Atmospheric Agency in the Lives of Bangladeshi Madrasa Women:
A Study of Moral Reasoning as Agency

Ammena Tarannum Boobly

A Thesis
In the Department
of

Religions and Cultures

Presented in Partial Fulfillment of the Requirements
Master of Arts (Religions and Cultures) at
Concordia University

Montréal, Québec, Canada

April 2026

© Ammena Tarannum Boobly, 2026



CONCORDIA UNIVERSITY
SCHOOL OF GRADUATE STUDIES

This is to certify that the thesis prepared
By: Ammena Tarannum Boobly
Entitled: Atmospheric Agency in the Lives of Bangladeshi Madrasa Women:
A Study of Moral Reasoning as Agency
and submitted in partial fulfillment of the requirements for the degree of
Master of Arts (Religions and Cultures)

complies with the regulations of the University and meets the accepted standards with respect to
originality and quality.

Signed by the final examining committee:

Chair
Dr. Naftali Cohn

Examiner
Dr. Sowparnika Balaswaminathan

Supervisor

Dr. Lynda Clarke

Approved by

Dr. Naftali Cohn

04/01/2026

Dr. Pascale Sicotte



Abstract

Atmospheric Agency in the Lives of Bangladeshi Madrasa Women:
A Study of Moral Reasoning as Agency
Ammena Tarannum Boobly

This thesis examines the lives of women in the madrasa world of Bangladesh by focusing on
moral reasoning as the process through which agency is exercised. The thesis develops the
concept of atmospheric agency, a term I use to describe how women reason within intersecting
institutional, familial, economic, digital, psychological, and affective conditions, which together
I term “atmosphere.” Drawing on digital ethnographic research across Qawmi, Aliya, and
madrasa-school settings, as well as digital religious spaces, the study traces how women reason
within distinct yet overlapping moral worlds. In conservative Qawmi madrasas, life unfolds
within a segregated atmosphere structured by a cycle of constraints that shapes women’s
engagement with study, work, and aspirations, while reformist Aliya and madrasa-school
contexts involve more flexible forms of segregation. Digital religious spaces further illustrate
these dynamics as they enable new forms of learning, authority, regulation, and critique. The
thesis shows that both action and non-action can be agentive outcomes of moral reasoning within
the particular atmosphere of a woman’s life. It demonstrates how movement toward stricter
religiosity is itself agentive, and that within conservative settings, women can push against
dominant norms. In doing so, women’s moral reasoning becomes a means through which they
shape and transform the atmospheres in which they live. The thesis thus offers a new framework
for understanding the actions of religiously practicing women.
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Introduction

Patriarchy makes women less trustworthy to men, and men create rules to
belittle them, such as not allowing an unmarried female teacher to have a
mobile phone inside a madrasa, while an unmarried male teacher can.

— Participant 46, former teacher, Qawmi Madrasa

This study begins with the voice of a madrasa woman in Bangladesh who is now a housewife but
was once a student and teacher in a madrasa, an Islamic educational institution. She has stepped
away from formal work to raise her child yet hopes to return to teaching in the future. Her voice
is striking because it unsettles the common assumption in Bangladesh that madrasa-educated
women, and especially those who are stay-at-home caregivers, remain quiet, compliant, and
adaptive to male authority. It also counters the popular Western media discourse that casts
Muslim women as uniformly oppressed, submissive, and lacking agency (Terman 2017). I have
also frequently encountered women while conducting this study who steadfastly endorse
traditional gender roles as God-ordained and lash out against liberal ideals while at the same time
critiquing rigid conservatism and the madrasa system as it currently operates.

To situate these dynamics, it is important to recognize how Bangladesh’s madrasa system has
evolved. The country maintains three streams of Islamic education. Aliya madrasas are state-
regulated institutions that combine religious instruction with secular subjects prescribed under
the national curriculum and administered through government examinations. Qawmi madrasas,
by contrast, are community-run and more conservative in orientation, with secular subjects
remaining marginal to a curriculum centered on religious learning; they were only formally
recognized by the government in 2017 (Prothom Alo 2017). A third category consists of hybrid
madrasa-schools or Islamic schools, which combine religious instruction with secular education
but do not have the same degree of curricular specialization in religious subjects as the Aliya and
Qawmi madrasa systems. Together, the Aliya and Qawmi systems enroll millions of students,
and over the past three decades women’s participation in both streams has risen sharply. Hybrid
madrasa-schools have also expanded in recent years and increasingly enroll students of both
genders (Daily Sun 2026).

While female madrasas were relatively rare in the 1980s and 1990s, they have since multiplied,
and in many districts, girls now make up the majority of entrants. This expansion reflects broader
educational transformations in Bangladesh, shaped by development programs promoting girls’
schooling, the affordability of madrasas compared to secular institutions, and the growing appeal
of Islamic education to parents (Asadullah and Chaudhury 2010; Badrunnesha and Kwauk 2015;
BANBEIS 2022; Rao and Hossain 2011). Engagement with religion by Bangladeshi women has
also deepened in recent years through exposure to global Islamic knowledge, which was not
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readily accessible in the country before. For many participants in this study, this takes place
primarily through the internet, as digital platforms such as WhatsApp, Facebook, and Telegram
have become a part of their religious engagement. These online spaces have made women
increasingly aware of global Islamic debates, ideas, and teachers, which they interpret through
their own understandings of the world. This heightened awareness does not necessarily liberalize
or homogenize their views. Rather, it enables new combinations of piety, critique, and self-
reflection that transcend boundaries of class, education, and institutional identity, whether
secular or madrasa based.

Despite this rapid growth, Bangladeshi women’s lives in these institutions remain largely absent
from scholarship. No scholarly attention has been paid to how their socioeconomic positions,
intellectual trajectories, and everyday lifestyles, grounded in Islamic conceptions of modern life,
shape their choices and worldviews. There is, in fact, no published ethnographic work on
Bangladeshi women who study, teach, own, or manage madrasas—women who have been
educated in these institutions, who currently work within them, and who often navigate mixed
educational backgrounds spanning both madrasa and secular schooling. This gap is partly
attributable to the difficulty of accessing madrasa communities, which tend to maintain close-
knit internal relationships.

The study of Bangladeshi madrasa women is essential not only for understanding the current
trend of rising enrollment in the country’s madrasas (Akter and Faruque 2024; bdnews24.com
2024) but also for recognizing a growing segment of the labor force emerging from these
institutions. What was a marginal presence two decades ago has become a significant force as
large cohorts of women are today graduating and taking up teaching positions to join their male
counterparts in shaping madrasa education (UNESCO 2024). Additionally, secularly educated
women are increasingly joining madrasa-educated women in teaching or administrative roles
within madrasas and madrasa-schools that primarily serve upper-middle and higher-income
families.

