas. This pulls
women activists into the trap of making feminised spaces within
masculinised nationalist and religious discourse, rather than pursuing
transformative agendas. The spaces for women’s political and social
expressions narrow down, as do expectations, resulting in the tight-
ening of what Woodhull (2003) calls the “double knot” that fatally
ties “culture and politics between definitions of femininity, and reli-
gion and nationality” (576).
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Right-wing Agency

The case of Dr. Aafia Siddiqui,'” the US-based Pakistani female scien-
tist incarcerated and sentenced for suspected terrorism in 2010,
allowed for a re-visitation of the symbiotic relationship between femi-
ninity, nationalism, religion and now, global Islamic politics. A
persistent theme within the ambit of religious nationalism has been to
warn against the dangers of the cultural corruption and libidinal possi-
bilities offered by Western social values, if they should penetrate
Islamic consciousness. The right wing Islamist groups constantly
compare the degradation of Western women against the honour of
Muslim women, as if the former’s “symbolic prostitution is the only
alternative to seclusion and veiling” (Woodhull 2003, 579).

The case of Aafia Siddiqui however, raised these stakes further in
Pakistan. She became the personification of vulnerable Muslimhood,
US injustices and global Islamophobia in a post-9/11 world and after
the occupation of Afghanistan by Allied Forces. Siddiqui’s survival of
alleged incarceration in Afghanistan as Prisoner 650 and title as the
‘Gray Ghost Lady of Baghram’ was redefined after her indictment and
life-sentencing by a US court (Suzanne Goldenberg and Saeed Shah
2008, “Mystery of ‘Ghost of Bagram’ — Victim of Torture or Captured
in a Shootout?” The Guardian, Aug. 6). Through national campaigns
in Pakistan, her individual status was symbolically transformed to that
of a global Islamist resistance against US injustice and earned her
titular ranking as the, Qaum ke beti (Daughter of the Nation) or
Dukthar e Millat (Daughter of the global Muslim Community).

The (predominantly) male nationalist response to the Aafia
Siddiqui case signifies how the normative femininity of the Islamist
woman is continuously re-constructed through nationalist and reli-
gious representation. The trans-historic and trans-geographical
references used in the campaign to ‘Free Aafia’ depict her simultane-
ously as an archetypal victim (of an American, anti Islamic agenda)
and free agent (representing national sovereignty).?’ Such debates
took place in the vagueness of unverified information regarding Dr.
Aafia’s US citizenship/green-card status. Ania Loomba (2003), with
reference to the colonial reception to sati (widow immolation) in
India, speaks of “the fascination, the horror mingled with admira-
tion, the voyeurism, the oscillation between regarding the widow as
victim or sovereign agent” (243). So too, Aafia Siddiqui has invoked
a similar response and been pivotal in the political consciousness,
imagery, rhetoric, positioning and campaigns of national political
parties in Pakistan. This includes primarily the religious party of the
Jamaat e Islami (J1), the conservative Tehreek e Insaaf and even the
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sub-nationalist, urban based, non-religious, Muttabhida Qaumi
Movement (MQM).

The ideal, patriotic figure of Aafia Siddiqui is based on the
construct of both traditional, as well as modern nationalism. The most
important point of departure that enabled Aafia Siddiqui to qualify as
an icon was that despite her mobility, social class, divorced status and
Western residency, she retained the veil and pursued Islamist politics.
All such transgressions from traditionalist ideals of the domestic
Muslim woman is acceptable, since Islamist nationalism does not rely
on the passive Islamist woman — rather, it looks to engage her poten-
tial Islamist agency. The agitprop posters pasted across Pakistani cities
glorify Aafia Siddiqui as the archetype tortured Muslim subject but
more so, as a symbol of national sovereignty subjugated by the United
States. This metaphor is best exemplified by the images used in the
campaign to ‘Free Aafia’ where the silhouette of a veiled woman stands
in relief against the map of Pakistan. There is no palpable symbol of
political agency in the popular visuals of a pious Aafia Siddiqui that
are carried at rallies and in the media. Instead, there are many photos
of her in a black graduation gown in the US (denoting achievement),
counter-posed with another picture of her in desolate condition and in
a black chador after her capture.

