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I dedicate my memoir to my parents, Mohammadi Begum and
Faridul Haq for their ability to accept change with grace.
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Preface

Memoirs are usually written by distinguished persons such as scholars,
philosophers, and artists, who have made important contributions to
knowledge, art, and culture. I cannot claim any such distinction, and
yet I have narrated my life and experiences from my long journey of
80 years.  have done so, suggested and motivated by my three daugh-
ters who believe that my life has been somewhat different from that
of an average Muslim woman, as I struggled against the established
social norms of my time and carved out my own identity. I also had
a desire to record the massive socio-cultural changes that I have been
witness to during the last century. India, after being established as
a sovereign democratic state, launched a massive program of socio-
economic development, questioning the caste system and traditional
gender relationships. It gave itself a secular democratic constitution
that guaranteed equality to all Indian citizens “irrespective of caste,
creed, and sex.”

In the following pages, I have described social and political
upheaval of pre- and post-independence India and have reflected on
the emergence of notions of socio-economic equality and social jus-
tice which attempted to demolish the caste, class, and gender bound-
aries. These notions, along with the environment of protest against
the rigid and outdated social structure, affected not only the social
fabric of the country but also individual aspirations and lifestyles.

I have also highlighted how the political changes in post-
independence India and after the partition of the country affected the
Indian Muslims who had been an integral part of Indian society and
polity. They felt torn between their religious and cultural loyalties.
Religious zeal pulled them toward Pakistan but they found them-
selves culturally more rooted in India. Under pressure, some decided
to migrate to Pakistan, but many of them regretted their decision later
as they felt alienated by the predominant Punjabi and Sindhi culture
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and the language there. Those who stayed behind to preserve their
roots went through the trauma of accepting a minority status in their
country of origin, despite having made a significant contribution to
India’s struggle for freedom. These factors still have an unfortunate
effect on the rising fundamentalism which is pulling the community
toward more conservatism and separatism.

Even after 50 years, I cherish the memory of the day when I was
sitting in the Royal Albert Hall and my name was called out. It was an
international gathering of students, most of whom belonged to the
privileged classes, including the royal families worldwide. I got up to
receive my degree from the British Queen Mother, Queen Elizabeth,
who was then the Chancellor of the University of London. I could
not help recalling my humble past as the daughter of a middle-class
family who had an illiterate grandmother and a mother who had no
schooling and was taught only Urdu at home; as a child whose return
to school was threatened at the beginning of every academic year; one
who was discouraged at every stage from studying abroad to become
a professor; who was ridiculed for having such high aspirations. But
there I was, sitting in those royal surroundings, receiving a degree
from the University of London. It was no dream. Those reading it
today, including my grandchildren, will probably say, “So what? It
is no big deal.” But given my circumstances, it was a very big deal
for me. I have explained why an ordinary event like the distribution
of degrees at a university convocation had such importance for me
and gave me a sense of achievement, and I have placed my personal
experiences and struggles in the context of the then prevailing socio-
cultural setting. These accounts may be viewed as a brief cultural his-
tory of that time. The prevailing social structure of the time when I
was growing up was highly feudal and patriarchal. The society was
socially and economically segregated on caste, class, and gender lines.
The social structure was far more rigid than it is now; it left little
room for individual deviations which, whenever occurred, were more
severally disapproved, making individual aberrations more difficult.
Indian Muslim society was no exception to this situation.

Despite the Muslim claims of Islam having an egalitarian ethos,
the Indian Muslim society has been highly influenced by the domi-
nant Hindu social structure. It practiced caste system analogous to the
Hindu caste system with minor regional differences. It adopted the
Hindu customs regarding gender relationships, arranged marriages,
gender discrimination, legal rights, disapproval of widow remarriage,
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and treating widows as accursed and placing many restrictions on
their personal lives. Muslim society was harsh on women. It deprived
them of education and kept them in seclusion, restricting any expo-
sure to the outside world. It was considered to be virtuous to follow
the prescribed social norms without any form of protest.

I have tried to record in some detail the functioning of the tradi-
tional social structure in the Oudh region, which was then the United
Provinces of Agra and Oudh and now known as Uttar Pradesh (UP).
The Oudh region of the erstwhile province was feudal and dominated
by the Muslim landed gentry. Not only economically, but also cul-
turally, that social structure started crumbling under the weight of
the newly acquired ideas of social justice and socio-economic equal-
ity. I have been a witness to that process of change and my personal
experiences and struggles to deal with that societal and familial envi-
ronment reflect in the following narrative. By narrating my life expe-
riences, I also wish to convey to my readers that it is important to
have dreams and aspirations in order to grow, and have self-belief to
pursue them.
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The Background