As several scholars (Bano 2017; Borker 2018; Sanyal 2020; Sanyal and Farah 2019; Terman
2017) have shown, women’s engagement with Islamic education in India and Pakistan produces
realities that defy simplistic stereotypes. However, these works, besides not taking account of
Bangladesh, are focused primarily either on reformist, urban, middle-class women or on
traditional madrasa environments. By contrast, this research captures a more socially diverse
field, encompassing women from both secular and madrasa educational backgrounds across rural
and urban contexts. While the communities in which they dwell are often portrayed as the most
conservative in a country shaped broadly by secular education and politics, this study shows that
women'’s lives within them encompass a far wider spectrum of thought and practice. This study
thus highlights a vital site where religion, work, and livelihood intersect, and where new ways of
thinking are being forged through women’s participation. The inspirations that guide these

women, the opinions they voice, their orientations, and their perceptions of inequality and
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equality both in religious communities and the broader society, as well as their own suggestions
for improving conditions, remain entirely absent from the scholarly record. This research seeks
to fill that gap by tracing women’s lives as interwoven with religious commitment, study, and
work across different ages, rural and urban locations, socio-economic positions, and educational
backgrounds.

Background

In the background of this study is a country that is small in geography but vast in its human
resources, one of the most densely populated in the world. Within this crowded landscape, the
madrasa sector has emerged as both an enduring religious institution and a dynamic part of the
national education system. The Aliya madrasa system originated in the colonial period with the
founding of the Calcutta Alia Madrasa in 1780. Developed as a state-regulated model combining
Islamic and secular education, it later shaped the Aliya madrasa stream in Bangladesh after
independence in 1971. The system parallels the general education track, with Ebtedayee
(primary), Dakhil (secondary), Alim (higher secondary), Fazil (undergraduate), and Kamil
(postgraduate) levels. The Qawmi system follows the classical Dars-e-Nizami, a syllabus
developed in 18th-century Lucknow. This combines Qur’anic exegesis, hadith, jurisprudence,
and theology with Arabic grammar, logic, and philosophy. At its peak, the Qawmi track
culminates in the Dawra-e-Hadith (specialized study of hadith), considered in the country
equivalent to a master’s degree in Islamic sciences. After this, graduates may pursue Ifta
(advanced legal training leading to qualification in issuing legal opinions) to become a mufti
(male jurist) or muftiya (female jurist) or continue into other forms of advanced religious
scholarship. The majority of Qawmi madrasas are organized under the Befaqul Madarisil Arabia
Bangladesh, commonly known as Befaq, established in 1978. This functions as the largest
Qawmi education board in the country and oversees examinations, certification, and curricular
regulation. From the late 1970s onward, Islamic schools, or madrasa-schools, began to emerge
that combined secular education with Islamic subjects, placing greater emphasis than Aliya
madrasas on the modernization of curriculum and of the integration of secular and religious
streams.

Qawmi madrasas have historically been more conservative and skeptical of state involvement in
religious education. They also regard Aliya madrasas, with their government affiliation and
blended curricula in which secular subjects occupy a larger portion, as compromised in their
Islamic authenticity. This distrust has colonial roots (Bano 2014). Under British rule, colonial
educational reforms increasingly privileged Western and vernacular schooling over Islamic
learning, pushing many Muslims toward new forms of secular education connected to state
service (Metcalf 1982). In Bengal, many Islamic scholars resisted these reforms, maintaining
madrasas outside state oversight as a way to preserve religious autonomy and resist both colonial
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modernity and, later, nationalist secularism. After the independence of Bangladesh in 1971, the
new secular state continued to prioritize general and Aliya education. In the meantime, Qawmi-
affiliated scholars have positioned themselves as guardians of authentic Islam, negotiating with
governments they have long distrusted. This dynamic has made madrasas a persistent site of
political negotiation in Bangladesh: indispensable for millions of families seeking affordable
education and religious prestige, yet controversial and objectionable within the state’s broader
project of secular education and politics (Riaz 2008; Uddin 2006).

Amid this socio-political context, madrasa education has continued to gain weight, and it is now
the fastest-growing educational stream in the country (Banik Barta 2025). The following chart
presents key statistics that illustrate both the overall expansion of madrasa education and the
increasing participation of women in this sector.
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Figure 1- Female Participation & Madrasa Trends

Source: (Akter and Faruque 2024; BANBEIS 2022; bdnews24.com 2024; UNESCO 2024; Banik Barta 2025)

The chart above demonstrates the steady rise of female participation across different aspects of
the madrasa system in Bangladesh. Girls’ participation overall jumped from 8% in 1994 to 46%
in 2000, marking a rapid gender shift. In Aliya madrasas, women moved from near parity to a
majority, increasing from 46.8% in 2003 to 53.7% in 2020. At the Ebtedayee level, girls’ share
rose from 35.2% in 1995 to 53.2% in 2019, reversing earlier patterns of male dominance. Female
teachers, though still a minority, more than doubled, from 6.5% in 2003 to 16.9% in 2020.



Finally, the adoption of burqa as a uniform in Aliya institutions coincided with a dramatic surge
in girls’ enrollment, from 7.7% in 1990 to 52% in 2008.

Collectively, these figures are the result of cultural, social, and institutional changes that made
madrasa education increasingly accessible to women. Cultural adaptation, such as the adoption
of burqa as a uniform (Asadullah and Wahhaj 2012), combined with parental concerns for
modesty, safety, and social acceptability (Akter and Faruque 2024), created conditions for girls’
participation in madrasa education. These were further reinforced by institutional changes, most
notably government incentives like the Female Secondary School Assistance Program, which
reduced costs and encouraged families to send their daughters to school (Asadullah and
Chaudhury 2008). As a result, female enrollment rose to about 1.48 million, constituting 53.5
percent of the total 2.76 million madrasa students in 2022 (BANBEIS 2022). It is within this
educational landscape that I situate my study.

Atmospheric Agency and Moral Reasoning

Before turning to existing scholarship, it is important to note that this conceptual shift did not
emerge solely from theoretical engagement, but from observations developed through both my
earlier familiarity with madrasa communities and my fieldwork for this study. Across these
engagements, I encountered a recurring lack of uniformity in women’s views and decisions that
could not be explained through categories such as resistance, conformity, or empowerment.
What appeared more consistent across these differences was a process: women reasoning about
their lives in moral terms. This empirical puzzle led me to shift attention from what agency looks
like to how it operates.

My concept of atmospheric agency also emerges from scholarship that proposes different
explanations of the agency of religious and particularly Muslim women. These works have
unsettled liberal assumptions about autonomy, resistance, and freedom as the primary markers of
agency. By reframing agency as inhabiting norms, responding to forces beyond the self, and
examining diverse ways in which action and ethical life are constituted, they provide the
conceptual foundation from which I extend the argument.

My contention is that these explanations, while valuable for widening the lens on the forms such
agency can take, do not address the crucial question of Zow agency is exercised. Nor do they pay
sufficient attention to context — what I term “atmosphere”. I begin here by outlining several
explanations of the forms of agency that are useful for this study, before defining my own
concept of how Muslim women’s agency in the madrasa world of Bangladesh is exercised
through moral reasoning within their own particular atmospheres.

