A call to Arms not to

Tomorrow marks the 61st death anniversary of Begum Rokeya Sakhawat

Hussain who was born in 1880, and died at the age of 52 in 1932. Since her date of
birth cannot be ascertained with accuracy, we take this opportunity to observe,
December 9, as Rokeya Day.

A prose-writer, philosopher and social activist, Begum Rokeya is still our
contemporary, particularly with regard to the struggle for freedom for the
marginalised and the oppressed, and of course, for women inhabiting this part of

the world.

Che flaily Star takes this modest opportunity to observe Rokeya Day with the
purpose of taking lessons from Rokeya’s life and work.

BEGAM ROKEYA

Ornaments

EGAM Rokeya, born in

1880, belonged to a

society that was feudal,
backward-looking and reactio-
nary in the extreme. But the
story of its misfortune does not
end here. By all accounts the
Bengali Muslims, high in
number but low in status, was a
depressed community. Their
few upper class families,

mostly landed, had tenaciously

held on to the community's
traditions of Arabic, Persian
and Urdu learning. They had
shared none of the high caste
Hindus' passion for English
language education. As a
consequence those Himdus of
Bengal came to acquire a
commanding position in gov-
ernment services, the learned
praofessions, higher education
and even landholding almost
by defauit. As for the vast bulk
of lower class Muslims — far
removed from their upper
class co-religionists by social,
economic, cultural and sadly
even by linguistic barriers —
they consisted of poor, illiter-
ate peasants, artisans and
other low occupational groups.

That made for an intolera-
ble situation for the commu-
nity as a whole. But because of
the entrenched patriarchy
with its strong gender bias re-
inforced by a Mullah infested
and Mullah dominated soeial
establishment, the lot of the
Muslim womenfolk, irrespec-
tive of class, was even more
pathetic. Poor. illiterate. ill-
fed. ill-clad and often in ill-
health toe, our women carried
on a miserable existence to-
tally unfit for dignified human
beings.

Rokeya, even with her up-
perclass background, was
aware of the situation because,
as noted earlier., women of all
classes were subject to the op-
pression., not necessarily in
the same degree, of a tyrannt-
cal society. Her strong sense of

commitment and compassion,

for the oppressed led her (o
give up the comifortable life of
an upper class lady for the haz-
ardous road of a writer, social
thinker and an activist. That
boundless compassion found a
wrenching expression in one

of her addresses to a gathering .

of female educational and so-
cial workers in Calcutta in
1926. "For the last 22 years,”
she said, "] have been shed-
ding tears for the most
wretched creatures in India ...
even animals. here have their
well-wishers, witness the
many 'Societies for the Preven-
tion of cruelty to Animals' here
and there. When a dog is run
ovet on the street. the Apglo-
Indian press gets (1o a fit of
lamentation. But there is abso-
lutely no one to lament the
hard lot of our women lan
guishing in their parda-pris-
ons.”

But bewailing alone was a
rare indulgence on her part.
Being an activist, the {m-
provement of the lot of the
these 'most wretched crea-
tures’ became the all-consum-
ing passion in her life. No
doubt a visionary she was, a vi-
sion of which we witness a

tantalising presentation in her

extra-ordinary literary piece _
"Sultana’'s Dream". But she was

by Zaheda Ahmad

There are some who wou

like to argue the point as to
which Rokeya — the writer or
the activist — was greater, a

" puerile argument that missed

the point altogether. For by
now most of us know that all
her feverish activities — liter-
ary, social or educational —
were geared to achieve one
single goal -— that of changing
the society by raising the sub-
ordinate status of women. Her
literary endeavour shé wanted

1o be more a vehicle for desir-

able social change rather than
anything else intended solely
to satisly the aesthetic tests of

the literary pumiets. That is
why she became, by conscious
choice, first and foremost an

essayist concentrating her lit-

erary skill, persuasive powers,
wit and satire on that field.

At this peint it is pertinent
to ask what were her ideals of
womanhood that she wanted
Indian women to cherish and
develop among themselves?
What did she consider to be
the causes of their backward-
ness? And finally, what were
the remedies that she thought
necessary for their upliftment?

