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Education as a Path to “Being Someone”
Muslim Women’s Narratives of Aspiration, Obstacles, and 
Achievement in an Impoverished Basti in Kolkata, India

 Suchitra Samanta

The Status of Muslim Female Literacy 
Globally and in India

In a contemporary context of depressing numbers for especially Muslim fe-
male literacy rates overall in India today, I present the voices of young women 
and girls from an impoverished, Muslim- majority basti community in south-
western Kolkata, India.1 In narratives that speak of aspirations to education as 
a path to “being someone,” of economic, health, culture, and gender- related 
obstacles they encounter as well as in the educational achievements of three 
women from the basti— Nayla, Shahnaz, and Samiya— I explore what they 
mean by “being someone.” What are the educational goals the women envis-
age, what gets in their way, what factors contribute to their (relative) success? 
How do they compare with other Muslim girls in the basti? What kind of ex-
emplars are they to those other girls?

My research is grounded in fi eld research I conducted between 1997– 2002 
in a majority- Muslim slum (basti) in Kolkata (West Bengal state), observing 
a community- based organization’s initiatives to promote female literacy at all 
levels and recording the obstacles faced by girls in getting an education.2 In 
the women’s narratives I document, I present the complex reality that under-
lies the path to an education for the basti’s women. Th eir educational achieve-
ments, and what it takes to get there, are, I suggest, more productively un-
derstood in comparison with and in relation to (a) those Muslim girls of the 
basti who were aspiring to simply literacy and a primary school- level educa-
tion (nonformal education in home school); and (b) those girls in the Roshni 
tutorial program, from formal schools serving the basti area, who wished to 
matriculate (class 10), or go on to post- secondary education (classes 11 and 12, 
and then to three years in college for a bachelor’s degree). But to be eff ective 
exemplars— which Nayla, Shahnaz, and Samiya assert they are— it is the path 
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by which they achieved their goals, their perseverance in the face of consider-
able odds, that they served as role models for the two cohorts of Muslim girls 
described in the basti.

Globally the status of Muslim women is mixed and diverse. Conway and 
Bourque note that educational systems are microcosms of the gender sys-
tems of the societies in which they operate, and that access to both formal 
and nonformal education is linked to a greater sense of self- esteem and em-
powerment for women.3 In a later collection of essays the cultural bias against 
female education in India and Pakistan is noted, as is the need for fundamen-
tal changes in patriarchal structures of society (which have not caught up to 
legal changes). Yet in the case of Indonesia, a Muslim- majority nation, women 
share greater similarities with its southeastern neighbors and are active in the 
market and in public life— even as gender inequities exist.4 John Esposito ob-
serves that the general status of Muslim women across the world is varied and 
is impacted by a nation’s economy, levels of literacy, and economic develop-
ment as well as by religion.5 However, even as patriarchy and its legitimation 
by religion prosper in many Muslim nations, there are challenges. Citing the 
2007 Gallup World Poll, Esposito observes that in many conservative Mus-
lim nations a majority supports women’s equal rights, citing 61% of Saudis, 
85% of Iranians, and 90% of Bangladeshis, Indonesians, and Turks who do 
so. A woman’s right to vote without interference by family is supported by 
80% in Indonesia, 89% in Iran, 67% in Pakistan, and 56% in Saudi Arabia. 
But, Esposito notes, contradictions abound. For example, even though Saudi 
women own 70% of savings in banks, and 61% of private fi rms, they do not 
vote, are segregated, are restricted to “appropriate” professions, and are not 
allowed to drive.6 In Morocco 20% of judges are women, yet post- secondary 
education in this nation falls to 8%. Iranian women, while compelled to veil, 
attend university in larger numbers than men, at 52%.7 Nussbaum, referring 
to the Education and Women’s Capabilities section of the 2001 United Na-
tions Human Development Report, observes that in one quarter of the world 
(43 nations of 162), overall male rates of literacy are 15% higher than female 
rates— including India, Bangladesh, and Pakistan. In absolute terms, female 
literacy is at or below 50% in these nations but lowest in Muslim- majority Pa-
kistan and Bangladesh.8

On women’s literacy in general, in India the Public Report on Basic Educa-
tion in India (probe, 1999) noted that while the nation had successful higher 
education initiatives, this obscured the 2001 census fi nding that one third of 
children aged 6– 14 (23 million boys, 36 million girls) were out of school, and 
that 61% of females and 36% of males over 7 years of age were illiterate.9 A 
2006 news report comments on the “dismal” state of aff airs in the country 
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even into the twenty- fi rst century. While South Asian nations as a whole have 
a low primary completion rate (pcr) at 70% for adolescent girls in classes 5– 
6, India rates at 66%. Some 50% of girls drop out at puberty, and the literacy 
gap between boys and girls continues to be high, especially in north- central 
Indian states like Uttar Pradesh. Reasons off ered include domestic work re-
quired of girls at home, restricted mobility, gender bias in textbooks, and bi-
ased or indiff erent teachers.10 Th e 2011 Indian census lists an overall 65.46% 
female literacy (compared to 82.14% for men and 74.04% for the nation), and 
a rise in literacy rates overall between 1961 and 2001 from 40.4% to 75.2% for 
males and from 15.4% to 53.7% for females. A general literacy rate for those 
over seven years old off ers more optimistic rates, currently at 88.76% for ur-
ban males and 79.11% for urban females.

While improving its numbers over the years, however, India does not 
come out ahead for its current population of around 140 million Muslims. In 
the 2011 census Muslim women’s literacy (post- primary education) is listed 
at 50.1% and men’s at 67.6%. Earlier scholarship on Muslim women in India 
notes the need to place their especially disadvantaged position in the context 
of a minority community’s history in independent (Hindu- majority) India, 
and the nation’s retention of the Sharia, or Muslim Personal Law, where es-
pecially women lose out on potentially progressive legislation under Indian 
civil law.11 Th is scholarship notes the community’s backwardness in educating 
its women and the inverse relationship between low literacy levels, high fer-
tility rates, and women’s low status. Where minority status is combined with 
cultural constraints as well as poverty, the road to women’s advancement is an 
especially steep climb for impoverished Muslim women.12