Despite her personal achievements and ascribed political status as
Daughter of the Nation, her agentive role is in fact, static, proscribed
and ex post facto. She was never part of the nation’s political
consciousness when she was posted on the wanted list of the U.S.
Federal Bureau of Investigation in 2003, nor up until the time when
she was reportedly captured by Pakistani intelligence agencies and
extradited to the US in 2008. Instead, Aafia Siddiqui’s status as
Daughter (and not Mother) of the Muslim Nation is a deliberate
ascription, since she cannot be used as a live concept to evoke future
sacrifice, as is the case of the appeals for future jihadists made to the
mothers of the Lashkar e Tayyabia. Rather, Aafia Siddiqui is mourned
as the martyred but innocent daughter and as one who is not guilty
(but therefore, also not an agent) of anything other than being a veiled
Muslim woman.

Within male Islamist vocabulary, there are no fixed rules of appli-
cation of these fluid terms of the traditional and modern. So it was not
surprising to see revisionist tableaux enacted on the streets to memo-
rialise Aafia Siddiqui over the last few years. Pasban (formerly the
Jamaat e Islami’s youth wing but now an independent group) takes
out regular street rallies and renditions to keep her memory alive in
the public conscience. One such rally borrowed its references from
both indigenous and exogenous models of Muslim identity (“Unique
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Rally to Demand Dr. Aafia’s Release,” The News, Aug. 21,2010). This
rally on the streets of Karachi used camels and Arab head-dresses and
swords as props to invoke the historical bravery of Muhammed Bin
Qasim, the original Muslim conqueror of Sindh (now a province of
Pakistan) in the 8% century. The newspaper item reports that in this
rally, the right wing youth leaders recalled Qasim’s invasion of Sindh
under the Hindu ruler, Raja Dahir?! with reference to its partial moti-
vation to rescue Muslim women. The purpose of the spectacle of
camels and Arabised costumes was to evoke the historic chivalry of
Islamist leaders rescuing Muslim women. The political comment was
targeted against the failure of the Pakistani government, shaming it for
its comparative impotency in the negotiations for the release of Aafia
Siddiqui from US incarceration. In May 2013, this iconography was
reinforced by the Jamaat e Islami when it ran its campaigns for the
national elections under the slogan, ‘Vote for Aafia.’

Amina Jamal (2013) has argued a case for the agency and agenda
of modernisation of the Islamist women of the Jamaat e Islami in
Pakistan. The counter-argument to Jamal’s line of argument is that it
does not scrutinise the political record of these Islamist women and
their performance in Parliament and provincial assemblies. Precisely
because Jamal appeals for the activism of Islamists women to be under-
stood “on their own terms”, such proposals by-pass a discussion of
how the agency of these women converts into an activism that contra-
dicts and restricts other women’s empowerment if it does not conform
with the religiously prescribed mould (A.S. Zia 2009b, 242).

Even the Pakistani state today, despite its vacillations and historical
conservatism, does not impose some uniformed citizenry on Pakistani
women. It does not propagate a dress code nor overtly prescribes an
appropriate role, identity nor specific symbols that make for a proto-
type Muslim woman. This does not mean it is any less discriminatory
or patriarchal in its legal construct. However, in recent years, other
than in the narrative of religio-political groups, it is in piety move-
ments that such attempts at closure over the constructions of the
authentic Muslim woman can be found. In seeking to do so, the
women of the right wing and pietist movements collude with patriar-
chal definitions of their place in society (Kandiyoti 2003). While
acknowledging the agency of these women, it is not enough to suggest
that this may be innocuously non-feminist — it is equally important to
identify how actively patriarchal they are.

In Resisting the Sacred and Secular (Basu and Jeffery (eds.) 1999),
Patricia Jeffery warns that “the question is not whether women are
victims or agents but, rather, what sorts of agents women can be
despite their subordination” (223). The chapter on Pakistan by
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Farida Shaheed in the same volume suggests that while the women’s
movement resisted state Islamisation in the 1980s, religion carries
importance for women due to its participatory aspect and its contri-
bution towards social collectivity. Shaheed recognises that “religious
beliefs and tenets are bound to play an important role in justifying
existing patriarchal structures and informing attitudes toward gender
and, specifically, women” (Shaheed 1999, 154). However, she makes
the counter claim that according to her research, “women did not
express such a linkage [with political religious discourse] when they
could have” (154) and that the possibilities of religion cannot be
reduced to its use “as a mobilizing force in the political arena” (145).
Shaheed goes on to argue how most women, particularly in rural
Pakistan, escaped the effects of the political discourse of religion and
managed to maintain a personal relationship with the strategic resis-
tance it offered them in their daily lives. Shaheed’s study concludes
that in fact, reclaiming religious practices and rituals provide women
the liberatory, or at least resistance potential against their “everyday
experiences of patriarchy and religion” (160). She suggests that “the
vast numbers of women whose faith is a living reality” should be
recognised and respected as their “right to [exercise] self-definition”
(161). The argument warns “self-professed feminists” against impos-
ing their secular points of references in the broader women’s
movement (162).