First of all she wanted a
woman to be a full human be-
ing — independent, educated,
brave and dignified — a com-
plete person in her own right
and not as an appendage to or
an extension of her male pro-
tectors or benefactors in soci-
ety. Because of her perennial
dependence on her male rela-
tions of one type or another,
Rokeya had seen an Indian
woman always looking up te
her male benefactors for sus-
tenance and protection. She

realised that centuries of a -

culture of dependancy had
stunted the development of
many desirable human quali-
tiess among our enslaved
women. As a result they cannot
LY o Ak EnUgnally, a0 x5
in her characteristic incisive
fashion.

It is simply amazing how
clearsighted she was about
what she so correctly and
courageously wealled “these
badges of alnvﬂ*jr fashioned
and promoted by a male domi:
nated society. In an article of
that name, written in 1905,
Rokeya wrote. "Truly, jewelry
are nothing but badges. of slav-
ery. Prisoners in jails are re-
quired to put on ankle chains
made of steel. We do the same
with gold ones called "moll”,
but do it gladly. Again, ‘their
handcuflfs are made of steel;
our handcuffs — of gold or sil-
ver — we call bangles. Our
"chiks" look exactly like the
"dog-collars” which the owners
of those animals put around
their necks. We adorn our
necks with gold chains instead
of iron chains that horses and
elephants are kept tied with.
The masters of bulls put on
nose-rings on their animals.
Likewise our master-hushands
have made us put on rings or
"phuls" on our noses too....
Now, dear sisters, do you re-
alise that those expensive
pieces of ornaments are noth-
ing but emblems of our slav-
ery? The fun of it is that those
can make the most display of
these badges on their persons
are the most influential ones in

society.” Real feminist stuff in-
deed.

These convictions — deeply-

held and firmly expressed —
put Rokeya among the most
advanced and radical feminists
of today. Like these radicals,

Rokeya believed that even if |

these useless items are prized
not for their economic but for
their decorative value, such
considerations are equally
derogatory to a woman's self-
respect and dignity. A woman's
real worth lies. in her views,
not in her looks, ‘clothes, jew-
els or such other external fac-
tors but in her qualities of
head and heart. This is a con-
cept of womanhood which
consciously, contemptuously
rejects an obsessive concern
with look, cosmetics, fashion
parade, beauty contest, the
Miss World and Miss Universe
and all the rest of it that go by
the name of so-called feminin-
ity. |
Judged by these standards.
Rokeya stands head and shoul-
ders above the fashion-con-
scious, gold-crazy millions of
her "dear sisters” a few of

whom reportedly go to the ab-
surd length of daily washing

their faces with green coconut .

water for the so-called cos-
metic reason. Even more
shameful is the spectacle of
seeing their sycophant male
adulators publicly extolling
these exercises as if therein
lies a political woman's sole
claim to leadership. How many
of those in the women's
movement — people who in
season and out of season wax
eloquent in singing the praise
of Rokeya — care to remember
and respect such admonitions
of Rokeya today?

She was equally clear-
sighted in identifying the real
enemies of female emancipa-

* tion — a strong patriarchy and

its social allies which she
knew to be responsible for
holding back the progress’ of
women in society. With as-
tounding courage she de-
clared, "It is the males, who,
in order to keep us in perpet-
ual darkness, had pronounced
the religious scripture as di-
vine revelations. .... But these
scriptures are in reality man-
made .... Now let us not put up
with unjustified male” domi-
nance."

Mmterials oo hot & be ey
challenged by the social estab-
lishment. Hence we find her
toning down the rhetoric even
going to the extent of with-
drawing these “offensive” para-
graphs from the next edition
ol her book. But again and

again, she came back to the

theme in one form or
That same spirit of de

and determination charac-

. terised her other activities too.