Saba Mahmood’s work, Politics of Piety: The Islamic Revival and the Feminist Subject (2005)

argues that agency can take the form of inhabiting existing norms. She contends that the liberal
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political subject assumed in feminist scholarship “elides dimensions of human action whose
ethical and political status does not map onto the logic of repression and resistance” (19).
Drawing on her ethnography of the women’s mosque movement in Cairo, she conceptualizes
agency not only as the capacity to resist but also as the capacity to inhabit norms by engaging in
the cultivation of a pious self. For Mahmood, agency cannot be assumed to lie in a universal
desire for freedom such that agency is located in resistance to or subversion of norms but must
rather be understood in relation to the historically and culturally specific conditions through
which forms of responsibility and action take shape. Mahmood also emphasizes the bodily
dimensions of ethical practice. In her account, virtues such as modesty are not simply internal
qualities that are subsequently expressed through outward conduct. Rather, bodily practices
themselves play a central role in cultivating these virtues. As she explains, a modest bodily form,
particularly the veiled body, did not, among the women in her study, “simply express the self’s
interiority” but was “the means by which it was acquired” (Mahmood 2005, 161).

My study is located in the post-feminist scholarship that is largely a result of the turn initiated by
Mahmood’s seminal work. I do indeed consider that the women I studied possess agency in their
inhabiting of madrasa norms. I also take away from Mahmood the idea of bodily practices as
evidence of agency. I contend, however, that agency is made in moral reasoning. This, I believe,
is to some degree implicit in Mahmood’s work; but her analysis focuses primarily on bodily
discipline rather than on reasoning itself. Mahmood also pays little attention to the context of the
women’s lives she studies, leaving open, as scholars have noted (e.g. Chapman 2016), questions
about how agency is exercised within wider social relations, including, crucially, class position
and practices beyond the mosque (Bangstad 2011). It is precisely this relationship between
context and reasoning that this study seeks to examine.

I will now present several recent examples from the large body of scholarship built on
Mahmood’s insights that are useful for highlighting different forms of agency, even if they do
not directly address the key question, in my view, of how agency operates.

Mittermaier (2012) extends the critique of liberal notions of agency by arguing that ethical life
cannot be understood solely through the idea of self-cultivation, as Mahmood does. She
emphasizes instead modes of subjectivity partly shaped by being acted upon, that is by
receptivity to what comes from beyond the self. She shows how ethical orientation emerges
through responsiveness to what “comes to” the subject—such as dreams, encounters, or divine
intervention—rather than through intentional self-fashioning alone. Agency, in her view, lies in
how people make meaning out of what touches or moves them as they reorient their lives in
response. Thus, she points to the importance of context, albeit in a particular sense. The women
in my study likewise come to religion through experiences beyond the self, including encounters
with transcendent meaning.



Faith as a form or source of agency, especially in the face of difficulties in life, has also been
highlighted. For instance, Culcasi (2024), working with Syrian Muslim women refugees in
Jordan, shows how women draw on religious faith to navigate experiences of displacement and
hardship. In their narratives, women often describe themselves as strong and capable, attributing
their endurance and resilience in difficult circumstances to religion. In my study, I similarly
found that women who faced difficult circumstances such as challenges related to study and
work often navigated these experiences through faith, drawing on it as a source of strength and
guidance.

A number of studies have highlighted how women’s agency is exercised while negotiating with
modernity. Chaoui (2023) shows that practices like veiling can be deliberate and meaningful
choices. In this sense, agency does not have to mean independence from tradition; it can also
mean acting through faith within a secular society. Similarly, Deeb (2006) in her ethnography of
pious Shia women in Lebanon shows how women pursue what she calls an “enchanted modern,”
combining commitments to modern life with religious devotion. This demonstrates that religious
practice can form part of women’s agentic engagement with modernity rather than stand in
opposition to it. My study reflects a similar dynamic, as the women I worked with negotiated
modern life through the interpretive frameworks of their religious traditions.

Agency has also been examined in the context of politics. To examine how Muslim women
articulate political agency through public speech and moral claims, Hussain (2024), for instance,
examines Muslim girls’ voices and the contexts in which they spoke following the Aijab (Islamic
head covering) ban in colleges in Karnataka. The author shows how political agency emerges
through public assertion and the making of moral claims, requiring a recalibration of what counts
as politics and political agency. Similarly, Jamal (2013), in her study of women in the political
party Jamaat-e-Islami in Pakistan, shows how Islamist women use religion as a way to act
politically and shape modern society. Rather than separating faith from politics, these women
mobilize religious discourse and institutions to participate in public life and influence social and
political debates. Some of the women in my study similarly exercise agency in political form by
being active in the political arena through their support for Islamically aligned movements. It
may also be argued that they exercise political agency by presenting themselves as a different
kind of religious woman than those often portrayed in the dominantly secular public discourse of
Bangladesh.

Sehlikoglu (2018) approaches agency as an epistemological question. She reframes Muslim
women’s agency not as a stable attribute or oppositional capacity, but as a problem shaped by
how subjectivity is rendered visible in scholarship. She shows how repeated attempts to locate
agency, whether through resistance, piety, or ethical self-making, have often narrowed analytic
attention to recognizable forms of action, obscuring imagination, aspiration, desire, ambivalence,
and the unevenness of everyday life. In this account, agency emerges through shifting relations

between social structures and subjective life rather than as a property lodged in autonomous
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subjects. This move redirects analytic focus from what women do to how scholarly frameworks
shape what can count as action, intention, and ethical life. Several women’s stories in my study
similarly reflect this form of agency, emerging through shifting relations between aspirations,
social structures, and subjective life.

Bucar goes beyond focus on the forms agency can take to examine, in a move that anticipates the
approach of my study, how religious women receive and negotiate with clerical discourse. In
Creative Conformity (2011), she develops the concept of “dianomy” to explain how women
think and act when religious authority already defines what is “right.” Women receiving such
rhetoric, she finds, neither simply rebel nor simply conform. Instead, through what she calls
“creative conformity,” they work within authoritative teachings, adjusting and redirecting them
from inside the tradition so that “multiple heteronomous norms are realigned” (ibid., 7). For
example, she discusses how women in the Islamic Republic of Iran follow clerical statements
concerning women and their roles while redirecting them in ways that support their public
roles. Similarly, in Pious Fashion, Bucar (2017) shows how women achieve creative conformity
by subtly altering while also following established judgments about modesty. Her work has a
narrow focus, dealing with the rhetoric of clerical discourse and examining, at a granular level,
how women change the logics of that discourse. Nevertheless, one could conclude that, although
she does not explicitly state this, agency in Bucar’s view lies in how women interpret religious
norms.

In shifting the question from the various forms agency may take (particularly those exercised
while inhabiting a religious tradition) to where it is located and how it works, I place moral
reasoning at the center of my analysis. This thesis understands agency as that through which
something takes effect, as in the agency of divine will through which existence unfolds. I
contend that agency lies in the moral reasoning through which Bangladeshi madrasa women
orient and direct their lives. Agency, therefore, is not simply what women do, but how they
reason. By moral reasoning, I refer to the ways women think through, interpret, and orient their
lives in relation to religious commitments and ethical concerns. Such reasoning unfolds within
the atmospheres of their lives, through which moral worlds are inhabited and sometimes
reoriented.

