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The Indian subcontinent's fight for independence (1857-

1947) witnessed profound social, political, and cultural 

changes, during which Muslim women encountered a variety 

of challenges, including patriarchal norms, colonial 

oppression, and the constraints of the purdah system. These 

barriers often hindered their educational opportunities, 

limited their public engagement, and reinforced gender-

based roles. Despite such limitations, Muslim women played 

crucial roles in shaping the political and social climate of the 

era. This study delves into the lives, struggles, and significant 

contributions of these women, highlighting how they 

navigated and resisted societal constraints. It discusses 

influential figures like Begum Rokeya Sakhawat Hossain, 

Fatima Jinnah, Abadi Banu Begum, Rashid Jahan, and Ismat 

Chughtai, whose efforts in education, social reform, 

literature, and nationalist movements challenged the 

oppressive frameworks of their time. Through their work, 

these figures not only propelled the cause of Indian 

independence forward but also championed the rights of 

Muslim women and broader social reforms. This research 

seeks to illuminate their determination, agency, and impact, 

showcasing how Muslim women were integral to both the 

fight for national liberation and the pursuit of gender 

equality. By examining their contributions and the socio-

political context in which they acted, this study emphasizes 

their essential place in the history of India’s independence 

and the progress of women's rights in the subcontinent. 
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Introduction 

The period from 1857 to 1947 marked a pivotal era in the Indian subcontinent’s history, defined by 

the determined struggle for independence from British rule. Within this context, Muslim women 

faced complex layers of socio-cultural and political obstacles. Deeply embedded patriarchal norms, 

the rigid purdah system, and the influence of colonial forces that sought to alter Indian society 

created a multifaceted web of challenges. Yet, despite these significant barriers, Muslim women 

emerged as influential participants in the independence movement, social reform initiatives, and 

efforts for gender equality. Their often-overlooked contributions were critical to the evolution of 

India’s socio-political fabric. Muslim women, like their peers across the region, were largely 

confined to the domestic sphere by prevailing patriarchal and religious conventions, which 

constrained their access to education, political engagement, and broader social roles (Minault, 

1998). 

The practice of purdah, especially prominent in urban settings, enforced their physical and 

symbolic seclusion, thereby limiting their visible involvement in nationalist activities and public 

discourse. Furthermore, the colonial administration’s imposition of Western cultural values often 

clashed with traditional Islamic norms, adding to the tension between embracing modernity and 

adhering to longstanding traditions (Ahmed, 1992). 

Nevertheless, Muslim women were active participants in the freedom struggle. Notable figures like 

Begum Rokeya Sakhawat Hossain, Fatima Jinnah, Abadi Banu Begum, and literary pioneers such 

as Rashid Jahan and Ismat Chughtai stood as beacons of defiance against both colonial and gender-

based oppression. Begum Rokeya’s tireless advocacy for women’s education, highlighted by her 

founding of a girls’ school in Kolkata, challenged entrenched gender roles and opened new paths 

for women’s empowerment (Hossain, 1905). 

In addition, Fatima Jinnah’s leadership within the All India Muslim League and her role in the 

nationalist movement signified the growing political consciousness among Muslim women. The 

literary works of Rashid Jahan and Ismat Chughtai, meanwhile, provided sharp critiques of societal 

and cultural norms that restricted women’s rights and agency (Jahan, 1936). 

Challenges Faced by Muslim Women 

Purdah System 

One of the major obstacles encountered by Muslim women during the colonial period was the 

purdah system, which emphasized the seclusion of women from public life, especially prevalent in 

North India. While purdah had roots in Islamic customs, its stringent application in the Indian 

context severely curtailed women's involvement in social, political, and economic spheres. This 

confinement restricted women largely to the domestic realm, sharply reducing their interactions 

with the broader community. Scholars have observed that British colonial authorities contributed 

to reinforcing this system by depicting it as emblematic of the perceived 'backwardness' of Muslim 

society (Minault, 1998). 

Colonialism and Westernization 

In addition to bringing governmental dominance, British colonial rule forced Western values, such 

as gender norms, on Indian society. The British government frequently promoted Western-style 

education and women's rights in an effort to "civilize" Indian women, but frequently at the expense 

of native cultural and religious customs. Muslim women were put in a difficult position as a result, 
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having to choose between upholding traditional Islamic principles and giving in to the demands of 

Westernization. The imposition This viewpoint was particularly noticeable in how Indian women's 

lives were portrayed, as they were typically portrayed as being subjugated and restricted to the 

home. Muslim women were frequently portrayed by British authorities and reformers as being 

especially disadvantaged, restricted by purdah (the seclusion of women), and vulnerable to 

customs like dowries and child marriage. By portraying the British as the ones who freed Indian 

women from their "barbaric" customs, this portrayal served as both a defense of colonial 

dominance and a reinforcement of the notion of imperial supremacy (Ishrat, 2019). 