In 2005 the prime minister’s offi  ce noted the lack of authentic information 
on the social, economic, and educational status of Indian Muslims and the 
need to identify areas for government intervention. It commissioned a study 
(led by Justice Rajindar Sachar) and, based on visits to thirteen states with the 
highest Muslim populations, the Sachar Report (in its fourth chapter on ed-
ucation) found that rates of literacy for Muslims were considerably below the 
national average.13 Compared to other underprivileged Indian social groups 
who have benefi ted from affi  rmative action (like scheduled tribes and castes), 
Muslims, especially in urban contexts, have not fared well and Muslim women 
particularly so. Despite the Indian Constitution’s mandate that all children be-
tween the ages of six and fourteen have a compulsory primary level educa-
tion, 25% of Muslim children between these ages have never attended school 
or have dropped out. In premier colleges, at the undergraduate level, there is 
1 Muslim for 15 students and 1 in 50 at the postgraduate level. Th e unemploy-
ment rate for young Muslims is the highest among socio- religious commu-
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nities. Among reasons for its fi ndings the report cites urban poverty, lack of 
access roads and infrastructure in rural areas, the low availability of Urdu- 
medium public schools at the elementary level, the absence of schools in 
proximity to homes (impacting especially girls), and the lack of female teach-
ers. It recommends that where Muslims fall behind in most dimensions of 
development, there is a need to put in place mechanisms to ensure equality of 
opportunity. It proposes more inclusive textbooks, reasonable tuition costs for 
minority students, eff ective and inclusive teacher training, more state- funded 
Urdu- medium public schools, and linking of privately run madrasas (Islamic 
religious schools) to state school board requirements.

A 2013 response to the 2005 Sachar Report notes that six years later, the gov-
ernment’s record on addressing the poor status of Indian Muslims has been, 
to date, inadequate. Th e rate of educational growth for Muslims in 2009– 10 
continued to be the lowest at all levels, in comparison with other backward 
castes, in both rural and urban areas, and even lower than for scheduled 
castes and tribes. Th is article also notes that the Ministry of Minority Aff airs 
had underutilized the money allocated to it by the central government, using 
a mere 22.8% of nearly 3.7 billion rupees for minority concentration districts.14

More recent studies support the fi ndings of the Sachar Report, affi  rming 
that the literacy rate for Muslims is below the national average and that there 
is a distinct link between poverty and illiteracy.15 However they critique the 
monolithic image of “Muslim women” and note that Muslim Indian women 
are diff erentiated by class, caste, community, and geographic location, as also 
by the rural- urban divide. For example, Muslim women’s rates of literacy are 
lowest in the northwest state of Haryana and highest in the southwest state of 
Kerala. Th e authors attribute this to the persistence of nonprofi t organizations.16

However, even so, compared to other faiths the majority of Muslim women 
are among the most disadvantaged, least literate, most impoverished, and 
most politically marginalized in the nation.17 In their study of Muslim literacy 
in the state of West Bengal (of which Kolkata is the capital and which, at 25%, 
has one of the highest Muslim populations in India, aft er the state of Uttar 
Pradesh), Hussain and Chatterjee observe that the primary completion rate 
for Muslims in this state, across both genders, is lower than even Hindu un-
derprivileged groups, at 70%. But even as young Muslim girls have higher pcr 
rates than boys, in both urban and rural contexts, it is pertinent to note that 
these pcr rates imply the falling numbers of especially girls beyond the middle 
school level. However, these authors do not comment on this other than to 
say that the Indian Muslim population is generally poorer than Hindus and 
does not have progressive views on education.

In sum, the scholarship and reports I have summarized present a bleak pic-
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ture. Numbers, however, do not speak to the aspirations of the women, their 
perseverance, and the obstacles they confront and sometimes transcend, or 
the factors that allow them to do so. We need to hear their voices. Th e women 
I speak of in this article off er their personal stories of struggle and hope, of 
“being someone,” that an education makes possible. My conversations with 
the Muslim women and girls in the basti, at diff erent educational levels and 
in diff erent contexts, substantiated the problems with poverty, the pressure to 
marry off  a daughter at puberty, when purdah and restrictions on her mobil-
ity especially come into play; the constraint on a girl’s parents at marriage to 
pay for a dowry (an originally Hindu custom), at the expense of school for a 
daughter; of gendered chores the girls must perform at home; of gender bias 
that encourages a boy but not his sister to go to school; and of health prob-
lems in the crowded, unsanitary conditions of a basti that keep a girl from 
school. Yet, some aspire and dream and achieve.

In the sections that follow I discuss the initiatives by a community- based 
organization for educating especially adolescent girls in the basti, and present, 
in brief, the voices of two cohorts of younger Muslim girls— in home schools, 
and in the Roshni tutorial program. I then present the more detailed narra-
tives of Nayla, Shahnaz, and Samiya, grouped around themes of family cir-
cumstances, their aspirations to education, the obstacles they confront, and 
their roles as mentors in the basti community. I conclude with refl ections on 
an apparently intangible factor, “motivation” or “desire” (shauk, in Urdu, and 
icchha or icchhe in Bengali), that drives some (but not all) women to pur-
sue an education, to “be someone,” the factors that facilitate their persever-
ance and achievements, and whether we may understand the self- defi ned goal 
of self- respect and community respect for the educated woman as achieving 
some level of autonomy.

The Girls of the Home Schools

Th e Sir Syed Group of Schools (ssgs), a home- grown organization, had 
been working in this basti in southwest Kolkata since 1969, originating as a 
night school run by young men, with the aim of community development.18 
Th e basti population when I was conducting research stood at around 85% 
Muslims, 12% Hindus, and around 3% Christians, according to the Family 
Helper Project (fhp). Th e fhp, whose projects I was observing, and for which 
Shahnaz, Samiya, and Nayla worked, operated under the aegis of the ssgs and 
had been set up and funded in 1986 by the Christian Children’s Fund (ccf), 
a private Christian charity based in the United States, to provide literacy and 
health information to about sixty children (sponsored by private Americans 
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through ccf). Th e fhp, with a staff  of around seventy people, operated in 
three municipal wards with a population of around 150,000 people but ac-
tually worked with around 600 families. About 450 children (who included 
the siblings of the sponsored child) also received help with school and medi-
cal costs from the spillover of the sponsorship money. Of these children 55% 
were girls, the majority Muslim, some few Hindu. Th e spillover was also allo-
cated to other projects run by the fhp, such as a Preventive Health Care Cen-
ter for mothers and children, a Community Clinic providing immunizations, 
“awareness” programs (for example, on “Safe Motherhood,” or on the values 
of a sanitary environment), and vocational training programs. Th e fhp also 
ran nine early childhood care and development centers for children between 
three and fi ve, an adult literacy program, and a day care center. However, the 
fhp’s particular focus was geared toward motivating and educating the ado-
lescent girls— in whom the future of the community was seen to be vested, 
and who were particularly vulnerable to being denied schooling. Th e overall 
drop- out rate for basti girls by middle school stood at around 60%, according 
to the fhp, and subsequent “early marriage” at 15 or 16 (illegally, and oft en 
with dowry, also an illegal custom) was a particular problem.