Atmosphere in this study is a composite of education, socio-economic conditions, cultural
orientation, family life, and intellectual and psychological exposure. Women act within these
conditions through reflection and interpretive reasoning, rather than through passive
accommodation. It is this process of reflective reasoning shaped within these educational, socio-
economic, familial, cultural, intellectual, and psychological conditions that best explains how
madrasa women in Bangladesh make sense of and act within their worlds. The experiences and
lives of the women in this study thus show how agency can take shape through moral reasoning.
Agency here is not merely a question of “Did she act?” but also, and more fundamentally, “How

did she reason?”” Actions (which include apparent non-actions, that is accepting present
8



conditions and restrictions) are read as agentival outcomes of ethical reasoning. Agency is
therefore not measured by observable action but by the moral reasoning through which action (or
non-action) becomes meaningful.

As for atmosphere, it does not refer simply to an environment, setting, or background condition
within which action takes place. Nor is it limited to mood, affect, or everyday experience.
Rather, these are all elements of atmosphere, not discrete or self-contained but interconnected
and situated within the broader contexts in which moral reasoning unfolds. When speaking of
such an element, I often use the word “atmosphere” to avoid repeating the awkward phrase
“element of atmosphere”. Thus, when I introduce phrases such as “atmosphere of segregation”
or “virtual atmosphere,” I am specifying the particular institutional or digital setting under
discussion. This does not imply that it is the only setting a given participant inhabits, but rather
that it represents one dimension or subset of the broader atmosphere within which the reasoning
of'a woman unfolds.

To take an example, the atmospheres of madrasas and families inclined many of the women in
this study to believe that they must maintain Islamic dress and gender boundaries. Some worked
in mixed-gender workplaces, while others did not, decisions that reflected the influence of their
familial and institutional atmospheres. In many cases, these choices were in conformity with the
environments they inhabited. However, not all of the women came from families that strictly
practiced or enforced Islamic dress codes. For some, the influence of a circle of friends or a
deepened engagement with global, online religious discussions reshaped their moral reasoning.
This led them to move beyond their family’s more relaxed approach to Islamic dress and gender
interaction, as well as the family’s emphasis on secular educational and professional aspirations.
This, in turn, led the women to adopt stricter understandings of Islamic dress and, in some cases,
to reject or discontinue employment in mixed-gender settings. In each case, women’s decisions
emerged through moral reasoning within overlapping contexts, including institutional settings,
family life, socio-economic conditions, peer networks, and transnational religious influences.
Importantly, when a woman declined employment, whether in accordance with or departing from
familial expectations, this did not indicate a lack of agency. Each decision, even when it had the
appearance of conformity, resulted from moral reasoning, the process in which agency
fundamentally lies. All of the women, including those who apparently conformed, had reflected
on what kinds of futures seemed morally desirable and practically attainable, and acted
accordingly.

Unpacking these cases would lead to consideration of additional elements of an atmosphere. For
instance, one woman experienced a feeling of moral unease or inner tension as she reflected on
whether her work aligned with her religious commitments. That unease, the lingering discomfort
that something was not fully aligned, formed part of the atmosphere in which she reasoned and
acted. Such affects are not fleeting emotions. They are decisive in shaping the agentival moral

reasoning that precedes action.
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Atmosphere as defined in this study also includes psychological orientation and sensorial
engagement. For instance, a few women experienced a sudden shift in religious commitment
following a significant life event. This psychological turning point led them to engage more
deeply with religious texts, which had not previously characterized their lives. Similarly, finding
peace through practices such as praying, reciting the Qur’an, or engaging with devotional songs
can constitute part of an atmosphere that strengthens faith and ethical orientation. As elements of
an atmosphere, such practices can, in some cases, redirect women’s life trajectories, motivating
them to reason toward religious education or religiously oriented work rather than secular paths.
In other cases, the process may unfold in the opposite direction, where engagement with
religious life provides the moral grounding through which women reason toward pursuing
secular education or professional aspirations.

Thus, atmosphere refers to the complex and interdependent dynamics through which women’s
moral reasoning is formed and oriented. It is constituted by the convergence of social relations,
economic conditions, institutional positioning, spatial location, religious instruction, digital
exposure, familial expectations, emotion or affect, and psychological and intellectual
engagement. The term atmosphere is analytically necessary because none of the single concepts
mentioned above can capture how these multiple forces intersect and exert influence together.
And agency, as understood here, refers to the process of moral reasoning as it unfolds within
one’s own atmosphere and becomes persuasive in orienting a particular way of life. I therefore
propose “atmospheric agency” as a process of moral reasoning unfolding within the atmospheres
of women’s lives, which differ from person to person. Within these atmospheres, agency may
take the form of self-cultivation, inhabitation, receptivity, deliberate choice, or even resistance,
depending on how women reason within them.

The dynamics of atmosphere can be illustrated through the case of Participant 3 of this study.
Participant 3 completed her honors degree, enjoyed working with computers, and had taken
computer coding courses with the intention of pursuing a secular master’s program that would
lead to a stable career. During the COVID-19 pandemic, however, her atmosphere shifted due to
exposure to online religious materials, new emotional uncertainties, and intensified reflection, all
of which together made a different path feel compelling. She abandoned her expected academic
and professional trajectory, surprising her family, and began studying in an online madrasa
without knowing whether it would lead to work or material security. In economic understandings
of agency, where agency is tied to expanding one’s opportunities, material stability, and future
prospects, such a decision might appear as a retreat from agency. But in the framework of
atmospheric agency, the reasoning itself is a site of agency. For Participant 3, agency lay in the
interpretive reasoning through which she came to see a morally resonant path as right, even
without predictable worldly benefit. The administrative job she later received in an online
madrasa was not the aim that motivated her shift, since that became available only after. What
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mattered was the reasoning that guided her into uncertainty, revealing agency in this particular
case not as resistance, inhabiting of norms or material progress, but as moral orientation.

Methodology

Research Question

How do women educated in or working in madrasas in Bangladesh agentively employ moral
reasoning within the atmospheres of their lives as they inhabit religious norms or depart from
social conventions to deepen their religious commitments and reshape those atmospheres? This
question directs attention away from external judgments of empowerment or oppression and
from the view that women’s agency lies only in inhabiting established norms. It seeks to
understand how religious knowledge and feeling are integrated through moral reasoning within
the particular atmospheres of women’s lives.

