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Abstract 

A woman is always dominated by male whether rich or poor only her commander 

changes with time. When young father dominates, and then husband and after husband son is 

given the charge. This secondary status of women is described in Tehmina Durrani’s novels- 

‘Blasphemy’ and ‘My Feudal Lord’. She is never considered strong enough to lead. And the 

whole societal structure is made in a way to weaken her. Religion is also involved in this 

conspiracy. This societal, political and religious propaganda has lead to the sad and 

hopeless condition of women which is aptly shown in Tehmina’s novels. The subaltern status 

of women in certain colonies like Africa, Pakistan, Bangladesh and even in India is time and 

time again consolidated either under the cloak of marriage or of religion. Woman by the fact 

of her gender is an eternal colony of man. By 1965 most parts of the world were liberated 

from the clutches of colonialism, the woman has still remained in the fetters of patriarchal 

authority. In her novels, Tehmina has spoken against religious practices, society which gives 

woman as subaltern status. 
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Introduction 

Literature has always reflected the reality, handled the social dilemmas and 

thereby treated the aridity that our lives have run into. However, irrespective of the 

progress that a country makes, there always remain certain basic things that need to be 

addressed, answered and changed. One such important dimension that needs 

contemplation is the issue of women marginality and their status in the contemporary 

society. 

Contrary to the amount of information on the life of men in before and during 

colonial South Asia, there is few written evidence as to how women lived at that time. 

Besides, the overall majority of texts from the pre-colonial era are written by men. This 
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excludes a possibility to depict the everyday life of women. Gayatri Spivak has stated the 

problem of writing the history of colonial women in her article “Can the Subaltern 

Speak?” that ‘the ideological construction of gender keeps the male dominant’. Therefore 

the access of education was extremely limited to women until the second half of the 

nineteenth century. It means that the records of women's lives remain scarce until that 

time. The emergence of female authors using English in their writings is closely 

connected to women’s access to education. Their journey towards education was, 

however, longer and more complicated than that of men. Women had to deal with the 

prejudice of both the colonizers and of the South Asian males. 

Stating ‘the concrete experience of the oppressed’ history books’ often constitute 

an autonomous subject without due recognition of the dual oppression of colonialism and 

patriarchy, and the further oppression of Western scholarship’. The attitude towards 

female education had for centuries been. A Vindication of the Rights of Women by Mary 

Wollstonecraft is a plea for the equal education of women. Wollstonecraft argues the 

traditional convention of women education. Such arguments made by Wollstonecraft in 

company with the prevailing atmosphere of female education in South Asia. She came to 

see the history of female education as conspiracy of male educators and writers. They 

tend to see women as less rational and weaker. She therefore vindicates: “women are not 

allowed to have sufficient strength of mind to acquire what really deserves the name of 

virtue”; “Men indeed appear to me to act in a very philosophical manner, when they try to 

secure the good conduct of women by attempting to keep them always in a state of 

childhood”. She further focuses on the fact that, women were educated just to acquire a 

husband. This did a little to develop women’s reason, understanding, sense of virtue, and 

physical strength. Wollstonecraft addresses this notion with disgust, saying, “Nay the 

honor of a woman is not made even to depend on her will” Landry (1996). 

 According to the Indian nationalists it was “necessary to cultivate the material 

techniques of modern Western civilization while retaining and strengthening the 

distinctive spiritual essence of the national culture”. Application of the inner/outer 

distinction separates the social space into the home and the world. The male represented 

the world while the woman represented the home. The world is considered supreme and 

the home must remain unaffected by the activities of the material world. The question 

was pushed further by the British in India by promoting the idea that husbands and wives 

should be friends or companions in marriage. It reflected the well-known Victorian 
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patriarchal ideals of what Geraldine Forbes has termed as ‘companionate marriage’ which 

the British introduced in India in the nineteenth century and which most of the reformers 

embraced with great zeal. However it is noted that, we rarely see a woman in South Asian 

society in the nineteen Page 7 of 40 century sharing intellectual pursuits with her 

husband. Most of the time, she is busy with the household chores. 

