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Dear Daughters,

All these years that you have walked on this earth, we have tried to inculcate in you feelings of unabashed pride and unflinching loyalty towards our nation. When you were all younger, you would recall your parents getting you ready for Independence Day or Republic Day celebrations in your school with as much, or maybe greater, joy as Eid celebrations. To see you hop, run and skip your way to school with a tricolour in your hand, a tricolour cap on your head and ribbons around your wrist brought a glint to our eyes. Now, dear daughters, is the time to stand up for the same tricolour. Speak up. Staying quiet today amounts to disrespecting the tricolour, the national anthem and all the shared values of equality, liberty and fraternity that our beloved Constitution has instilled in us.

Just as there are times to stay calm and let the storm pass, there are times when you have to take up the challenge head on. That time is now, when the idea of India is in danger. It is heart-warming to see you all occasionally join the Shaheen Bagh women, and all other protestors, defiant in the face of danger. But it is not enough. If we have to answer posterity, you must do so too. This is the moment when we must all close ranks and count as one. Persevere, persist. Be relentless in the pursuit of justice. Allah is Adil, the One who does justice. He loves those who do justice. So, stand in solidarity with those who are opposing the injustices sought to be inflicted in the name of discriminatory laws like the CAA, NPR and NRC.

Be afraid not of the bullet that kills. Be afraid of timidity or prejudice dressed up as neutrality. Stay strong. The struggle might be arduous but we shall overcome, Insha Allah. Tomorrow beckons us all.

This book is for you Maryam, Aliza, Juveria and Mishal; be like the Shaheen Bagh women.

Yours lovingly,

Ammi

Baba
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PREFACE

We live in the age of constant vilification of the other, of muzzling speech and equating dissent with treachery. The worst though is an organised campaign equating criticism of the government with the criticism of the nation, akin to being a traitor. There is no depth too low to sink, no words too slanderous, no character assassination too immoral when it comes to tackling the opponents. The exemplary Shaheen Bagh women—steadfast, resolute, united and almost unbelievable peaceniks—have experienced the worst, and lived to tell the tale. With their incredible powers of patience and abiding belief in ahimsa, they turned a protest into a satyagraha, even a movement.

It started one bleak December evening. The students of Jamia Millia Islamia University had been subjected to the worst brutality ever to visit a university campus in Delhi in recent years. Not just students who had been protesting against the Citizenship Amendment Act (CAA) but those studying in the university library or praying in the mosque were at the receiving end of police fury. The police, allegedly hurling the most communal of abuses at the students, used tear gas in the library, leaving hundreds suffocating. Tables and chairs were smashed, window panes reduced to shards, bones were broken—a student even lost his eye. There were visuals of blood on the prayer carpets in the mosque. The most abiding image though was of four Jamia girls shielding a male student from the collective blows of police personnel who had dragged him out of the house by his collar. Even as two girls physically shielded the guy from the blows of the policemen, two other girls looked the policemen in the eye, fearlessly, fiercely. The hijab-wearing girls flinched not a second, compelling the cops to retreat. The girls were later identified as Ayesha Renna and Ladeeda Sakhaloon; the guy whose life they saved was Shaheen—he escaped with a bleeding nose and a fractured arm. The image summed up how the women were going to respond to any atrocity in the anti-CAA stir. It tore to pieces many an image of coy, speechless and powerless Muslim women.

Even as images of blood in the mosque and a boy with a bandaged eye caused consternation among the locals, the stir spread to the most unimaginable of places—Shaheen Bagh. Beyond people in the vicinity, not many were aware of its whereabouts. The largely working-class neighbourhood with its fair sprinkling of the wealthy and well educated was to soon become the epicentre of the struggle against the CAA, National Register of Citizens (NRC), and a bit later, the National Population Register (NPR). Men and women, the young and the old, used Google Maps to find their way through to Shaheen Bagh. Not just the Indian media and local politicians, the media across the world took note of a protest led by Muslim women taking on the Hindutva-espousing government.

A piece in The Washington Post stated:

As the temperature in India’s capital plunged on a recent evening, Rehana Khatun bundled her 29-day-old daughter in a fuzzy quilt and went out for her new nightly activity: participating in a sit-in against the government.

Khatun, 28, is a mother of three who rarely leaves her neighbourhood in southeast Delhi. She is one of a few hundred Muslim women—including grandmothers and children—who have occupied a stretch of road for a month, undeterred by rain, cold or threats, as a sign of opposition to a new law that excludes Muslim migrants from a fast track to citizenship.

She sits cross-legged as she settles in for another night of speeches under bright blue and yellow tarps held up by narrow poles. ‘Our fight is for our Constitution, our country, our survival’, she said.

The protest in the capital’s Shaheen Bagh neighbourhood has become an enduring symbol of the demonstrations that have swept India over the new law, which was passed in December. Most of the women are homemakers, many in hijabs, and their long-running ­vigil has been featured on prime-time news shows, inspired similar sit-ins and attracted solidarity from across India. On Sunday, the protest attracted its largest crowd yet, according to locals, as thousands of supporters packed the narrow lanes surrounding the area.1

Against all odds, the resolute women of Shaheen Bagh gave the nation hope. Inspired by the intrepid girls in Jamia, the weather-beaten, wizened women of Shaheen Bagh took to the streets, concerned as they were for the safety of their grandchildren studying in the university. Most hailed from families that had either not allowed these women to study when they were young or could not afford to provide them education. Now, in the autumn of their life, these women saw education as an opportunity for upward mobility in life. For years, they had emphasised good education for their children. When their children or grandchildren went to study in Jamia, they took pride in it. Also, there was unexpressed safety; they knew the youngsters had gone virtually next door to study as the university was less than two kilometres away from their homes. Jamia offered them hope for a better future, and the reality of a secure and stable today. They could reasonably expect them to reach home safely after their classes. The policemen on the rampage in the university on 15 December 2019 shattered many such innocent dreams. The Shaheen Bagh women could no longer keep quiet. The men in uniform had entered the campus, indulged in violence in the library; they had not even spared the mosque. ‘The testimonies from those present in Jamia suggest that the police targeted individuals indiscriminately, even entering the mosque on campus and hurting a local cleric’2, India Today later reported. No place was deemed safe. Pushed to the wall in this battle for survival, the Shaheen Bagh women came out; first only a handful, then hundreds, at times even thousands. It was to define not just the way protests shaped up against the new divisive and discriminatory law, but how the nation looked at women in general, and Muslim women in particular.

It reminded many old-timers of the scenes in Old Delhi during the time of the Emergency when women came out of their homes to form a human shield around Turkman Gate against the bulldozers sent to demolish their houses. Or when they came out of Dojana House near Jama Masjid in Old Delhi and hid their husbands, sons and brothers from activists allegedly rounding up men for coercive vasectomy. Brave as those actions were, they were consigned to the inner recesses of the mind in the relentless momentum of time. Only a handful like Shabbeeran, one of the grandmothers at the Shaheen Bagh protest, remembered.

The protest started after the Jamia violence, where the students had been protesting against the CAA. The women took the onus on themselves. They could not leave their children to fight this battle alone; the mothers in them rebelled against the thought of staying at home, or merely offering their prayers five times a day. God does not change the condition of people until they themselves make an effort, many reminded themselves. They stepped out, and for the first time in their life, occupied a public space, Road 13A, which links Mathura Road in Delhi with Noida. The arterial road is much used by commuters from Noida, Delhi and Faridabad. The women had never been a part of any public protest, no rally, no march, no dharna, nothing. They were
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