Positionality

I fully recognize the importance of balancing insider knowledge with outsider perspectives in
research (Merton 1972). My positionality as a visible Muslim Bangladeshi woman whose
interpretation of Islam often differs from that of many within the madrasa community places me
in a distinctive space between familiarity and distance. Trained in economics and finance and
now pursuing graduate research in religions and cultures in Canada, I occupy a complex and
shifting position. My background allows me to move between the domains of work and religious
education, both of which shape how women’s roles in society are imagined, practiced, and
debated. I also came to this research with prior connections to the community, developed through
donation-related volunteer work and research interest. A case study I conducted on a madrasa-
orphanage and its struggle to survive during and after the COVID-19 pandemic helped me build
trust and understand local institutional dynamics (Tarannum 2022). This earlier engagement
provided a foundation for participant recruitment through existing relationships, which proved to
be an effective and culturally appropriate point of entry into the field. The intimate religious
worlds of madrasa women, with whom I share linguistic and social familiarity, added strength to
this dynamic and positioned me as an insider in the research process. This connection facilitated
trust and access, particularly in conservative circles where external researchers, especially those
affiliated with Western institutions, are often met with skepticism. Yet my academic trajectory,
shaped by studying outside the madrasa system in Bangladesh and later abroad, simultaneously
marked me as an outsider. This dual positionality required continual reflection: to listen
attentively without assuming shared understanding, and to interpret participants’ narratives in
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ways that remained faithful to their moral and intellectual frameworks rather than conforming to
prevailing or pre-conceived notions. My background enabled me to approach madrasa women
with cultural familiarity and sensitivity, while my scholarly training encouraged me to critically
examine assumptions about agency, empowerment, and piety. I believe this positionality was
conducive to developing a fuller understanding of the women. However, given that the madrasa
community is typically gender-segregated and that members of opposite genders generally have
limited interactions, my identity as a woman also influenced the dynamics of interaction at times.
Most female participants were very open with me, discussing a wide range of topics, whereas
most of the male participants tended to be more reserved.

Ethics

Working with women in religious institutions required particular care. I guaranteed
confidentiality through assigning numbers, secured informed consent, and prioritized
participants’ comfort in all digital exchanges. Interestingly, the university ethics review process
itself revealed certain cultural assumptions. Reviewers expressed concern that the women [
interviewed might be vulnerable or exposed to risk if their views were perceived as critical of
madrasa education. However, my field experience with these women was strikingly different
from such assumptions. They were articulate, confident in both their studies and lives—
sometimes defiant, and often self-assured in framing their choices on their own terms.

Institutional ethics guidelines considered other communication tools to be more secure for data
protection than WhatsApp. However, WhatsApp was chosen as the sole medium for conducting
interviews, as it is the most widely accessible and comfortable platform in Bangladesh, even
among participants with higher levels of formal education. The application is inexpensive,
familiar, and widely used across the country—along with platforms such as Imo and Telegram—
even in remote areas. Other long-distance communication tools, such as Zoom or Microsoft
Teams, were not used, as they were unfamiliar to many participants. I myself use WhatsApp to
call home, since regular international calls from Canada to Bangladesh are very expensive. For
this reason, I contacted all participants through WhatsApp. While several participants could have
used alternative platforms had I insisted, most simply shared their phone numbers and, as is
customary in Bangladesh, said something like: “Call me on that day.” I chose not to lengthen the
process by introducing another platform that is more common in academic settings but did not
seem necessary in this context.

To ensure data protection, I registered a new phone number specifically for this research. The
WhatsApp account will be permanently deleted upon completion of this study, in accordance
with the university’s privacy and security protocols. Consent of participants was obtained
verbally rather than through written forms. In this community, and more broadly in Bangladesh,
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signing papers is often regarded with suspicion, and it would have been culturally inappropriate
to request it from participants. Such a request might have made most of them hesitant to speak
freely or to participate at all. Verbal consent, by contrast, was readily given, and participants
often shared contacts of others they thought might contribute. None refused to participate, and
many welcomed the project, noting that their voices are rarely sought in research and that they
valued the opportunity to contribute.

I have chosen not to include any photographs obtained through digital ethnography of madrasas,
classrooms, or religious events in this paper, as all the photos included persons below the age of
consent. It thus would be ethically inappropriate to use images of children without the explicit
consent of both the children and their parents. Obtaining such permission was not feasible. In
Bangladesh, it is a common practice among madrasas to use children’s photographs for donation
campaigns and to share them on social media platforms. However, the academic use of such
images without consent is ethically problematic, particularly when the children themselves or
their guardians have not been consulted. One participant also confidentially shared photographs
and videos depicting girls studying in the madrasa, their living spaces, and their surroundings.
The madrasa community generally refrains from sharing girls’ images or videos on social media.
This participant, therefore, gave strict instructions that images and videos of the girls should not
be shown to anyone, including other women. I am thus bound to respect her request and uphold
these ethical boundaries.

Digital ethnography

As Khan's (2024) work on voice-only WhatsApp interviews demonstrates, audio calls can be a
culturally appropriate and embodied mode of interaction, especially in contexts where
participants are more comfortable speaking than appearing on video. In a similar way, all
interviews in this study were conducted through WhatsApp across transnational distance—from
Canada to Bangladesh—as part of a broader digital ethnography. Most interviews took place as
voice-only calls, which aligned with participants’ preferences and made the interaction feel
easier and less formal when speaking to someone they did not know personally. Video calls
occurred only when participants themselves requested them, usually for brief informal
conversation before or after the interview. One rural female participant, for example, used video
to show me her surroundings and her students without ever revealing her own face, despite my
being a woman. Two male participants also chose to use video. All interviews were recorded
with participants’ consent and conducted over approximately four months (June—September
2025).

This digital interview format facilitated a conversational mode that felt accessible and attentive

to participants’ comfort. The absence of video allowed participants to focus on speech, tone, and

reflection rather than visual self-presentation or managing visible reactions. This supported more
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extended and thoughtful narration of their lives, experiences, reasoning, and aspirations. Follow-
up exchanges through text messages further allowed participants to elaborate on ideas and
reasoning over time, giving the research a longitudinal quality. Through these exchanges,
participants also shared photographs of their work, workplaces, students, classrooms, and
aspirations, such as calligraphy, culinary projects, or paintings. These visual materials offered
glimpses into participants’ everyday atmospheres, revealing how moral reasoning, aspiration,
and practice were situated within the spaces they inhabited. Therefore, digital ethnography did
not limit the scope of the research, but instead enabled forms of privacy, closeness, and
attunement that might have been difficult to achieve through video-based interviews and even
more so through on-site, face-to-face interaction, which the kinds of subjects I was interviewing
would likely have found conspicuous and intrusive. Conducting interviews through voice calls
also allowed conversations to take place flexibly within the rhythms of participants’ everyday
lives. At times, I could hear children playing, talking, or singing nearby who might interrupt the
discussion while I was speaking with their father or mother. Participants spoke while cooking,
teaching their children, or managing household tasks in the early morning, evening, or late at
night. This flexibility allowed interviews to unfold at times that were most accessible to
participants and embedded within their domestic and working environments. Such moments
offered presence and ease that might have been constrained, formalized, or missed altogether in
face-to-face or video interviews.

The interviews were complemented by digital ethnographic observation of WhatsApp and
Facebook pages, groups or channels. These groups serve as key spaces of religious and social
participation, where women engage in dua (prayer) and istighfar (seeking forgiveness) sessions,
share Qur’anic recitations, discuss religious questions, and organize acts of sadaga (charity).
Alongside these devotional exchanges, another set of online activities centered on the circulation
of photographs and posts to collect donations for madrasas, which are largely sustained through
community contributions. The digital fieldwork, therefore, included the analysis of publicly
shared images and donation appeals—collected from social media platforms as well as received
directly from participants—revealing how religious devotion and economic support intertwine
within the everyday digital practices of the madrasa community. In addition, I followed and
analyzed one public Facebook page for a couple of months during the interview period; the page
was followed and suggested to me for inclusion in the study by a small number of my
participants. Maintained by a former madrasa student now working as an academic overseas, it
was examined to trace peripheral contemporary Islamic discourses circulating at the margins of
the madrasa community.