 As for the part of South Asian women, they were not given any education at all. 

There existed discrimination between men and women in terms of receiving education. 

Rassundari Devi (1810), a woman from Hindu upper middle class, wrote her 

autobiography, Amar Jiban (My life) which is considered as first autobiography to be 

written in Bengali. Although the autobiography is merely a story about the life of an 

ordinary Indian housewife, one sees rebellion and struggle. Rassundari taught herself to 

read and write to “escape the grind of petty domesticity” and she asks: “Just because I am 

a woman does it necessarily mean that trying to educate myself is a crime”? The case was 

slightly different in cases of Muslim girls from upper class. It was for instance expected 

that Muslim girls will learn to read. Although in most of the cases the education was not 

institutionalized. 

 However, the vast majority of women were denied an access to education. It was 

believed that receiving education on the part of women lead to an early death of one's 

husband. This popular belief is mentioned in William Adam's Report on the State of 

Education in Bengal where he claims that: A superstitious feeling is alleged to exist in the 

majority of Hindu families, principally cherished by the women and not discouraged by 

the men, that a girl taught to read and write will soon after marriage become a widow. 

Surprisingly it was mostly women who prohibited education to other women. There were 

some explanations to support this. Although it might seem totally irrational, it is easy to 

understand their fear of losing a man in the family. In most cases women lives were 

depended on a man. To threaten a husbands’ life meant therefore to threaten the lives of 

all the women and possibly children who were dependent on him, i.e. mother, sisters, 

daughters. It was only in the nineteenth century, that female education became an 

important issue. It was men who finally feels the importance of female education and 

tried to change the situation. And they were both British colonizers and South Asian men. 

Although the number of educational institution was not a significant one, 

gradually it increased to a larger number of institutions. Many Indian women were able to 
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get high school diplomas during this time period. But one needs to be reminded of the 

“Bhadramahila” concept. The theory of Bhadramahila is noted in Partha Chatterjee’s 

essay, “Colonialism, Nationalism, and Colonialized Women: The Contest in India.” This 

is a concept in which woman had to retain her respectable behavior and had to refrain 

from “memsahib” like behavior. A “memsahib” Page 8 of 40 was an English woman who 

of course followed a western style of living, eating, drinking and smoking and keeping 

the company of men. An educated Indian/Bengali woman could not do these things. By 

doing so she would not only lose her identity but the identity of her country. The women 

of India were the holders of their country’s culture. 

Thus the Indian woman’s voice was doubly controlled by the colonial and the Indian 

males. So although the education of the Indian woman was highly propagated by Indian 

intellectuals and the colonizer, it came with a price. Access to higher education played an 

important role in creating Indo-Anglian female authors. Those who were educated in 

English language started their writing in English. At that time English was hardly a 

mother tongue of many South Asians. The female authors had the means by this time to 

voice their views, their feminine thought and opinion of something. It is not that there 

were no writings regarding the theme. But in most cases male authors misinterpreted the 

lives of women, not necessarily intentionally. The first wave of major South Asian female 

writers appeared only in the second half of the twentieth century. This was a time when 

literature gave voice to those who had been previously marginalized. And South Asian 

women had indeed been marginalized, both by the colonizers as well as by South Asian 

men.  

So this was one of the most important themes in the writing of contemporary 

authors. They kind of tried to drive away the marginalization, stereotype from the society 

through their writing. Present day female writers have not only access to higher 

education, but also opportunity to experience different cultures. Such authors are praised 

in abroad more than their home countries. Such is also the case of the three authors whose 

texts are being examined here. All of them depicted the post-colonial experience of South 

Asian women. 