One segment of girls targeted by the fhp were those from especially impov-
erished and conservative Muslim families, Urdu- speaking, mostly rural immi-
grants from the north- central state of Uttar Pradesh, who were provided with 
a two- year, nonformal primary- level education (classes 1– 6) at home schools. 
Th ese were literally run at home by a young woman with a class 10 education, 
who lived in the immediate neighborhood, was known to the girls’ families, 
and was seen as an “older sister.” Th e fhp off ered her a three- day training by 
state syllabus guidelines and paid her a salary of 175 rupees a month (less than 
$3 today) for a fi ve- day week of teaching three hours a day. Th e goal was func-
tional literacy, so that girls could fi ll out money orders or read a newspaper. 
Th ey were also educated about stds and about children’s diseases (diarrhea 
and respiratory illness, common in the basti). Th e fhp cited the drop- out rate 
from home schools at around 40%.

Th irteen home schools were operational at the time I was observing the 
initiatives of the fhp. I attended one such twice, run by Nayla, and spoke with 
eight girls, ranging in age from twelve to twenty- three, who spoke to me in 
Urdu. My visit was more productive the second time, but only relatively so, as 
the girls were very shy in the presence of a visitor from America. Shahnaz was 
with me, and with Nayla, we sat on the bed in the room in Nayla’s home where 
class was to be held. Th e girls sat on the fl oor.

Every girl had a large family of fi ve to seven siblings.19 Th eir brothers were 
either illiterate or had dropped out by class 5 to work at the nearby market 
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or car shops (illegally by Indian law).20 Th eir parents were either illiterate or 
knew enough Urdu to read the Quran. I asked the girls if they enjoyed school. 
Most nodded enthusiastically in the affi  rmative. One said that her family was 
already looking for a groom, and several noted that they were expected to 
help at home. Th e oldest woman, twenty- three and unmarried, said she had to 
see to younger siblings and had not gone to school for that reason— and that 
younger siblings had a better chance of going further in school. Two declared 
they would like to continue to the Condensed Course. According to the fhp, 
some 30% of home school girls went on to attend the Condensed Course, a 
two- year, nonformal program that off ered an education up to class 10 (matric-
ulation). Th e pass rate from this program was negligible, and those few who 
passed took the state board examination as private candidates. Again, “very 
few,” if any, would go on to higher secondary level, here classes 11 and 12, ac-
cording to the fhp.

The Roshni Tutorial Program

Th e Roshni (“ray of light”) program was started in 1995, sponsored by a 
Hindu businessman. It off ered special tutorial assistance by a qualifi ed teacher 
to Muslim girls who had been selected by the fhp as the top students in class 
8 in area schools.21 Th is assistance was to prepare the girls for the class 10 
board examinations and provide subsequent assistance with fees for college, 
if they were allowed to go by their families. Th e seven girls I spoke with at 
Roshni (between fi ft een and eighteen years old) expressed a high level of self- 
motivation (shauk) to study further, even as poverty, levels of family support, 
and the pressure to do gendered chores at home ran through their narratives, 
which I summarize later.

Th ree of the girls had not yet taken their class 10 board examinations. 
Salima, in class 8, was one of eight siblings and really desired an education 
(parne ka bahut shauk hai). But she had failed class 9 because of her health. 
She declared she was the only girl in her generation (and in her family) to 
have this level of education and wanted to go on to college, but she did not 
have her family’s support to do so. However, she was determined, and she was 
bitter that her mother (who had been educated till middle school) encouraged 
her brother, who was not interested in going to school, but wanted her to drop 
out and marry. When I asked her what the value of an education was for her, 
Salima said, “I will not consider myself lesser than anyone. Of all things valu-
able, an education is most valuable . . . I can be a teacher.” She wanted to study 
Urdu and to write short stories. In contrast, Mussarat, one of three siblings 
and also in class 8, had a most supportive family: “My parents want me to be 
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educated so I can stand on my own two feet . . . my father wants just this.” Her 
illiterate mother also encouraged her and did not pressure her to marry or 
do housework. Her poor eyesight was an obstacle. Shama, one of six siblings 
(and with a sponsorship through ccf), said that if her family did not support 
her she could not attend Roshni. She did not want to work as a domestic and 
wanted to be a teacher. Her eyes, like Mussarat’s, “hurt,” and it was a prob-
lem that the entire family lived in one room. Her mobility was somewhat re-
stricted by her family, as people said bad things about a young girl out in pub-
lic (thus going to the library could be a problem).

Afsari, in class 11, had a very poor family, and two brothers had dropped 
out of school to go to work. But her mother, though illiterate, wanted her to 
“be someone,” possibly an accountant, and her father too was supportive. She 
was not pressured to marry; even her brothers were “happy for her.” But she 
needed Roshni’s assistance (her father, she said, could not have paid for her 
aft er class 10). However Afsari, who also loved to draw, and to dance, suff ered 
from gastric problems, and her other ambitions, such as joining the National 
Cadet Corps (like the U.S. Army Reserve) were not encouraged by her family 
because of her poor health.

Sabiha, in class 11 and one of six children, had benefi ted from her ccf 
sponsor. She too declared her shauk to get an education. She was studying the 
sciences, and aft er class 12 wanted to study engineering. However, her impov-
erished parents would fi nd it diffi  cult to support her as well as her siblings. 
She was proud, however, of her level of education, the highest among her sib-
lings except for a brother who had completed class 12. She did have to help 
with household chores, like cooking and fetching water, and would study at 
night. When I asked if this hampered her, she replied, “We get tired if there is 
too much housework. . . . We sleep for a little while, and then begin our stud-
ies— at 12 a.m., till 2.30 or 3:00 in the morning.”