y long journey from Lucknow to Royal Albert Hall in London
began on 9 August 1933, when a baby girl was born to Faridul
Haq and Mohammadi Begum, their firstborn. This baby was named
Zarina (literally translated as ‘golden’). She was so underweight that her
survival seemed unlikely; she not only survived, but also thrived and is
still living (though not kicking) as an 80-year-old overweight granny.
As a firstborn, I was fondly welcomed by my parents, and especially
by my grandmother, unusual for an Indian family where the birth of a
girl brings gloom, particularly more so if she’s the firstborn. The reason
for such an unusual welcome was because my grandmother did not have
a daughter. She had become a widow at the tender age of 18, only two
years after her marriage and did not marry again. My father was only
six months old when my grandmother lost her husband. She yearned
for a daughter. When my father got married and my mother became
pregnant, my grandmother prayed for a girl child and her prayers were
answered. My birth was a poignant response to her prayers. Although
at the time of my birth my parents were living in Barabanki—a district
town in UP—I was born in Lucknow, which had better medical facili-
ties, as my mother was brought there for the delivery.
Both my parents belonged to the land-owning families of Rudauli,
a Muslim-dominated gasba' in the erstwhile district of Barabanki.
Former UP Chief Minister Mayawati had reorganized the districts
during her first tenure in the year 2007, so Rudauli now falls in the
district of Faizabad. Before Independence, UP was called the United
Provinces of Agra and Oudh (now Awadh). The Oudh region was

! A small town.
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ruled by a dynasty of Muslim nawabs until the British took over. The
Nawabs of Oudh'were famous for their leisurely, highly feudal life-
style bordering on debauchery. Remnants of that culture persisted
even till very recently in Lucknow and the gasbas of that region.

Iska to ulta dola wapas ayega,” my mother’s oft-repeated refrain,
because I was not at all inclined toward domestic chores, still echoes
in my mind. Little did she know at that time that it would take 12 long
years before my ‘dola returned’, when I divorced after 12 years of an
unhappy marriage.

I do not have very clear memories of my early childhood but I
do have this overriding memory that I never did anything right. My
parents must have had a tough time bringing me up. During my
growing-up years, there was much disapproval of any unconven-
tional behavior, and a great deal of emphasis was placed on age-and-
gender-specific socially prescribed conduct. This code of behavior
was more rigidly applied to women and girls than to boys and men;
society was more indulgent toward the deviant behavior of boys and
men than toward that of girls and women and thus were the social
sanctions less harsh for boys and men. I was forever corrected for
what was considered unseemly behavior for girls, such as walking
fast, jumping and running around, asking questions, talking loudly—
“A woman’s voice should not be heard in men’s quarters” used to be
the refrain—and so forth. I was constantly reminded that I was a girl
and girls could not behave like boys.

Femininity was defined as having a delicate physique, a dependent
nature, being quiet, docile, obedient, soft-spoken, unquestioning,
non-argumentative, and accepting the gender-based code of behav-
ior unconditionally. This conditioning of girls and boys started from
almost infancy in India, indeed in the subcontinent. Little girls were
fed on the ideal femininity model of being speechless, desire-less,
submissive, obedient, serving, sacrificing, and pious persons whose
entire purpose in life was to live and die as daughters, wives, and moth-
ers, without even aspiring to have an identity of their own. On the
contrary, boys were encouraged to play outdoor games, be aggressive,
physically strong, have a big appetite, develop a commanding personal-
ity, and consider themselves to be superior to girls. We girls were even
discouraged from having a healthy appetite for the fear of us getting
fat, as slim figures were, even then, preferred in the marriage market.

? Her wedding palanquin will return the same day.



The Background 3

Girls were expected to eat one or, at the most, two chapattis and
a fistful of rice, while boys were encouraged to eat at least three or
four chapattis and two fistfuls of rice. I sometimes liked to have three
chapattis, but would eat the third one with a strong sense of guilt.
Luckily, despite this, I remained very slim throughout my youth.

One of the reasons for restricting food for girls may have been because
we did not get much physical exercise. We were confined within the
four walls of the house; even little girls were not allowed to go out of the
inner courtyard to play. We girls were introduced to domestic activities
from an early age and did not have much time to play around outdoors.
The games that girls played were also different from the games that boys
played. We mostly played with home-made dolls or with a skipping
rope or played hop-scotch, mostly with female cousins. If a young male
cousin joined us, he would be ridiculed and discouraged from doing so.
Such gender distinctions would annoy me a great deal; I often wanted
to join my male cousins in playing ball or in flying kites. Commercial
toys were not as common as they are nowadays.