She knew very well that with-
out proper education the lot of
our women would -
prove. "As our bﬁ:lnrmgugn
not let in the sunlight so do
our closed minds. y never
come into contact with the
light of knowledge....To achieve

equality with men we shall do
whatever is n . If an in-

‘dependent livelthood 1s neces-

sary for that, we shall have to
achieve that. What do we lack?
Hands, feet, intelligence? The
labour that we put in

after the household of our hus-
bands can't we employ that in
developing an independent vo-

cation for us?"
More and better education

for all women was one of her
battle cries for the struggle for

female emaneipation. Her
place in history Hes in the fact
she practised wholeheartedly
what she preached. The role of
an idle preacher was not cut
out for her. She was too com-
mitted and too courageous for
that.

“The Magnammous Lady

OMORROW is the 61st

death anniversary of

Begum Rokeya Sakha-
wial Hossein. She was a great
humanist philosopher. a
pioneer of Muslim education
and a forerunner -of Muslim
women's emancipation. She
was an eminent litterateur,
and a dedicated social re-
former.

Begum Rokeya,. in the out-
set of her book 'Padmargag’.
wrote that God has created all
human beings as equal, but it is
the difference {n belief that
had divided them into Hindus,
Muslims, Bouddhas and Chris-
tians, again subdivided into

{ many castes, creeds and com-

munities creating irrationality
and frictions among them. She
claimed equal rights both for
sons and daughters of the
same family. In 'Motichoor' she
had put forward a strong ar

.gument that 'as both mother

and God have given equal time
in the mother's womb and
equal amount of breastmilk to
both soris and daughters, they
should be thought to be equal.’
It is only the prejudice that
had degraded their status in
lhe society. Rokeya protested
against this and claimed that

. women are not only equal-half

but better-half of the society.
They are also the mnther of
creation.

In her 'Badges of Slavery',
Begum Rokeya wrote that in
the evolution of the civilisa-
tion, we read that 'to dominate

. others of the same clan the

most intelligent ones declared
himself as the incarnations of
God. These self-declared sainis
issued self-made strictures and

compelled the society to obey

them blindly as holy and God-
sent messages. These rules are

partial and stricter for the.

women, such as, The heaven
of wives lie under the feet of
their husbands.' and that,'God
has first made men and then
for the pleasure of them He
has created women, hence
they are always to remain sub-
servient to them having no in-
dependent identity of their
own. Rokeya rightly said that
since all these saints are males
they had made rules for their
interests only. Had there been
any female saints, they would

.mility. Her
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Reading Rokeya before World

Women's Conference in Beijing

She covered a wide range of
issues related to women and
woinern's emancipation.

But since she did not write
in English. her did
not reach the minds of devel-
opment planners at the inter-
national level. She is only
known to readers of fiction be-
cause the only published
English piece she has written
is *'Sultana’'s Dream’. Sadly,

On the other hand, among

the Bengali speaking readers,
the most popular Rokeya's
writings is that of Aborod-
hbashini, the secludéd ones,
where Rokeya has sketched
out the lives of Muslim women
in seclusion with graphic hu-
unn in sar-

casms hits senses of the

readers. While this was one of -

her strategic writings, the pic-
ture sketched out in
'‘Aborodhbashini® are taken as
the authentic representation of
Muslim women during

Rokeya's time, which is abso-

lutely wrong. She to a
decadent ieudai n:hﬂ a des-

- ist

Iryl"u'h-:lm

perale breed fast disappearing
in the later part of colonial era.

the text reflects that reality
only. The Bengali readers sul-
fer from severe limitation be-
cause of thelr own nee
about the situation WOIneT,
specially those of muslim
women in this sub-continent.
Until today, the history of both
Islam and mulims of is
poorly studied. The secluded

. ones has been translated in

English., again to give an au-
thentic picture of women in
muslim societies to the outside
world.

If we remember the histor-
ical contexts Rokeya appears
immore brilliant than one gener-
ally assumes. Taka for example,
her excellent critique of pur-
dah. She ridiculed the stupid-.
ity of the western and oriental-
preoccupation that claims
"purdah” to be the main cause
of women's backwardness. She
distinguished “purdah” from
the gender division of labour.