Shereen, with two younger brothers in school, had been with Roshni since 
class 8, with support from her parents, who wanted her to “be someone,” in 
this case a doctor. She had First Division grades in her class 10 board exams, 
and aft er class 12 intended to go to a good science program in college. She 
was not pressured to marry or to help with household chores. Finally, Sindhu, 
a single child, lived with her extended family, which included thirteen cous-
ins. She had done very well in her class 10 exams (passing with distinction 
in science and life science) and wanted to be an aeronautical engineer. Her 
parents, both teachers, were her mentors. She did no domestic chores because 
her mother wanted her to focus on her studies, “so,” she told me, “I eat, study, 
and sleep!”22
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Nayla, Shahnaz, Samiya: Narratives of Parental 
Abandonment, Family Support, and Perseverance

I have abbreviated, paraphrased and edited the narratives that follow to fa-
cilitate their presentation within certain themes that were highlighted in the 
women’s reply to my question, in an open- ended conversation (rather than an 
interview): “What problems did you face in your life getting an education?” I 
discuss the implications of their reply in my conclusion.

Family Circumstances

Nayla, home school teacher, was eighteen when I met her in 1999 and, like 
Shahnaz and Samiya, spoke with me in Bengali (though, like the others, she 
had a fl uent command of Urdu). A self- possessed young woman, she was the 
fi ft h of six siblings. Two of her older sisters, and one older brother, were mar-
ried and lived elsewhere in Kolkata. Th e eldest brother, Barda, ran a small 
business in the Middle East.23 At the time, Nayla’s household (of two rooms) 
consisted of a mentally handicapped younger brother, her mother, and her pa-
ternal grandmother. An older brother, Mejda, lived with his wife in a nearby 
room in the basti and worked in the local bazaar. Barda had a bachelor’s de-
gree in commerce, while Mejda had passed his class 12 exams. Bardi, the el-
dest sister, had a class 8 education, and Mejdi, the second sister, had passed 
her class 12 board examination. Nayla herself had just completed her ba fi nals 
in history, political science, and education at a college affi  liated with Kolkata 
University.24 She had considerable domestic responsibilities, she said to me, 
especially aft er her Bardi had married and left  home. Th ese left  her with little 
time to go have fun with her college girlfriends.

Shahnaz, as a senior social worker with the fhp, was one of the people re-
sponsible for recruiting the girls for Roshni and with special responsibility for 
programs involving adolescent girls and women. I fi rst met her (then twenty- 
nine) in December 1997 and was struck by her intelligence and quiet confi -
dence. I would come to learn of her insights into and detailed knowledge of life 
in the basti. Mentor to both Nayla and Samiya, she was a person most effi  ciently 
in charge. She had a master’s degree in Islamic Studies from Kolkata University.

Th e fi ft h of six siblings, Shahnaz had three older brothers and an older sis-
ter, all married, and a younger, unmarried sister of twenty- four, who had com-
pleted her class 10 board examination. At the time her household consisted of 
her parents, the third brother (Chorda), his wife and three children, Shahnaz, 
and her younger sister, who all lived in a three- room home in the basti.

Samiya, twenty- four (in 1999) had a bachelor’s degree and had been with 
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the fhp since 1996 and worked in its Sponsor Relations department, where 
she would write the correspondence between children and their American 
sponsor. She was the youngest of four siblings, with two older sisters, 32 and 
28, and a brother, 26, all of whom were married. Samiya herself was engaged 
at the time to be married to a man (of her choosing) then in Bahrain, who 
was expected back soon in India. Her eldest sister (Bardi) dropped out of 
school by class 8, when she was married off . Samiya’s second oldest sister, Me-
jdi, studied till class 4— and then had married, by choice, a young man who 
worked for her father.

A Father’s Abandonment and Its Consequences

All three women mentioned as a defi ning factor in their lives and hopes the 
retirement or abandonment (or death) of a father, and the consequences of 
this event for their educational aspirations, and pressures to marry, but also 
to contribute fi nancially to their families as well as to provide other services.

Nayla described the event central to her life’s circumstances as the recent 
abandonment of their family, without explanation, by her father, possibly, she 
said, because he was ashamed of having no work. However, both her older 
brothers presently contributed to the expenses of the family. She wanted to 
get her teaching certifi cation, but her Mejda wanted to marry her off . She 
commented that if a “good” groom was found, her family would pressure her 
to marry (her older sisters had been similarly pressured into marriage). She 
would also have liked to have studied law. However, her family did not want 
her in courts or traveling about with individual lawyers. Th ere had been argu-
ments at home about this, with Barda and her grandmother. Th e latter, Nayla 
reassured me, loved her, but scolded her for being argumentative, or refus-
ing to go along with the many marriage proposals that came for her, noting 
that in her day she had had no choice. However, those days are gone, Nayla 
declared; she would not be displayed for approval to everyone and anyone at 
all who brought a proposal of marriage to her family. Her mother, she added, 
supported her in her stand.

Nayla’s family had recently refused a proposal of marriage for her in which 
a demand for dowry of around $1,200 had been made. Th e family was unable 
to aff ord it. Would she agree to dowry for herself, I asked? Nayla noted that 
her sisters had been given in marriage without dowry, and none had been 
demanded for her brothers. But her mother was now more amenable to give 
dowry, since “everyone today wants dowry.” But, said Nayla, if dowry de-
mands were made for her, she would oppose it. She thought it objectionable 
that her husband- to- be would take from her family to benefi t his own. Since 
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she did so much for her family, Nayla noted, they would listen to her, because 
“her word was worth something.”

Nayla told me that she had no objection to marriage but that she would 
like to be self- suffi  cient, “to stand on her own feet.” Th is is why, she said, she 
wanted to do her B.Ed. (teacher certifi cation) and then get a master’s degree, 
if possible. Being a teacher in a school was the kind of job (chakri) that she 
wanted.25 Teaching is also the kind of work that her community held in es-
teem, so she would be respected by everyone. So whatever her husband might 
do, she would be known as a teacher.

In response to my questions, Nayla told me that her mother had supported 
her ambitions from the beginning, encouraging her, for example, to learn to 
use computers while she waited six months for the results from her class 12 
examinations, telling her that she would “give her what she needed” to do this. 
She also learned typing for three months while waiting for her class 10 exam 
results. Her Barda had been especially keen that at least one of his three sisters 
be a graduate, so he was very happy with her achievements.