We girls were instructed to be more respectful toward elders, cover
our heads in the presence of the older men of the family, which was
considered as a sign of respect. We were also instructed to cover our
bosoms properly when we started developing physically. The dupatta
became mandatory and had to be worn in a crisscrossed manner to
cover the bosoms. Unmarried girls were discouraged from wearing
brassieres; it was considered shameful for a girl to buy a brassiere and
tell the usually male shopkeeper her size. Some of us learnt to stitch
brassieres at home and had to wash and dry them away from every-
one’s gaze. Different standards of modesty were applied to unmarried
and married women—married women had more liberties and the
dictates of modesty were less for them. Women acquired full, social
status only after being married and then enjoyed a certain amount
of societal indulgence. For example, married women wore chikan®
kurtas, long shirts made of muslin, which is a see-through material
with only a brassiere underneath and covered themselves with large
dupattas. They wore ghararas.* The waist of the gharara was embroi-
dered with colorful threads or zar®. This obviously must have been
done to draw attention to a woman’s waist. I suppose the idea was

]
1

* A form of delicate hand embroidery.
* wide-legged skirt-like pants covering the legs.
* Type of gold thread used for embroidery.
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to make married women sexually attractive to their husbands, but
unmarried women’s sexuality was suppressed as their virginity, their
most “precious asset,” was to be protected.

Unmarried girls were discouraged from decking themselves with
very bright clothes and heavy jewelry and wearing make-up or flowers
was also disapproved. Dressing up or conducting oneself in a manner
that attracted male attention was highly disapproved. Girls were not
given any knowledge of the facts of life; on the contrary, every effort
was made to keep them ignorant about anything related to sex, while
married women were allowed to indulge in sexual conversations. In
our region, it was a custom that on the morning after the nuptial night
(Muslim marriages are supposed to be consummated on the very first
night, as the marriage is not legally valid until it is consummated) the
newly sexually initiated bride would be made to sit in a gathering of
married women and professional singers would sing lurid songs to
the enjoyment of the audience. Unmarried girls were not allowed to

join this mehfil.®

Izzat

The concepts of izzat (honor) and shame also played an important
role in socially conditioning girls. These were drilled into me during
my growing-up years. These concepts were closely associated with
a woman’s sexuality. A woman was central to the concept of izzat,
as she could bring down or enhance her family’s izzat through her
behavior; in particular, through her sexual conduct. For this reason,
she was guarded and her sexuality controlled. An unmarried girl was
also taught to suppress her sexuality. Nothing could sully a family’s
izzat as much as the loss of a daughter’s virginity before marriage.

I was not allowed to go out or visit my friends. My socializing was
confined to visits to relatives, accompanied by parents. Whenever we
went out, we would be seated in a covered tonga,” wear burkas and be
accompanied by a male escort, usually our father’s peon, if our father
himself was not accompanying us. The peon would sit in the front
seat of the tonga and we would be seated in the back seat, segregated
by a curtain. A similar arrangement was made if I was occasionally
allowed to visit a school friend.

¢ Gathering.
7 A horse-driven carriage.
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A girl was expected to sacrifice her talents on the altar of family
izzat. Activities that led to public exposure were denied to girls; any
artistic talent, such as drawing, painting or music was discouraged.

Women did find some outlet for their artistic potential by dying
dupattas in imaginative patterns and color combinations and by
embroidering articles of daily use. Unfortunately, I was fond of music
and drama. We lived not far from a famous music college in Lucknow
and I expressed my desire to join that college to learn Indian classical
music. But my family immediately disagreed. How could a girl from a
“respectable” family even think of learning music? Only women from
the professional singers’ castes or prostitutes sang in public. Younger
women and girls did sing folk songs at family functions as amateur
singers, but learning music and singing in public was strongly disap-
proved of.

I was also fond of acting and would participate in school plays
with certain riders from our parents. Once, in a school play, I was
to play the role of a newlywed bride, which meant that I had to be
dressed as a bride. My parents initially did not allow me to do so
while still unmarried, but after a great deal of apprehension, they
gave the permission. On another occasion, soon after Partition, a play
Dhani Bankein (green bangles) written by a well-known Urdu writer,
Ismat Chughtai, was presented in the Zenana Park (Ladies’ Park)
in Lucknow. I had the main role in the play, for which I was given
the permission only after some discussion in the family and that too
because it was to be staged in an exclusive women’s park where the
audience was going to be only women. The play was based on post-
independence communal riots and depicted the plight of a young
woman who had lost her husband in those riots. While lamenting
over her misfortune, she was supposed to say that she was also preg-
nant and that made her sorrow even greater. How could an unmar-
ried girl say that she was pregnant, even in a play? The director was
advised to delete that sentence from my dialogues.

The play was highly appreciated. It was later decided that it would
be presented in the bigger common open park. But my parents did
not allow me to act in front of men. I was very frustrated and angry,
which was partly compensated by the fact that Ansar Chacha—my
uncle who was a journalist—published a review of the play in the
local newspaper and praised my performance. I was thrilled to see my
name in a newspaper, but my abbujaan® was not happy that my name

8 Father.