To understand the madrasa community under study, it was essential to know it digitally. Rifat et
al. (2022) document how Islamic sermons have shifted to social media, creating new digital
publics of pious engagement. This accords with my own observation that madrasa participants in
Bangladesh are increasingly active online. Through my long-term interactions with the
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community, I observed that teachers, students, and graduates engage actively on platforms such
as Facebook and WhatsApp. Likewise, Pink et al. (2016) position digital ethnography as an
approach to studying life that situates research within environments where the digital, material,
and sensory are inseparable. They stress that such environments, what they describe as
compositions of interwoven digital, material, sensory, and affective strands, are not static but
continually shifting, requiring ethnographers to adapt their methods as these worlds develop and
change. As they explain:

Each different medium, technology, and material, sensory, or affective strand of these
compositions became entangled to create a series of statements about or sensations of the local,
while as a whole they created a composition of locality. The task of the digital ethnographer is to
unravel such compositions and to recompose them through their ethnographic practice, this time
with their interpretive notes and framing ideas woven in (Pink et al. 2016, 171).

This framing proved especially suitable to my study given my longstanding familiarity with the
people and their lifeworlds. Having lived side by side with this community all my life, I was able
to understand their ‘compositions’ easily, including their households, food, clothing, weather,
and everyday routines, which created a context of ease and openness in gaining knowledge.
Consequently, the combination of digital ethnography and interviews proved deeply connected,
enabling a fuller understanding of how people inhabit religious ideas and how the ideas of the
participants I interviewed relate to their lives.

This study also builds on Stewart's (2011) concept of atmospheric attunements. The concept is
useful for understanding how digital environments function not only as spaces of interaction but
also as affective fields where emotions, moods, and ethical sensibilities circulate among
participants. This perspective informed my observation of the madrasa community’s digital life.
The online practices I observed generated a lively atmosphere that expanded the lens of the study
beyond the physical madrasas. They helped to reveal how ethical traditions and social norms are
interpreted, circulated, and reasoned through by women in contemporary contexts—dimensions
not easily captured through interviews or in-person visits alone.

Sample and Participants

I employed a snowball sampling method, beginning with a small group of contacts who then
referred me to others. As mentioned earlier, I was already familiar with this community through
my previous work. Even so, contacting women in madrasa environments is culturally sensitive
and must follow accepted social pathways. Access was mediated by personal introductions and
trust within close-knit networks, as women are unlikely to engage with outsiders who do not
come through someone they already know and trust.
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In total, I interviewed 56 participants through Whats App calls, texts, and voice messages—
mostly women, but also a few men. The considerable number of interviewees allowed me to
develop a more complete understanding of women’s position in madrasa education and its
everyday socio-economic dynamics in the two different systems. Although this study centers
women’s experiences, a small number of male participants were included because men often
occupy decisive positions within the madrasa community as family heads, guardians, teachers,
institutional leaders, or owners, through which women’s access to education, work, and mobility
is shaped. Men’s perspectives therefore help illuminate the authority structures and moral
expectations within which women reason and act. Participants were drawn from multiple
districts of Bangladesh, namely: Dhaka, Rajshahi, Narayanganj, Mymensingh, Narshingdi,
Moulvibazar, Noakhali, Sylhet, Bogura, Dinajpur, and Thakurgaon. The sample encompassed a
wide range of roles, including teachers, students, madrasa owners, guardians, and other
jobholders. One participant worked as a volunteer coordinating and managing donations across
several madrasas, highlighting the diverse forms of engagement that sustain these educational
institutions.

Both male and female Qawmi teachers are normally employed at an early age, often immediately
after completing Dawra-e-Hadith (sometimes when they are 15-16 years old), while others
pursue higher education, generally within the Aliya system. Qawmi-educated male teachers often
have the opportunity to pursue further study either abroad or within Bangladesh. For instance,
one Qawmi madrasa owner and principal I interviewed had completed a PhD in Tafsir al-Qur’an
(exegesis or interpretation of the Qur’an) from a Jamea (higher Islamic seminary) madrasa in
Dhaka. Such pathways, however, were absent among the Qawmi female teachers in my sample,
none of whom reported comparable opportunities for advanced study. My participant pool also
included secular-educated women who now teach general subjects in both the Aliya and Qawmi
madrasas. Some had transitioned between secular and madrasa education at different points in
their lives. For example, one participant, formerly a PhD candidate in the U.K., left her program
after three years of study and later joined a madrasa-school as a vice principal. This shows the
diversity of educational and professional trajectories represented in the sample. I also
interviewed current students from both madrasa and secular backgrounds. All participants were
connected to madrasa education in some capacity, either as current or former students or
teachers, or as madrasa owners. One donor also participated, offering additional insight into
institutional dynamics. Below is a table summarizing the demographic characteristics of the
participants:
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Demographic Tables

Table 1- Participants by Work Role, Gender, and Area

Role in society Female Female Male Male
rural urban rural urban

Aliya student 2 1 0 0

Aliya teacher 3 0 2 0

Aliya tuition 0 1 0 0

teacher

Aliya unemployed | 0 1 0 0

Madrasa-school 0 3 0 0

student

Madrasa-school 0 8 0 1

teacher

Owner qawmi 0 1 2 2

Qawmi student 1 1 0 0

Qawmi teacher 4 5 5 0

Qawmi tuition 2 1 0 0

teacher

Qawmi 0 2 0 0

unemployed

Secular student 2 0 0 0

Other 0 4 0 2

*Category 'Other’ includes 1 police officer, 1 private service holder, 2 entrepreneurs, a madrasa-
school administrator, and an online madrasa administrator.
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‘Qawmi teacher’ includes online madrasa teachers affiliated with or rooted in Qawmi
institutions.
Secular students attended Aliya madrasas and later transitioned to higher secular studies.

Table 2- Demographic Characteristics of Participants

Characteristic Value

Age (years) Range: 18-61, Mean: 31.1

Most represented age 18-25 (n=23)

group

Gender Female: 42, Male: 14

Socioeconomic Higher income: 24, Middle income: 22, Lower-
background middle income: 10

Area Urban: 33, Rural: 23

The interviews were semi-structured, typically lasting 45-50 minutes, and some went beyond
one hour. The language of communication was Bangla. None of the participants used ancholik
(regional or dialectal) Bangla; they all spoke in standard Bangla. This is standard practice in the
country, as educated people, regardless of whether they come from Bangla or English-medium
public, private, or madrasa backgrounds, are familiar with the official form of the language.
However, for participants from Sylhet, the interviews were conducted in Sylheti. As someone
from Sylhet myself, it was culturally expected that our conversation would take place in the
dialect, and participants naturally spoke in Sylheti without any need to discuss or decide on a
language in advance. Throughout the study, Arabic terms are transliterated as they are commonly
used in Bangladesh and by the participants themselves such as majlish rather than majlis.