Shahnaz too wove her story around a theme of fi nancial hardship. Her fa-
ther, retired from his job as a draft sman with the Geological Survey of India 
when Shahnaz was seven years old, earned a pension of $17 per month. Th e 
third brother (Chorda) worked in a small private fi rm, while his wife worked in 
a jeans- making factory, but both were there more in spirit for the family than 
in material terms, she commented. Th e major fi nancial setbacks to the family 
were her oldest brother’s marriage, his move out of the household and then 
distancing himself from the family emotionally and fi nancially. Her second 
brother, Mejda, had stopped giving the father income from land owned by the 
latter. Th ough Shahnaz’s father had the deeds to this land, he was in such poor 
health (bedridden in 1998) that no one was going to fi ght their brother over the 
matter. Shahnaz herself earned $37 a month at fhp and gave it to her family. She 
supplemented this by off ering tutoring to students and spent this $10 monthly 
income on her personal necessities. Her younger sister took typing classes and 
paid for these by tutoring two children, earning $3 per month.

I asked Shahnaz if her family could manage fi nancially if she moved away 
aft er marriage. Shahnaz replied that it was less a matter of money than her 
close relationship with her ailing father. Th eir relationship was the most im-
portant to him of all her siblings, and one that bound her to him and to the 
family. Th e family would manage if she married, but her father would not 
have her with him. “How many times he inquires about me, how many times 
he reads his prayers so that his daughter may be fortunate, that she may not 
suff er in life,” she said. When he retired, and the family faced hard times, he 
was upset because she might not be able to continue with her studies. He was 
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also critical about his younger daughter, when she fi nished her class 10 exams 
and was “sitting around” the house.

Her father, Shahnaz said, would bring food home when they were young 
and would favor his girls. Th eir brothers would get angry, and her father 
would say that the girls would go away to other peoples’ homes when they 
married, and if they wanted to eat something no one would bring it for them 
at the in- laws— so he would give his daughters now what they wanted. If a 
neighbor’s daughter was to be married, or if she lost her father, Shahnaz’s fa-
ther “searched the market” for fruits and sweets to feed the girl.

For all these reasons, said Shahnaz, she loved her father dearly. He was dif-
ferent; he had qualities she did not see in other fathers. Her Bardi was critical 
of their father and asked why he should feed other people’s daughters when he 
had two girls to marry off ? Shahnaz emphasized her father’s dependence on 
her, that he called her his “staff ,” and recounted that a marriage proposal had 
come for her some time before. Her father had grown faint, all but losing con-
sciousness, and remained so through the night.

Th eir father, Shahnaz said, was never particularly interested in marrying 
off  his daughters, advising them, rather, to study, “to stand on their own feet.” 
Her mother, educated till class 4 or 5 in Urdu schools, was neutral on the mat-
ter of education for the girls. However, she would not hinder her daughters or 
make them do the housework. She would see to all the meals, hence her poor 
health, from overwork. In spite of this, said Shahnaz, her other siblings were 
never really motivated to get an education.

Despite her father’s support, both fi nancial constraints and family illnesses 
were obstacles to Shahnaz’s own educational hopes. Her father fi nanced her 
special tutoring needs in math up to class 10. She did very well in her exams 
at this level, passing in the First Division (in 1985). She then entered the next 
two years for pre- college in science. Shahnaz asked her Barda to help at this 
time with costs (around $8) for tutorial help in math, physics, chemistry, and 
English. But since he was helping out her third brother, and she had to remind 
him every month for this money, she stopped asking him, paying for herself 
by tutoring. Th is left  her very tired and unable to concentrate on her studies, 
and so she passed her class 12 exams in the Second Division. Aft er this she 
paid herself for all of her further studies. She had wanted to be a doctor, and if 
she could have studied more for her class 12 exams she could have got admit-
tance into a medical school. But the family had such fi nancial problems that 
her father could not aff ord her education at the time. For this reason she de-
cided to go with the arts, since this allowed her more time to earn money by 
tutoring students and also to work for pay. Her father had wanted her to get 
certifi ed as a teacher, but she could not take the year off  to do this. Shahnaz 
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got an ma in Islamic history from a college affi  liated with Kolkata University, 
though this was delayed because her young niece died of a brain tumor. Her 
income, Shahnaz observed, had helped with the economic troubles their fam-
ily had suff ered since her father’s retirement.

Shahnaz commented on the prevalence of dowry in the Muslim commu-
nity and that she had not seen even one educated boy who would dispense 
with dowry when he married. If a girl’s family could not aff ord it, then they 
would be informed indirectly that the marriage negotiations would not pro-
ceed further, that the household had not met with the boy’s family’s approval, 
and that the girl’s family did not measure up in “status.” A proposal for mar-
riage had come for Shahnaz from a college professor, just as she had fi nished 
class 12. Th is man wanted her father to spend $2,200 on things for the wed-
ding, with “no other demands,” that is, no cash demand. Her father had said 
that he could have sold his property and married his daughter off  to this man, 
but feared that more demands would be made aft er the marriage, and he 
would be unable to meet them.

What caught me by surprise was Shahnaz’s revelation of her secret engage-
ment to a co- worker at the fhp, Alam, a handsome young man with a mas-
ter’s degree in sociology. I was taken aback that an otherwise reserved young 
woman would suddenly reveal this to me and later refl ected that she desper-
ately needed to unburden herself to a sympathetic outsider (confi rmed later 
by her own admission). She implored me at the same time not to reveal it to 
anyone at ssgs since then she and her fi ancé would be moved apart or would 
lose their jobs, by organizational rules. However, she had informed her father 
of the young man’s presence in her life and that they intended to marry. Her 
father appeared to have accepted Alam, saying that if the young man is a so-
cial worker, he must be a good man.