However, the patriarchal systems in Indian society were not significantly challenged by the British 

colonial authority. Despite the introduction of various legal reforms, such as the Age of Consent 

Act (1891), which aimed to raise the marriage age, these laws were not consistently enforced and 

frequently disregarded the intricate local customs and practices. Furthermore, Muslim women were 

also indirectly impacted by British policies that tended to uphold the male-dominated institutions 

that maintained the social status quo. Women suffered greatly as a result of the colonial state's 

interference in religious affairs, especially when it came to the regulation of Muslim personal law 

(Shariah). British policies frequently limited the freedom of personal and family laws by codifying 

religious traditions and bringing them into line with colonial administration that might have backed 

women's autonomy and rights (Metcalf, 2007). 

 Patriarchal Norms within Muslim Society 

Muslim women in the subcontinent experienced severe oppression not only from colonial forces 

but also from deeply embedded patriarchal traditions within their own communities. In Muslim 

society, the patriarchy frequently limited women's freedom of movement, educational 

opportunities, and involvement in social and political life. Despite the fact that Islamic texts 

granted women some rights and safeguards, patriarchal interpretations and actions frequently 

undermined the application of these rights. In addition to being common in rural areas, these rules 

were also ingrained in metropolitan areas. Muslim women frequently experienced social pressure 

to fit into stereotypical gender norms, which limited their freedom and silenced them in public 

(Hasan, 1994). 

Muslim women in the subcontinent faced several obstacles despite their important achievements. 

Their positions in history were frequently marginalized as a result of the combination of 

patriarchy, nationalism, and colonialism. They undoubtedly had a significant role in political and 

educational reforms, but they were regularly left out of critical decision-making processes in both 

religious organizations and nationalist movements. Some male leaders' conservative religious 

beliefs, which held that women's empowerment undermined established social systems, made this 

marginalization even worse (Metcalf, 2007). 

The emergence of conservative elements within the Muslim community sparked discussions over 

women's place in society. Conservative religious professors who placed a strong emphasis on 

women's duties in the home frequently opposed leaders who promoted women's education and 

political engagement. Despite these conflicts, women like Begum Roquiah, Fatima Jinnah, and 

others reshaped the role of Muslim women in society and rebelled against patriarchal systems 

(Amin, 2019). 

The Impact on Education and Social Reform 

The sphere of education was one of the main areas where Muslim women's lives were directly 

impacted by colonialism. English became the primary language of instruction in Indian schools 
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and universities as a result of the restructuring of the educational system to suit colonial goals 

during British rule. Begum Roquiah Sakhawat Hossain (1880–1932), a trailblazing supporter of 

Muslim women's education and empowerment in Bengal, was one of the most well-known 

individuals to come into prominence during this time. In 1911, Roquiah Sakhawat Hossain 

established the Sakhawat Memorial Girls' School in Kolkata, where she pushed for Muslim girls' 

education and dismantled the gendered barriers that prevented women from obtaining further 

education. Her writings, such as the well-known article "Sultana's Dream," criticized the restrictive 

circumstances that Muslim women had to endure and envisioned a time when they would have 

equal rights and opportunities (Amin, 2019). 

 Religious Mobilization 

Muslim women actively participated in the emergence of social reformer groups and nationalist 

movements in the early 20th century. However, colonial governance and orthodox sentiments 

within the Muslim community frequently made their involvement more difficult. Muslim women 

participated in political movements in the years preceding the partition and the fight for 

independence, frequently as members of the Khilafat Movement and the All India Muslim League. 

Sajida Begum, Fatima Jinnah, and Begum Hazrat Mahal were among the notable women who 

participated in the Khilafat Movement. They used the rhetoric of political and religious freedom to 

organize against British colonial control and in support of the Ottoman Caliphate. These women 

exploited their positions to become public personalities, promoting women's rights and national 

independence in defiance of the patriarchal structures of both Muslim culture and the colonial state 

(Zaidi, 2021). 