Enter, the Al-Huda pietist movement, which followed the above
script of empowerment through reclamation of religious practices
almost like a blueprint to Farida Shaheed’s thesis. Except the aim was
not to bolster women’s “self-affirmation . . . of personal psychology
and . .. social collectivity” (Shaheed 1999, 153) and not even as a tool
of indigenous feminist resistance, but rather their aim is to actively
reject all such notions. It is tempting to concede that at the time,
Shaheed’s defence of women’s idyllic piety was a prescient testament
to the failure of the progressive women’s movement to tap into the
huge reservoir of potential faith-based resistance and that as a result,
this potential was usurped by another (conservative) force instead.
However, the dynamics and direction of this and other pietist move-
ments completely negate Shaheed’s misplaced faith in some subaltern
feminist resistance theocracy simmering permanently under the
surface.

Pietist Agency

The Al-Huda social movement has defied much of the contemporary
feminist analyses cited above and proven to be neither a resistance nor
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an alternative political organisation.?? Rather, the purpose of this insti-
tution is to allow its fast multiplying graduates who are looking for an
ideological engagement with Islam to transform themselves into pious
subjects. Sadaf Ahmad’s (2009) research identifies the conscious aim
of Al-Huda, which is to bridge the gap between religio-political
discourse and daily lives and which Shaheed had insisted was irrele-
vant to pious women. Instead, it is exactly in this informal,
non-institutional space where the pietist Al-Huda woman resides. By
drawing upon the indigenous culture, idiom, language, symbols and
identities, such movements tend to resonate with their constituents.
However, rather than through dars (piety lessons) and khatams (liter-
ally, the end, sermons offered at funeral), the cultural references for
this pietist movement, according to Ahmad’s research, are nationalist
Islamic history as taught in textbooks and the mass media, including
the Two Nation Theory.?

A succinct feminist analysis of the Two Nation Theory is offered by
Veena Das (1996) where she observes that during the partition of the
Indian subcontinent (1947), women’s bodies “became a sign through
which men communicated with each other. The lives of women were
framed by the notion that they were to bear permanent witness to the
violence of the Indian Partition. Thus, the political programme of
creating the two nations of India and Pakistan was inscribed upon the
bodies of the women” (56). Similarly, Haq (2007) observes that

in contemporary jihadi discourse women’s bodies are the sites of
communication with the other in two ways. The veiled body of the
Muslim woman is a signal to the rest of the world of the purity of the
revitalized Muslim ummah. The violated body of the raped Muslim
woman turns into a call to action for young Muslim men. (1040)

Faiza Mushtaq’s (2010) analysis of the Al-Huda phenomena is
more ambivalent. Mushtaq suggests that some feel this movement
represents a “radical rupture of the status quo” and others believe it
is “doing nothing to challenge women’s subordination” (Mushtaq
2010). Mushtaq is more hopeful of the possibilities offered by Al-
Huda when she observes that

whether they end up supporting liberal, feminist visions of women’s
liberation or undermining them, the changes wrought by this move-
ment are already disrupting existing power relations and institutional
arrangements in Pakistan. (para 48)

Ahmad (2009), on the other hand, challenges this notion of the
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disruptive power or indeed, feminist possibilities offered by the Al-
Huda movement. She finds that the founder of the Al-Huda
movement, Farhat Hashmi, emphasises on a dialectical relationship
between faith and rationality but she and the other teachers at Al-
Huda aim to attain a hegemonic status for their ideology where a
“monolithic form of Islam is propagated as truth” (75). Ahmad argues
that “Al-Huda reinforces a patriarchal system, highlights the idea that
men and women have different natures and therefore variant gender
roles, and claims that a man is the natural manager of a woman and
that a woman must obey her husband unless he asks her to do some-
thing un-Islamic” (89). The author acknowledges the “interpretive
agency of subjects” in hegemonic contexts with potential for disso-
nance but according to Ahmad’s study, “the instances of discourse
transformation and disruption . . . among Al-Huda graduates . . . are
not as common as one might expect” (90-91).

Similarly, t