I asked Shahnaz whether if her brothers had helped out more, she could 
have married and not worried about keeping her engagement a secret at work. 
Shahnaz replied that their father could not aff ord to pay the dowry for his 
younger daughters and needed her to work. She felt strongly about this injus-
tice to women. Whenever a good proposal had come for her marriage, and 
“everyone wants that [she] marry into good circumstances,” the dowry de-
mands were so high that had her father married her off , he would have had 
nothing left  to marry off  his youngest daughter. He had had an income at the 
time of her Bardi’s wedding, and had spent a lot on this oldest daughter, even 
drawing on his savings. He had then used more of his savings to build their 
small home, leaving around $375 as a balance. Th is was inadequate, today 
(Shahnaz told me, and I knew this for a fact) to marry off  even one daughter 
into good circumstances, let alone two.
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Samiya’s father had worked in camera repair and sales, while her mother 
used to cook on contract for the German Consulate but was no longer able 
to work since she had diabetes. Samiya’s desire (icchhe) was to be educated, 
to fulfi ll her father’s dream for her. Th e major setback to her life, Samiya said, 
was the abandonment of the family by her father, who left  for Nepal, from 
where he returned only sporadically. Th is was a period of great turmoil for 
the family. Her mother was broken in spirit; they had lost their home and 
had to move in with her maternal grandmother. Her brother, then in class 4, 
dropped out of school, and was now making a living driving a taxi. Another 
critical setback about this time was Samiya’s niece, her oldest sister’s daughter, 
falling ill with polio, a crisis the family had to address.

Aft er initially dropping out of class 4 when her father abandoned the fam-
ily, Samiya returned to school, and she told me proudly that she had received 
a scholarship every year, which helped to pay for her textbooks. She had stud-
ied at great personal cost and now had to work, because her father had left  the 
family with nothing when he eventually died in 1986. Her brother asked her to 
drop out of school when she was in class 9 so that the family could marry her 
off . However, her mother intervened on the grounds that they could not af-
ford a dowry and, supported by her Bardi, encouraged Samiya to continue her 
studies. She shift ed homes many times, sometimes living with her Bardi and 
at other times living with her mother and grandmother. Samiya went on to 
college, graduating with a ba in 1996 in a pass program in economics, political 
science, and geography.26 She wanted to do an honors program in geography 
at some point in the future.

Samiya specially emphasized her brother- in- law’s support for her, particu-
larly since her own brother off ered little by way of fi nancial or moral support 
for her and their ailing mother. Her niece and nephews also had to struggle 
“without tuition,” to be educated, but all had the support of their father.27 All 
three of them were known for their achievements, and she herself, she told me 
with pride, was specially respected for her education. Her regret was that she 
could not aff ord to learn English, which would have helped her advance fur-
ther, since she handed over a third of her $22 monthly salary to her mother.

Th e family’s support had worked for her when she faced community criti-
cism as she went about alone, to school and later to work. Th is was especially 
the case when her brother- in- law was out at sea (he worked in the merchant 
marine), and she had to do “outside work” without an authoritative male fi g-
ure to advise or escort her (such as getting an id card at the hospital for her 
handicapped niece).

I met Samiya again in the summer of 2000 and asked about the status of 
her engagement. She had not been able to pursue her academic goal of study-



165Samanta: Education as a Path to “Being Someone”

ing geography as an honors subject. Her fi ancé was still in Bahrein, and she 
did not know if the marriage would take place. Th e real problem lay with his 
family, who had raised objections to her working with the ssgs and preferred 
that she not work at all. Th eir specifi c objection, however, had to do with the 
fact that such a family as Samiya’s, without a father, would not be able to meet 
their dowry demands. Her fi ancé, she said, would not stand up to his family’s 
demands for dowry.

As Role Models and Community Leaders

Nayla began to teach home school for fhp in 1998. Her account to me of how 
she felt about her work was especially revealing of her motivation and dedica-
tion to the young women of her community. She was, I saw for myself, a strict 
teacher, reprimanding a student for not handing in her assignment. Nayla 
would tell me that the girl was conserving her notebook because she could not 
aff ord to buy school supplies (texts were provided free of cost by fhp).

Nayla motivated her students by telling them that she too was a young girl, 
but that above all, she had the icchha, so she had studied, and they, her stu-
dents, were being given the opportunity, so they needed to work hard. Nayla 
realized, realistically, that for the conservative and poor home school stu-
dents, earning money in a chakri was not a feasible concept. So, she told them, 
an education would get them a good marriage, since men today wanted liter-
ate wives. She was oft en angry with them for slacking off , she said to me, and 
told them that in return for her own hard work on their behalf, they owed her 
their eff ort. Th e girls sometimes did not come to school on fl imsy excuses, 
complaining that she was strict. In my presence she reprimanded one student 
for laziness, commenting loudly that the girl was “as fat as her brain.” If a girl 
missed school, she would arrange meetings with the parents and demanded to 
know the reason. Sometimes it was because that day a prospective groom had 
come to “view” the girl. However, when Nayla felt that the girl did not want 
to marry but was being pressured to do so, she would speak to the mother 
and try to persuade her to allow her daughter to continue in school, that her 
life would be better with a little education. She had these meetings formally 
anyway with the girls’ mothers every two months or so at her home (also her 
school). Some mothers would say, let our daughters go to school for a while, 
then we will marry them off . Or they would make excuses, such as domestic 
chores that needed doing, to keep the girls at home.

However, Nayla respected the duties her students performed at their homes 
and told me that at 4:00 p.m. every day, when the municipality provided wa-
ter to the basti at public tube- wells, her students would put down their books, 
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run home to pick up water containers, and line up at the tube- well to fi ll their 
buckets. Aft er they had delivered these to their homes they would return to 
Nayla’s school and fi nish their class. Nayla noted that it was very diffi  cult to 
make her students and their parents understand that there is not only respect 
from others for an education but also self- respect (atmasamman). However, 
while obviously “outside factors” intervened, some students did give impor-
tance to their studies, she concluded.

Nayla commented on the diff erence between her students’ parents’ attitude 
to educating girls and her own. “If we are alright in ourselves,” she said, “then 
I can go far, even to college, there is no problem. It depends on how I think, 
it is upon me.” She herself had a “diff erent mentality,” but even so, there were 
areas in the basti where she was afraid to go to, from the viewpoint of her own 
self- respect, something she felt especially sensitive about in view of the level 
of her education and her work in the community. She had already faced criti-
cism when some of the girls’ mothers criticized her for being indulged, saying 
that she could go about freely, study, and work only because she was more 
comfortably off  than many. Th e assumption here (accurately so) was that a 
girl with a higher level of education is generally past puberty and required 
more dowry for her marriage. Th is was more aff ordable for Nayla’s family. But 
even so, argued Nayla, eff ort (chesta) and motivation (icchha) were important. 
It was with her own eff ort that she had gathered so many girls for her school. 
She had a sense of achievement, personally, she said, but also in what she did 
for her community. She knew she was respected for her work.