Muhammad Ali Jinnah's sister, Fatima Jinnah, rose to prominence in the Indian independence 

struggle. Despite her well-known involvement in the Pakistan movement, Fatima was a strong 

supporter of women's rights. She was a key figure in the establishment of the All-India Muslim 

Women's Conference in 1941, which promoted social reform, women's health, and education. 

Through these initiatives, Fatima Jinnah demonstrated how Muslim women were able to create 

places for social transformation and political involvement in spite of the obstacles colonialism 

presented (Khan, 2008). 

 The Challenges of Intersectionality 

Because Muslim women's struggles were influenced by social, economic, and religious divisions 

within Muslim society as well as colonialism and patriarchy, it is necessary to view their 

experience in colonial India through the lens of intersectionality. Muslim women's experiences of 

colonialism varied by caste, class, and geography. Rural women, especially those from poorer 

socioeconomic backgrounds, faced greater isolation and less options for empowerment, whereas 

women from elite households in urban regions might have had access to education and social 

mobility. Furthermore, existing disparities within Muslim communities were frequently made 

worse by colonial practices. Muslim women's social and cultural positions were directly impacted 

by the politicization of Islam brought about by colonial rule's emphasis on religious identity. 

Muslim women pursuing social change faced additional challenges due to the influence of 

traditionalist religious leaders and groups, who frequently viewed women's education and social 

mobility as a threat to religious and cultural traditions (Bhaduri, 2005). 
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Responses and Contributions of Muslim Women 

Education and Social Reform 

Begum Rokeya Sakhawat Hossain (1880-1932) was one of the first and most well-known 

individuals to advocate for Muslim women's education and social reform. Rokeya was a writer, 

social reformer, and scholar who supported women's rights and education. She envisioned a 

utopian society in her well-known essay Sultana's Dream (1905), in which women were free from 

the restrictions of purdah and could pursue careers and intellectual pursuits. The goal of Begum 

Rokeya's work was to empower women through education. In 1911, she founded one of the first 

schools for Muslim girls, the Sakhawat Memorial Girls' School in Kolkata. For the Muslim 

community and India as a whole to advance, she maintained that Muslim women's advancement 

was crucial (Hossain, 1905). 

Muhammad Ali Jinnah's sister, Fatima Jinnah (1893–1967), was also instrumental in advancing 

Muslim women's education. Fatima Jinnah's dedication to women's education was just as 

significant as her political activity during the Pakistan movement, which is how she is most 

commonly remembered. In order to advance female literacy and educational reforms, she 

collaborated with her brother and other notable Muslim League officials. Her support of women's 

rights was demonstrated in both her remarks and her real-world deeds. She assisted in the founding 

of the All-India Muslim Women's Conference in 1941, which aimed to address topics including 

women's legal rights, literacy, and their place in national politics (Khan, 2008). 

Once more, Begum Roquiah Sakhawat Hossain is notable in the field of formal education. She 

made a major contribution to the educational advancement of Muslim females in India by founding 

the Sakhawat Memorial females' School. In addition to teaching science and English, Roquiah's 

school also taught basic life skills. Having received her education overseas, Roquiah used her 

knowledge of the Western educational system to support Muslim women's intellectual and 

scholastic growth. The conventional view that Muslim females did not require formal education 

was challenged by her groundbreaking efforts to establish educational facilities for women (Amin, 

2019). 

Begum Roquiah Sakhawat Hossain (1880–1932), a trailblazing social reformer and educator from 

Bengal, was a pivotal role in this reform movement. The idea of women's emancipation, which 

Roquiah felt could only be attained via education, was closely related to her vision of social 

transformation. She was an outspoken opponent of the purdah regime, which she felt limited the 

intellectual and social development of Muslim women. Roquiah promoted women's rights through 

her writings and action. In 1911, she established the Sakhawat Memorial Girls' School in Kolkata, 

the first school of its sort dedicated to educating Muslim girls. This was a significant advancement 

in a society that did not prioritize the education of girls, especially Muslim girls (Amin, 2019). 

Begum Hazrat Mahal (1820–1879) was another important person in the social reform movement. 

Although she took part in the military elements of the 1857 rebellion, she was also a supporter of 

women's rights.Hazrat Mahal, who is well-known for her involvement in the Indian Rebellion in 

1857, actively supports Muslim women's welfare and education while pushing for increased social 

mobility in her society (Zaidi, 2021). 