Women’s Position 

The crucial concept in woman centered writings is truthful representation of female 

experience and identity. The portrayal has to be multidimensional not limited in scope as 



               Vol. 6 No. 1 Jan – June 2018                       The Signage                        ISSN 2455 - 0051 

 

Eagleton,( 1986) observes, when women try to picture excitement, the society offers them 

one vision, romance. When they try to imagine companionship, the society offers them one 

vision, male, sexual companionship, when women try to fantasize about success; the society 

offers them one vision, the power to attract a man. When women try to fantasize about sex, 

the society offers them taboos on most of its imaginable expressions except those that when 

dealing directly with arousing and satisfying men. When women try to project a unique self, 

the society offers them very few attractive images. True completion for women is nearly 

always presented as social, domestic, sexual Eagleton, (1986).  

The women writer should go beyond this fantasy world since autobiographical 

writings closely correspond with the structures of society. Most of all, it should at least try to 

capture the ethos and mood of the period in which it is written. However, writing is a highly 

complex process and the common theme that women writers generally share with the readers 

is their oppression and how it affects them in different ways. Autobiographical writings have 

also contributed to identity formation for women. It celebrates the essence of womanhood and 

womanliness. According to Olney (1980) “the genre emphasizes the birth of experience, 

singularity of experience and the reconstruction of the sense of individuality”. While Mitra 

(2009) states, “the autobiographical process is the recreation of author’s personality, which is 

seen in retrospect. This artistic activity helps the autobiography in determining true identity 

and enables her/him to bring out an accurate picture of her/him. The self-preferentiality of 

autobiography is also self-interrogative and thus a work beginning in self-depiction ends in a 

deeper knowledge of the self”3. Generally, this genre is chosen by women to express 

deference and resistance. Watson (1998) writes that Gusdorf praises autobiography as the 

“conscious awareness of the singularity of each individual life, an awareness that he sees as 

marking the epitome of Western civilization, the previous capital of the biological self that 

achieves meaning by its separation and singularity.  

Women autobiographies talk about patriarchy which establishes values, and 

gender prescriptions. Despite rejecting male hegemony these autobiographies celebrate 

motherhood and wifehood clearly. Women replace their individual identity with the 

maternal one. The development of multiple and ‘autonomous self’ is rooted in 

relationship but also at times women resist coherent selfhood. Bruner (1993) asserts that 

‘it is an extension of fiction that the shape of life comes first from imagination rather than 

from experience’5.Therefore, autobiography re-imagines the past and re-interprets it in the 

present context which situates it on the border of fiction writing.  
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Durrani’s Autobiography 

Durrani’s autobiography though not the first of its kind attracted lots of public 

attention. Her predecessors like Shaista Ikramullah, Banzair Bhutto and Sara Suleri are 

well-known figures, but it is the story of her life that gained wider readership at national 

and international level. Its distinctness lies in revealing even her personal life, in order to 

reflect oppressive feudal traditions. The purpose of her autobiography My Feudal Lord 

(1994) becomes quite clear when she dedicates it to the people of Pakistan, “to the people 

of Pakistan who have repeatedly trusted and supported their leaders…. leaders who have, 

in written, used the hungry, oppressed, miserable, multitudes to further their personal 

interest … to my beloved children who, in our closed society, shall have to suffer the 

trials of the family exposed …. may my son never oppress the weak, may my daughters 

learn to fight oppression” (dedication).  

Her purpose is two-fold. First, to expose the corrupt politicians who betray the 

country and the people and second, depicting the crippling status of womanhood in 

Pakistani society. The focus of her autobiography is the institution of marriage and family 

which are thoroughly embedded in cultural practices. Pakistan is one of those countries 

where unfortunately violence against women has traditionally dominated the cultural 

scene. Durrani’s discourse closely follows helplessness in these circumstances and the 

overall patriarchal system which dominates both public and private spheres.  