After the interview, participants often continued conversations via text messaging. When
clarifications were needed, I followed up by text, and most participants replied generously and
without hesitation. One sent me photographs of her creative works. One did not sit for an
interview and answered through texts over a month-long exchange. She said she was not good at
talking but felt more comfortable writing, and she eventually became very friendly, talking a lot
through text. One participant, the lone young police officer, did not want to share many details
and did not want to be recorded. She reasoned that her department forbade them from being
recorded for anything. She also talked via messages for over three months. One male participant
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did not take part in a formal interview but granted permission for his story and views to be
included, based on long-term personal familiarity and contextual understanding developed
through prior interactions.

Some women also invited me into digital religious communities (additional to the platforms
observed over one year referred to above). These included women-only WhatsApp or Facebook
groups dedicated to Qur’an recitation, na ‘t (religious poetry in praise of the Prophet, often sung
in the South Asian context), nasheed (devotional songs), or masla-masayel (practical legal
matters) question-and-answer sessions. While the majority of these groups were gender-specific,
a very small number included both men and women.

Contrary to the widespread assumption in secular Bangladeshi society that madrasa-educated
women are shy and reluctant to speak to outsiders, I found most participants frank, articulate, and
willing to discuss even personal aspects of their lives. Only a small number were more reserved,
speaking primarily in response to direct questions. A handful of participants expressed suspicion
about my purpose. Two or three participants asked probing questions before agreeing to take
part, and one woman insisted on consulting her ustad (male teacher) before speaking with me,
explaining that “given the current situation, American institutions are not trustworthy.” These
interactions showed that access was not automatic but required careful navigation of community
expectations and sensitivities. They also pointed to a community-wide skepticism toward
Western academic research. This skepticism is shaped by geopolitical histories and by
stereotypical ideas about religious communities in popular Western culture (Oztig 2023).

Approach to Data Analysis

All interviews and digital materials were documented and processed using Excel and SPSS.
After transcribing the recorded WhatsApp audio calls and organizing the semi-structured
conversations, I developed a coding framework that combined descriptive variables, such as
gender, socioeconomic background, rural-urban location, and institutional affiliation, with
thematically organized categories drawn from the interview data. These categories included
pathways into madrasa education, aspirations, women’s financial contribution to the household,
reform concerns, women’s public participation, and dress practices. Descriptive statistics and
cross-tabulations were used to trace patterns across these categories, which were then read
alongside interview narratives to illuminate how women’s moral and socioeconomic reasoning
takes shape within different institutional and social contexts. In addition, a brief linear regression
analysis was conducted to examine earnings differences across institutional affiliation, location,
gender, and work experience. This was done to situate women’s experiences of learning and
teaching within the material conditions that shape educational atmospheres.
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Institutional Classification Used in This Study

With specific attention to women’s education, the institutional distinctions employed in this
study are outlined in the figure below.

Table 3- Types of institutions in the study

Orientation Institutions
Conservative Traditional Qawmi Online Qawmi
Reformist Aliya Madrasa-school

Two clarifications are necessary in this context: First, while madrasa literally means “school” or
“a place of learning,” the term has a more specific meaning in Bangladesh. In everyday usage,
madrasa does not simply refer to a school; it specifically denotes an Islamic educational
institution, which may be at the school, college, or university level. For this reason, the phrase
“madrasa-school” may appear redundant or confusing in a literal sense, but it reflects the
practical use of the term in Bangladesh. In this paper, the term madrasa-school refers to
institutions that combine the academic structure of secular schools with the religious curriculum
and practices of Islamic madrasas. These are not merely schools with an Islamic ethos, but
privately run institutions that integrate secular and religious education.

Second, state-regulated Aliya is placed under the reformist category in this analysis because its
approach to women’s education and everyday gender practices more closely resembles that of
the madrasa-schools than that of the Qawmi system. Although madrasa-schools are a relatively
recent development, having grown rapidly only over the last two decades, both Qawmi and Aliya
have long historical lineages. Qawmi madrasas have earlier historical precedence, but Aliya is
also an older institutional form, as mentioned in the Background section. By contrast, madrasa-
schools or Islamic schools are comparatively recent institutions, with a history of roughly five
decades.

Finally, the reformist category is referred to as the modern setting throughout the paper because
these institutions combine Islamic learning with modern curricula and forms of instruction.
While Qawmi madrasas also incorporate some modern subjects to a limited extent, the modern
setting makes more extensive use of modern educational instruction.
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Overview

This thesis is organized around institutional worlds of learning rather than spatial or
demographic divisions. While I initially expected women’s experiences to vary primarily along
rural—urban lines, the analysis revealed that differences were shaped more decisively by
institutional affiliation and educational orientation. Across regions, women’s lives were
structured less by geography than by the moral, affective, and pedagogical atmospheres of the
institutions in which they studied, taught, or worked. These atmospheres produced two broad
worlds of learning, conservative and reformist, within which women’s moral reasonings
unfolded. Throughout the first three chapters, I begin by describing these atmospheres and then
move to instances of moral reasoning and the agency contained therein. However, because
aspects of atmosphere are particular to each woman depending on her personal circumstances,
they are, at times, presented alongside women’s reasoning rather than as a separate background.

Chapter One focuses on conservative Qawmi madrasa environments, examining how women
reason within the atmosphere of classical pedagogical traditions. Chapter Two turns to reformist
Aliya and madrasa-school settings, where the integration of religious and general education
produces a different atmosphere giving rise to different gendered possibilities and moral
reasoning. Chapter Three focuses on technology, including online madrasas, social media, and
mobile phone use. It shows how digital mediation reshapes access to religious knowledge
through new forms of global and local connectivity, while also functioning as a site of moral
regulation. Chapter Four brings these ethnographic insights into dialogue with quantitative
patterns, mapping how socioeconomic background, institutional affiliation, and spatial location
structure the atmospheres within which women’s reasoning about work, contribution, aspiration,
and reform takes shape.

Through these chapters, this thesis argues that the agency of Bangladeshi madrasa women is best
understood through the atmospheric conditions in which moral reasoning unfolds, which
ultimately give form to their religious life, work, and aspirations.
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Chapter One
Conservative Worlds of Learning: Making Moral Subjects through Segregation

While men and women are ontologically equal as human creations, they
are not meant to be socially equal in the life of this world.
—Kecia Ali, Sexual Ethics and Islam (2006, 116)

In Qawmi madrasas, the belief that men and women are spiritually equal yet socially part of a
hierarchy shapes every dimension of life—economic, familial, and institutional. This
understanding of gender is not seen as cultural convention but rather as religious obligation.
Qawmi madrasas in Bangladesh, whether rural or urban and residential or non-residential,
operate in this same moral atmosphere. In this chapter focused on Qawmi madrasas, I examine
this segregated world, one in which my female participants understand segregation and gendered
hierarchy as guiding principles in their daily lives.