Nationalist Movement 

Alongside her brother Muhammad Ali Jinnah, Fatima Jinnah was one of the most well-known 

female politicians of her era and dedicated her life to fighting for the rights of Muslims in India. 
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Fatima was a strong supporter of women's participation in politics, but she is best known for her 

role in the Pakistan movement. She was adamant that women's independence was crucial to the 

country's overall freedom. In order to promote the political and civil rights of Muslim women, 

Fatima organized women's sections of the All-India Muslim League and took part in a number of 

political campaigns (Khan, 2008). In order to maintain the Ottoman Caliphate, Muslim women 

were instrumental in organizing the populace during the Khilafat Movement (1919–1924). The 

Khilafat Women's Movement, led by Begum Sultan Jahan, the wife of the final Mughal emperor 

Bahadur Shah Zafar, mobilized support for the Khilafat and the larger Muslim resistance to British 

colonial rule. Prominent Muslim women such as Begum Jahanara Shahnawaz and Fatima 

Sulaiman were among the ladies who took part in public demonstrations, strikes, and protests 

throughout India. By drawing attention to the connection between gender and national politics, 

their political activism influenced the larger nationalist conversation (Zaidi, 2021). 

Muslim women took an active part in the anti-British nationalism struggle as well. Muhammad Ali 

Jinnah's sister, Fatima Jinnah, was a prominent figure in the fight for independence. Fatima, a 

dentist by trade, was a strong supporter of women's rights and the rights of the Muslim community. 

She was also a key figure in the All India Muslim League. She actively engaged in the Quit India 

Movement of 1942 and collaborated with other nationalist movement leaders. 

Abadi Banu Begum, a social reformer who backed the nationalist cause by joining the Khilafat 

Movement, was another notable Muslim woman. Along with other women, she coordinated 

demonstrations and gave vital assistance to the campaigns of nonviolent civil disobedience that 

were started by leaders such as Jawaharlal Nehru and Mahatma Gandhi. In the political fight for 

independence, Muslim women were shown to be active change agents rather than merely passive 

bystanders by figures such as Fatima Jinnah and Abadi Banu Begum (Jinnah, 1940). 

Literary Contributions 

Ismat Chughtai and Rashid Jahan were two Muslim women writers who made substantial 

contributions to the literary and intellectual climate of the day. One of the first to question the 

conventional narratives that confined women to submissive positions was Rashid Jahan, a member 

of the Progressive Writers' Association. Her short stories were revolutionary in their criticism of 

social conventions, addressing issues like women's sexuality, independence, and social restrictions. 

Known for her audacious and contentious writing, Ismat Chughtai used her literary creations to 

address challenges that Muslim women experience, such as their marital relationships, sexual 

agency, and social and religious constraints. The conventional narratives of femininity and female 

sexuality in Muslim society were questioned by Chughtai's works, including Lihaf (The Quilt) 

(Jahan, 1936). 

Conclusion 

For Muslim women in the Indian subcontinent, the years 1857–1947 were a time of great struggle 

and change. These women showed incredible fortitude and agency in opposing the socio-political 

status quo in spite of being restricted by colonial control, patriarchal standards, and the purdah 

regime. In addition to disobeying gendered norms, individuals such as Begum Rokeya Sakhawat 

Hossain, Fatima Jinnah, Rashid Jahan, and Ismat Chughtai actively supported the cause of 

women's rights, independence, and social reform. Their political, literary, and educational activism 

changed the nationalist movement as well as the larger conversation on female equality. These 

women became important players in the development of contemporary India by negotiating the 

intricate web of colonialism, patriarchy, and tradition, proving that the struggle for women's 
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emancipation was inextricably linked to the struggle for independence. Their contributions 

demonstrate the crucial role Muslim women played in the greater story of India's independence 

and social advancement, demonstrating the importance of their battles to the larger process of 

gendered and national emancipation. Muslim women underwent various forms of oppression 

throughout the Indian independence movement, including patriarchy, colonial domination, and 

purdah. Despite these obstacles, they overcame them to participate in the political, social, and 

literary activities of the country. The tenacity, autonomy, and intellectual vitality of Muslim 

women throughout this crucial juncture in Indian history are exemplified by individuals such as 

Begum Rokeya Sakhawat Hossain, Fatima Jinnah, Abadi Banu Begum, Rashid Jahan, and Ismat 

Chughtai. The course of India's independence and the future of Muslim women's rights in the 

subcontinent were profoundly impacted by their contributions to education, social change, and the 

nationalist cause. 
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