Durrani’s autobiography is a regular autobiography following a chronological 

order. It has three parts. The first and the second part deal with Durrani’s victimization by 

her abusive husband and the last part bring out the changes occurring in her personality. 

Unfortunately, the autobiographies written in Pakistan become documents of self-

justification. The writers make every possible effort to convince the reader that they are 

born Angels who live good life to write about it. Their whole being is presented as 

spotless. Both Pakistani and Indian autobiographies show the writers as an embodiment 

of perfection. Though, Durrani shows some pitfalls of womanhood but mostly the 

narration tilts in favor of the protagonist. In Durrani’s case one can trace images of 

loneliness and isolation and being cut up from the life of action. May be it is the effect of 

those moments of life that foster consciousness in her and force her to wield pen in the 

cause of women. Despite, its weaknesses the text has its assets in the action or activism of 

its writer. 
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 The last part of the book titled as ‘lioness’ is most impressive, enriching and 

resourceful. Though it is a regular autobiography but with English language, 

unfortunately, the unhealthy relationship with her mother and unstable with her second 

husband Khar brings about disgrace and undeserved failures in her life. Until two decades 

back in Pakistan the discourse of activism for women rights was considered to be sinful. 

It was at this time Durrani wrote My Feudal Lord posing a serious challenge to patriarchy 

which is the root cause of gender disparity. Second, she reveals her feelings on the themes 

of sex and sexuality. It created a storm in the then society of the time. It also throws light 

on her role as a politician, for the release of her husband from jail and then to get 

“herself” released from abusive marriage. Finally, it became the most popular book of the 

time and especially amongst women. It could be categorized as a “Consciousness 

Raising” book.  

Muslim Countries 

Feminism in Muslim countries is growing on the basis of the indigenous needs of 

the individual countries which are at different stages of religious revivalism on the one 

hand, and political, economic cultural and social complexities on the other. But there are 

many common features of women’s movement in post-modern Muslim countries. 

Definitely My Feudal Lord marks the beginning of diverse discourses on feminism. 

Though, it being written with the help of English co-authors, however, it does not disturb 

the “innate Pakistaniness” of the text and the author. The married women in traditional 

Pakistani society face lots of problems. The South Asian societies have turned homes into 

an ideal location for the exercise of masculine aggression and domination. Generally 

speaking, women in South Asian countries are tied in such a way to the tradition and 

social custom of the country that it retards the development of women. Another 

contributing factor is that women are kept entirely ignorant of their rights as a woman and 

the law protection guaranteed to them by the constitution of the country. Durrani 

therefore, taking advantage of the literary genre registers her complaints and uses 

autobiography as a medium to unveil her hidden life, Watson (1993). It also points to the 

fact that Pakistan is still in tight grip of feudal structures and at the same time makes an 

effort to restore the voice of the subaltern.  

Durrani being educated and brought-up in the cosmopolitan did not have the 

slightest idea of feudal culture. It is feudalism which considers woman a toy or play thing. 
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Saeed cited in Babar (2000) who is a socialist says in this regard, “In the feudal system 

there is extreme oppression of women, while the capitalist system gives some artificial 

concession to women in order to get the maximum production and benefits from them”. 

According to feudal tradition a wife was honour-bond to live her life according to her 

husband’s whims. A woman was a man’s land a feudal lord loves his land only in 

functional terms. He encloses it and protects it. If it is barren, he neglects it. Land is 

power, prestige and property.  

It points out to the aspects of otherness of woman. The theme of otherness is also 

central to autobiographical writings. However, “women in South Asian societies like 

Pakistan are attached to the male members of the family. In South Asian culture for an 

upper class man both conditions need to be present,  

The system of patriarchy can function only with the cooperation of women. This 

cooperation is secured by a variety of means: gender indoctrination, educational 

depravation, the denial of knowledge to women of their history, the dividing of women, 

one from the other, by defining ‘respectability’ and ‘deviance’ according to women’s 

sexual activities, by restrains and outright coercion, by discrimination in access to 

economic resources and political power, and by awarding class privilege to conforming 

women.  