The patriarchal oppression is
grounded on the sexual divi-

sion of social production that
allocates women a particular
role only. To break that she
says, "we must be lady judges
and lady clerks". Imagine the
colonial aspirations, these are
the highest status the colo-
nized coultl aspire at that time.
These are roles assigned for
men only. To her "purdah” re-
flects the dichotomy of the
private and the public, which
she claims is present in every
culture. There is purdah in ev-

ery saciety.

Compare new Rokeya with
the western and orientalist lit-

eratures that place purdah at
the root of backwardness. One
can pick up any devélopment
literature and will find purdah
the sole cause of patriarchal

oppression for muslim worep.

Rokéya, in addition made se-
vere criticisms of the lifestyles

_of upper class western influ-

enced women. While Rokeya
was most modern in her out-
look, her strategic appearance
in the society was conservative.
In the only picture available
she almost looked like as if
veiled. It is needless to men-

tion that while she is critical of
the western notion of purdah-

by Prof Roushanara Hoque

have made different rules.
During the latter part of the
19th century the Muslim
women were suffering under
the bondage of slavery. Though
Islam had given them some
basic rights. the orthodox
and the imitators of
Persian culture had compelled
them to remain inside the
seclusion of Harem, only to be
used as instruments of plea-

sures and enjoyments, having
neither any right nor opinion.
In her 'Aborodh-Bashini' she
depicted the miserable condi-
tion of women inside sechision
in a sad but satirical way and
how she had to live in seclu-
sion even at the age of five.
They were regarded as sex-

mates and without having right
of property and choice. She
also criticised the women for
their - love of ornaments
thereby losing their -self-es-
teem and prestige. In her
'‘Badges of Slavery' she said.
‘Ornaments are nothing but
the of slavery, and the
irony of fate is, the more

badges of slavery a woman

wears the more aristocrat she
is considered to be'. So she
proposed that parents should

'eduutethﬁr;lrhwﬁhthe

money mqmdnn duwy
and ornaments,

_ ing to her, must :m—
nomic freedom at the outset to

acquire equal position in the
society

Rui.eyt perhaps was in-
spired by the words of Karl
Marx: ‘The level of civilisation

can only be judged by the posi-

- tion of women within it." Her

argument was, 'As‘a cart with
two unequal wheels cannot

around its centre,

m,w‘lthtmmqmm
dediutedhlr-hhhtum
cause of female education. She
said that God had gifted us
with intellectual faculties. The
purpose of education is to de-
velop that further. It is our
duly to raise their status by
imparting proper adlmlunn Lo
them so that they can’ dis-
charge their duties as ideal
mothers, wives and citizens as
well. With this end in view

- magnanimous

‘Adhikar'

established
Sakhawat Memorial High
School in 1909 with Lhe
money left by her husband,
with only five girls and two
benches to sit on. In 1915 the
number rose to 85 and its
fame far and wide. In
1917 the number rose to B5
and its fame spread far and
wide. In 1917, wife of the then
Governor General, Lord
Chelmsford came to the school

Rekeya had

. for inspection. She was so

overwhelmed with the ideal
method of teaching and system
of management that she raised
it to the status of a Girls' High
English School. :

The sad demise of this
lady is a
tremendous loss to the Muslim
society and to the nation at
large. On 8th December, 1932
at 11 pm when she was writ-
ing an article entitled 'Narir
(The Rights of
Women) she had a sudden
heart-attack. She breathed her
last at 5 am on 9th Dec., 1932
at the age of 52 only. Within an
hour her residence within the
school became [illed with be-
reaved people of all sections of

' the society. Her namaj-e-janaja

was very largely attended.
“The contribution of Begum
Rokeyva did not end with her.