Shahnaz commented that it is the custom that girls must be married, and 
that men’s education was emphasized more than women’s, especially in their 
basti, and if girls’ education could be given the same importance then they 
could be more independent (swadhin) before they got married. Most of her 
girlfriends wanted to study, she told me, but were oft en unable to do so be-
cause of poverty. So some of these girls would have to study “on their own 
eff orts” before they married.

Both directly and by recounting how she began working with ssgs, 
Shahnaz talked with some pride of her capabilities and accomplishments. She 
mentioned another non- governmental organization that had been impressed 
by her, and for which she worked for a year in a unicef training program for 
street children. She was aware that as a “local girl” she was in special demand. 
A unicef worker, who had seen her at work in the training program earlier, 
told the secretary of ssgs about her abilities. She was off ered some more train-
ing before she began her present job at ssgs/fhp, in 1995, in charge of the pro-
grams for adolescent girls. Her abilities were especially recognized by the sec-
retary of the ssgs in the communal Hindu- Muslim riots in southwest Kolkata 
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in the summer of 1996, when she was sent, along with another female social 
worker, to the riot- aff ected areas to pacify Hindus whose houses had been de-
stroyed by Muslims.

While unhappy about her low salary, her nearly ten- hour workday, and 
a heavy workload, Shahnaz commented, in reply to my question, that she 
found her work satisfying. She liked the fact that she could help people and 
that people listened to her. She told me that she was respected for her ability 
and her contribution to her community. Th is I saw for myself in the commu-
nity “awareness programs” for which she was responsible, where I noticed the 
women sit up and take notice as Shahnaz took the microphone to speak on di-
verse topics such as women’s health or sanitary living conditions. She liked the 
fact that she was now in a position to advise especially other young women, 
and mentioned Samiya, who despite her hard life was now a college graduate. 
Shahnaz had talked to the secretary on Samiya’s behalf and found her a posi-
tion with ssgs/fhp. She concluded that when she could encourage girls like 
Samiya, not only was she herself an example but also “when these girls can do 
something with their lives, when they can stand on their own, they are exam-
ples for other women like them.”

Samiya told me with pride that she had been promoted at fhp in less than 
three years, from preschool teacher to assistant social worker and then to the 
Sponsor Relations department. Th e ssgs had sent her to New Delhi, a thou-
sand miles away, for Sponsor Relations training and to learn to use the com-
puter for her work. She now knew how to type and had a diploma in com-
puter skills.

Samiya observed emphatically that she had studied hard and would not 
give up her job, where she had recently been promoted to her present posi-
tion, with a 50% salary raise. Nor would she be happy to give up working af-
ter she was married, since she saw her co- workers as her family and did not 
want to leave them. Besides, she asked me, what was wrong with working 
in a public place? She was supported in her views by her “older sister” and 
friend Shahnaz. And if, for all of these reasons, she could not get married, so 
be it, she declared. She was “standing on her own feet” and would not eas-
ily give up what she had fought for. She also asked rhetorically, what would 
happen if a man decided to take another wife? Where would she be then? 
Muslim law allows this, and divorce can be a simple matter in Muslim per-
sonal law, she observed.

Samiya, when I met her again in the summer of 2001, continued to live 
with her mother, in her older sister’s home. She expressed her sense of being 
overworked and underpaid at the fhp. As women, she commented, she and 
Shahnaz were not adequately outspoken to demand better pay. But they were 
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both also the protégés of the much older man who headed ssgs, a community 
leader, to whom they both felt obliged to be deferential and grateful for work. 
However, on certain issues, such as offi  ce space, Samiya told me, she had pro-
tested, and her demands had been met. She commented that she served as a 
role model for the basti children, who came to her to compose their letters to 
their American sponsors. Th ey would say to her that they too wanted to work 
with computers, like her, when they grew up.

But in the End . . . 

In the summer of 2000 Samiya informed me that Nayla’s family had negoti-
ated a marriage for her and that she had been formally engaged to a man who 
lived in Mumbai, on India’s west coast. When I talked with Nayla again that 
summer, she was teaching both home school and the Condensed Course. Her 
fi ancé worked for a pager and cell- phone company. Th e family did not want 
dowry, Nayla told me. Neither had yet seen the other.

Nayla expected the wedding to take place in around a year or more— the 
later the better, she admitted to me, because she was afraid of what the future 
held for her. She refl ected upon the necessary “adjustments” in a new home 
and then admitted that her in- laws wanted women to veil, to wear the burka, 
which Nayla presently did not wear. Her girlfriends teased her about this and 
asked what she would do.

In the summer of 2002 I learned from Shahnaz and Samiya that Nayla 
had been married in December 2001 and moved to Mumbai, and that she 
did indeed have to wear the burka. She was no longer allowed to work out-
side the home.

Shahnaz and Alam were married on May 7, 2000, and were living in a 
rented apartment a half hour away from the basti. She went every day to see 
her father (he was to die in 2003). In the summer of 2001 Shahnaz called to in-
form me that she was pregnant. Severely anemic, she had taken time off  work. 
In July she had a baby boy, and I did not get to see her that year. I met her 
again in the summer of 2002, in dire circumstances, when the fhp was shut 
down in the aft ermath of the events of September 11, 2001, when she (along 
with Samiya and Alam) lost their jobs.28 In 2015 I was informed by Alam in 
an email that he was working in Nigeria for a nonprofi t and that Shahnaz was 
teaching school in Kolkata.

In the summer of 2002 Samiya informed me briefl y, and without further 
explanation, that her marriage plans had been “completely” abandoned. In 
2003 I met her briefl y and learned that she was selling insurance.
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Concluding Reflections

Both cohorts of girls, in home schools and in the Roshni tutorial program, 
are motivated to study. Th e former face greater challenges, by way of restric-
tions on their mobility, hence their presence in a neighbor’s home to acquire 
basic literacy, in close proximity to their own homes. But especially poor and 
conservative families are factors that keep them from further aspirations, and 
they drop out, even from home schools, in high numbers. Th e Roshni girls, 
in formal schools, are at class 8 or further and evidently can and do aspire to 
more. Yet, even with them, family support is not a given, for reasons of culture 
or poverty (especially for large families), or both, and ill health. But they per-
severed, or told me they would.