Many sociologists and intellectuals think that this practice could be related to the 

ignorance of the masses, who articulate tradition as religion. Other factors that contribute 

to constructing such attitudes are community and social pressures. It is owing to these 

pressures that men commit crimes against the women of their own families. There are 

various discourse communities that one way or another influence the thinking of the 

protagonist and complicate the situation for women.  

South Asian Cultures 

South Asian cultures believe that women should remain attached to the men at any 

cost. First, a woman is attached to her father’s family. On marriage she becomes 

associated with her husband’s family. After separation from her husband she stands at the 

‘in between station’ belonging to neither family. This is the crisis world over as Durrani 

explains “I asked Mustafa, do you realize that you have taken away everything from me – 

thirteen years of my life my family, my children, my youth and everything I believed in? I 
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have to start anew. He stretched, took a deep breath and addressed me coolly: you have 

no identity of your own nobody knows you…. because you have removed your name 

from mine.” Hence, Khar by asserting that “you have no identity of your own” is in a way 

trying to create utilitarian matrix to lay down the ideals of women’s conduct in society. 

Through such sacred discourses, the clerics with political motives try to justify 

social oppression of women. These patriarchal forces misuse Islam to match their agenda. 

In Khan’s (1986) view when “it comes to keeping the women in a disadvantage social 

position, the men employ any weapon available to them. . “Hegemony, on the other hand, 

consists of interlocking active social and cultural force. Often in such social structures, 

that is in collectivistic societies, individuals are ignored, their rights subdued and 

expected to confirm to certain group norms. Collectivism therefore, favors oppressed 

women. This rhetoric of collectivity is popularized as such, one for all and all for one, 

only to perpetuate the status quo which is obviously more brutally loaded in favor of the 

men” writes, Ricoeur (1984) .  

After her divorce Durrani is deserted by her socio/political circle she tells, “I was 

a social and political outcast. People whom I formerly respected turned their backs on me. 

I shuddered at the realization of the position that a woman falls into after 

divorce…..especially if her ex-husband is an important person. Increasingly, I 

experienced a humiliating lack of confidence and self-esteem. But although I cried often 

in bed at night I held on during the day with a determined strength”. Most of the time 

women comply with these traditions and hence become disciplined subjects. In Durrani’s 

case the society, and the values system promote patriarchal dominance.  

Conclusion 

It can be concluded from the above discussion that the societies that are collective 

in nature require individual behavior to conform to established norms. Durrani’s mother 

was also a part of the hegemonic block, which produced patriarchal norms. However, no 

matter how dominant the powerful structures are, resistances do happen. These 

resistances are not systematic and do not produce any discourse. They are independent 

revolutions which are not always successful but have a positive effect’. Similarly 

Durrani’s bold decision to opt for Khula (divorce) creates problems for her in the 

beginning but later she was accepted into the fold of the society. Through her decision 

Durrani shows that she has the agency to resist the system, the society and her family. 



               Vol. 6 No. 1 Jan – June 2018                       The Signage                        ISSN 2455 - 0051 

 

Despite facing lots of pressure from Khar she pledges “I am not your kind of woman 

anymore. It will never work, not for one day”. This proves that women have shattered the 

distorting identities imposed by culture and left ‘The sign’ of their ‘presence’ in their 

autobiographical writings. Khan also concludes in her work that women do have an 

agency despite their vulnerability and poverty.  

The novel has also been studied as a representative of the veiling and segregation 

practice in rural Pakistan. It has also been interpreted that Durrani’s construction of a 

particular kind of zenana show that the veil (burqa and chador in Blasphemy) and the 

purdah system are inherently linked to women’s sense of identity and of identification 

with specific economic and class structures, consent with which is key to women’s 

survival in Pakistan’s rural patriarchy.  
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