Rokeya's eldest brother

L

She was one of those

people who raised their own
memorial by their own hands
in their own life time,"” ex-
pressed A K Fazlul Huq. John
Anderson, the then Governor
of Bengal, in his condolence
letter to Gaznawi wrote, "l was
exceedingly sorry to learn the
sad news of the death of Mrs
Rokeya Sakhawat Hossein, pi-
oneer of higher education
among Muslim girls." On 10th
December the Amrita Bazaar
Patrika wrote, "Mrs Rokeya S

‘Hossein, the well-known ex-

ponent of female education
and foundress of Sakhawat
Memorial School, the only one
of its kind for Muslim girls in
the province, passed away
peacefully at 5-30 am on Friday

the school. A pioneer among
the few Muslim ladies,  she had
devoted her life and all her re-
sources to the cause of educa-
tion.” "'The Statesman’' wrote in
headline, 'Death of a Promi-
nent Lady,’ and in its headline
‘The Mussalmans' remarked on
her death, 'as an irreparable
loss," and '..the great torch-
bearer of female education ...
advocated for female emanci-

pation and fuught for it llmn-t
ﬂingle -handed.’

The writer is the Secretary .
General of Rokeya Sakhawat
Swarany Samity. Dhanmondi,
Dhgka

i3

| cally, socially

she did not belive in the cul-
ture of abrodhbashini, the cul-
ture of sechusion -

Till few years before,
Rokeya was only known for her
contribution to education of

discussions, Rokeya is pro-
jected as a social reformer
l.peeully to contribute to

lected works of Begum th.-y:
in 1973 called Rokeya Ro-

chonaboli — a 611 page book
with essays. siories, poeins

and speeches of Rokeya. This

book, published 40 years after
her death in 1932, at least
documents the wide range of
Rokeya's talent in the
soctal and political issues of
her time. With the satirical
elemenis In her writings.

could communicate to
the broader society the mes-

sage against oppression of

women. One must not forget
that she was gifted with an ex-

cellent style of bengali prose.
Bangladeshi

lory expressed in Rokeya's

writings. Yet in the era of
women's movement,

global
Bangladeshi women are given
the feeling that they have to
depend on imported theories
on women's emancipfition. a
re-reading of Rokeya is there-
fore before Beijing
Conference. This is mainly to
oppose western "consultants”
view
women only in the context of
oppression. and not in their

struggles. It is unfortunate that

English speaking world can

not even imagine Rokeya's’

strong critique of subordina-
tion of women in the name of

religion. All the religious texts

. - slve

written the religious books
they would be different. This is

Rokeya. These writings are in
. therefore. are limited
among the Berigali speak-
people. The western peo-
believe by heart that coun-
tries like Bangladesh are basi-
cally fundamentalist and
women have never opposed
religious oeppression. There-
fore the women in Bangladesh
need support from the west-
ern world to save themselves
from their own people. To
them. Rokeya's writings should
have been made accessible.
The millions of dollars which
were spent during early seven-
ties on "consultants” to de-
scribe the* conditions of

H

&

k women and to find out what to

do for them, part of them
could have been used' for the
translation of Rokeya's writings
to get a correct perspective for
planning on women's devel-
opment. /

Rokeya's critique of the
social welfare attitude to
women is not known to the

- development consullants. who

continue to see women only in
poverty and - destitution.
Rokeya has always asked
women (o rise up economi-
and culturally.
Rokeya talked about revitalisa-

tion of the local indusiries as .
morning in the premises of{ well as maki

ng women capable
lo do all kinds of works, to
transcend the sexual division

| of labour. Rokeya was not will-

ing to_change women's lot by
treating them as “"objects of
development”. More impor-
tantly, the imporied theories
on women's development are
nothing but making women
the means to E!Ch]t\-’l.‘: other

gmln

In recent years the most at-
tractive- issues are women's
empowerment and education.
The development agencies
have found all the answers for
women in educating them upto
a certain level so that she re-
duces her own fertility. Rokeya
wanted women to be educated
for raising her seli-esteem and
to contribute to the society.
For her, men and women are
parts of the same society. If
men are educated and women
lag behind then the society
cannot move forward. But this
is not the same when World
Bank and UNFPA and other bi-
lateral and multilateral agen-
cies are trying to give women
enough literacy to make them
capable of becoming cheap in-
dustrial labour and to reduce
population growth rate.

Women are to be the goal of
development. not the means to
achieve other ends. This musi
be learnt by ws from Rokeya
before the Beijing Conference.

The writer (s associaiéed
with Ubinidg.

women s
struggle has a deep rooted his-*

to project Bangladeshi

en il