What then is meant by “being someone”? As the narratives of the Roshni 
girls and then the older women imply, or say explicitly, this involves rising 
above the hardship of their lives, where education provides a path to work 
and income, to “stand on one’s feet,” but especially to earn respect— both self- 
respect and the respect of their community. It is an identity that incorporates 
simultaneously a desire (shauk, icchhe) for education as well as its promises— 
autonomy, as defi ned, but one that is embedded in the particular circum-
stances of their lives— an identity molded by and earned by the hurdles they 
confront and, to some extent, transcend.

Such “autonomy,” carefully and culturally constrained, is complex and 
needs to be understood in the context of patriarchal traditions that restrict, 
in this case, an impoverished Muslim woman’s physical mobility, that man-
date her (low) level of schooling, demanding that she be modest in behavior 
and dress, that she uphold the family honor by her chastity, and that she be 
married, to a “good” man preferably of her family’s choosing, and, if possible, 
oft en with dowry. However, it also involves (some) freedom of mobility, the 
women’s ability to counter early marriage and dowry pressure, and their abil-
ity to have an income, however modest, from work as well as decisionmaking 
powers, both within the family and in the community. “Autonomy,” as “being 
someone” in this context involves an expansion of boundaries, a careful re-
negotiation of traditional patriarchal norms, but no radical confrontation— 
allowing Shahnaz, Samiya, and Nayla to be eff ective exemplars for the girls of 
the home schools and the Roshni program, in their own words.

It is pertinent to note, however, that there are other circumstances mak-
ing it necessary for the three older women to push beyond their traditional 
boundaries. Th ere is “no one above their heads,” as in a brother free or willing 
to pay the electricity bill at the offi  ce, for example, or to make a complaint at 
the phone company, or get an id card from the hospital for a disabled child in 
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the family. Th ey are then compelled to do such “outside work,” to appear in 
public, in lieu of absent men. However, both in their capacity of contributing 
fi nancially to their households as well as in taking charge of some of the fam-
ily’s operational details, these young women see themselves as stepping out-
side limits traditionally constraining other women. While criticized by some 
in their community for “moving about alone,” they also fi nd that they are re-
spected for their ability and their contributions to their families. It helps that 
a parent or an older brother or sister, by inclination but also because of neces-
sity, supports the young woman against community criticism.

Yet boundaries may be pushed thus far and no further. I was told clearly 
by all three women that purdah (seclusion) was a matter of inner control and 
inherent modesty, rather than outer show, and that a woman should have this 
quality. Th is fact was strikingly illustrated to me not only in the quiet, grace-
ful, and controlled demeanor of all these young women as they went about 
the narrow and crowded lanes of the basti, but also, especially, in how they 
wore the scarf or dupatta covering the chest.

Marriage at some point appears not to be negotiable. Even as they proceed 
through school, marriage proposals come their way, as do related demands 
for dowry, and the pressure on the girls by their families to marry is high, 
should the boy be a “good” one. Also constrained are their ambitions to work, 
where they are limited to “respectable” professions like teaching, while being a 
lawyer or future chakri in an “offi  ce” or in mixed- sex environments are prob-
lematic. Th eir “moving about alone” too is within the limits of how “work” is 
defi ned, such as going on errands for the household, or to work, or to school. 
Th e lively and able Nayla marries into a family that requires her to wear the 
burka and stops her from working outside the home.

Shahnaz’s marriage strikingly illustrates the perhaps confl icted, yet emer-
gent and new identities being forged by the young women. On the one hand, 
the pressure a young woman of nearly thirty feels to be married in her com-
munity, and the lack of money that hinders a conventional alliance with its 
related demands for dowry, are issues resolved by her choice of Alam. On the 
other hand, her own sense of educational achievement and the respect this 
aff ords her inspires what appears to be an ultimately autonomous act in the 
circumstances— her marriage, by personal not familial choice, without dowry, 
to an equal, an educated social worker like herself.

Th e women’s ability to “stand on their own feet” must also be understood 
in relation to those with authority within a patriarchal system: a father who 
encourages his daughter to study, who allows her to leave the confi nes of the 
neighborhood despite community criticism, who upholds, above all, the value 
of his daughters; a mother who takes on the burden of domestic chores so 
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that her daughter can study or work; an older brother who helps by way of 
encouragement as well as fi nancially; an older and married sister who off ers 
her destitute and homeless younger sister her own home as the latter goes 
to school; a loving grandmother, or a sympathetic brother- in- law. Individ-
ual motivation and personal potential work in tandem with families aware 
of the value of an educated daughter, proud of community respect for her, 
and who are also unafraid of breaking, up to a point, with tradition. Support-
ive mothers, grandmothers, and sisters are important loci of cultural change 
possible within patriarchal institutions, as vested in women. However, it is in 
a senior male— a father, an older brother, a brother- in- law— where authority 
is traditionally and centrally vested. It is his support for a daughter, a sister, a 
sister- in- law that is eff ectual for her aspirations and potential to fi nd fruition. 
It is his ability to stand against the customs of women’s restricted mobility 
and early marriage— to risk the honor of an older and unmarried girl (and 
thus of his family)— that provides a young woman with the support she needs, 
in her circumstances, to get an education, and concomitant respect. In other 
words, for impoverished young Muslim women to “stand on their own feet” 
and show their peers that change is possible, the traditional institutions of pa-
triarchy must be negotiated, if not directly confronted or countered, by men 
as well as women, across generations, wherever power and authority, in their 
many forms, lie.

Education, says Nussbaum, is integral to women’s ability to form social re-
lationships on a basis of equality, to achieve the “important social good” of 
self- respect. In providing access to mobility, to health, to information, to po-
litical process, to dignity— to “capabilities,” as a human right, education is a 
matter of social justice.29 To conclude, in a microcosm of a few Muslim wom-
en’s voices, I have attempted to off er the realities behind the continuing sta-
tistics of low Muslim female literacy rates in India. Th ere are those Muslim 
women who, in the face of considerable odds, evidently aspire to an educa-
tion, who persevere toward their goals of “being someone,” and toward some 
degree of autonomy, inspiring those who follow. It requires political will in In-
dia to recognize those realities, to initiate and implement those measures that 
aff ord Muslim women their human rights in a secular democracy.
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