Qawmi curricula follow the Dars-e-Nizami framework, emphasizing Qur’anic recitation,
memorization, Arabic instruction, and moral education, alongside a limited inclusion of secular
subjects such as mathematics, English, and Bangla. These are taught under the guidance of
senior male scholars. Although most Qawmi institutions are affiliated with the Befaq al-Madaris
al-Arabia Bangladesh, the largest Qawmi board, which standardizes the Dars-e-Nizami syllabus
and oversees examinations and certification, the madrasas remain outside direct government
regulation. The balance between secular and religious subjects varies across individual
institutions, depending on the preferences of madrasa authorities or managing committees.
Across these settings, which include both residential and day institutions, a shared ethical and
pedagogical logic shapes educational and work life. By linking learning with religious service
and centering work within the madrasa, particularly in teaching and administration, these
institutions configure the atmospheres in which women’s reasoning takes shape. In the following
sections, I describe these rural-urban, high- or low-income, and institutional or affective
atmospheres in which women live and act. Following this, I analyze women’s reasoning within
their particular contexts. In some cases, the analysis moves between atmosphere and reasoning,
as each helps make the other intelligible.

Atmospheres of Segregation

The atmosphere of segregation within traditional madrasas is not limited to physical separation
between men and women. It extends into the moral, spatial, and affective organization of life.
Segregation determines how knowledge, discipline, and authority are distributed and how piety
is felt and expressed. In the following two subsections, I describe how this atmosphere takes

shape in spaces of learning and how women reason and act within it.
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Segregated Worlds of Learning

Qawmi tradition draws upon long-standing Islamic scholarship, interpreting it through its own
historical and social contexts. It shapes moral discourse through repeated emphases on women’s
piety and moral conduct. For instance, it teaches canonical texts such as Beheshti Zewar
(Heavenly Ornaments) to women. It is a hadith-based work of moral literature composed by the
Indian scholar Ashraf Ali Thanwi (d. 1943) that delineates an ideal of womanhood centered on
domestic virtue. The book situates women’s moral duty within the home and apart from the
world of men. These texts and teachings provide an intellectual and moral vocabulary that these
institutions engage with, often reading them as evidence of an enduring ethical order. Qawmi
tradition also engages with classical Islamic concepts, regarding them as fixed for all time. For
example, Al-Ghazali (d. 1111), citing another scholar, writes: “Her contribution to freeing [the
man] is by both taking care of the house and satisfying sexual desire” (al-Ghazali 1984, 66—67).
In the context of his time, such a statement reflected a socially accepted hierarchy of care and
responsibility. In my study, the Qawmi world today largely appears to preserve such moral tones
that understand women as divinely designated as having responsibilities within the family and
being separated from the male world. This was evident in my observations of sermons and in the
audio and video recordings of talks by Qawmi imams (leaders of prayer in the mosque) and
ustads shared within religious social media groups. Similar patterns have been noted in studies of
madrasa ethics and gender in South Asia, which show that female madrasa education deepens
women’s religious consciousness and participation while leaving patriarchal ideas about gender
largely unchanged (Begum and Kabir 2012). To understand this segregated world, where men
and women, girls and boys inhabit distinct social and moral environments within Qawmi
madrasas, [ turn to my digital ethnography. In what follows, I present the digital materials I
collected to describe the institutional atmosphere. Where necessary, I draw on participants’
interviews to contextualize and interpret these materials.

A few participants shared various photos and videos of their madrasas via WhatsApp, and I also
collected additional materials from their institutions’ social media posts and donation pages. The
boys’ classrooms in these videos and photos were marked by zeal and noise showing rhythmic
rocking while studying, recitations echoing through the sunlit halls, and bursts of competitive,
enthusiastic energy. In these images, students appeared deeply engaged in their studies,
especially in Qur’an memorization, an enthusiasm that was strengthened by teachers’
encouragement and by the spiritual momentum generated during tabligh gatherings. Tablighi
Jamaat is a reformist preaching movement aimed at renewing Islamic faith through missionary
travel and moral discipline. This movement is deeply rooted within the Qawmi environment of
Bangladesh. It serves as a grassroots movement dedicated to spiritual renewal, guiding
individuals toward a more religious way of life. The movement's primary focus is on internal
faith-building and personal reform among Muslims. The movement consistently maintains a
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segregated approach to religious practice. (see Metcalf 1993; Reetz 2006; Siddiqi 2012; Salam
2020; Sahib 2022).

I observed a video of a tabligh gathering at night where men and boys listening to Islamic
speakers filled the madrasa courtyard. One of the speakers was from Europe. A translator relayed
the speaker’s Arabic words to the audience in Bangla as the madrasa students, seated on red
carpets, absorbed the message and emotional energy of this particular form of global Islam. The
students were sitting near their teachers and preachers and seemed very energized. Girl students
were absent from this collective display of devotion as such events in madrasas remain primarily
a male domain. However, as Bano (2017) notes, women’s participation in tabligh has also been
important for conservative ulama (Islamic scholars) within such institutions in South Asia. In her
study, a prominent Pakistani scholar who supervises a large female madrasa explained:

While the ulama deal with men who come to the mosque, these women could work
like the Tablighis—an influential Deobandi Islamic propagation movement in
South Asia—as they were embedded in the community and could reach out to those
who themselves were not going to make an effort to attend the mosque. Further, he
argued, women had one additional advantage that made them even more effective
than the Tablighis: ‘they could influence the future generation of men as well as
women in their roles as mothers’ (2017, 149).

In Bangladesh, this trend of female participation is also taking shape. As Participant 13
explained, women now participate in tabligh gatherings by accompanying their husbands,
fathers, or brothers on chilla—traditionally a forty-day, all-male dawah (calling people to God’s
way) retreat. Women typically go for three, seven, or ten days, staying in the homes of hosts to
preach to local women. In these settings, when male tablighis address the local community using
a microphone, women listen from behind walls or curtains. They do not speak in mixed
gatherings. Participant 51, a male participant and long-time donor to low-income madrasas and
orphanages, described this as a “big change” for the movement in Bangladesh in recent years, an
inclusion and recognition of women that was, in his words, “not even imaginable once.” This
observation is consistent with recent studies documenting women’s growing yet segregated
participation in the Tablighi Jama’at in Bangladesh (Begum 2016; Siddiqi 2012). However,
women’s participation occurs in a separate and more private form of event, distinct from the
large public assemblies that are common across the country, such as the male-only event I
mentioned above.

I observed the study and living settings and environments of both the boys’ and girls’ sections of

one madrasa through photographs and video materials. Digital materials of the boys’ section

were readily available on Facebook and WhatsApp groups. In contrast, visual materials of the

girls’ section were accessible only when shared confidentially by a female teacher, as images of

girls are generally not circulated publicly by these institutions. The atmosphere in the girls’

section was markedly different from that of the boys’. It was quieter, and its environment could
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be described as “homely”. The sense of enthusiasm and liveliness that animated the boys’ section
was largely absent. Guest speakers regularly visited the boys’ section to deliver sermons, teach
Qur’anic recitation, and offer moral instruction. Boys stood at the gates to welcome the guests,
and the videos and photos vividly captured the bustling atmosphere of the lush, serene rural
campus. The girls, however, did not participate in such events. Moreover, one female teacher,
Participant 50, noted that girl students of the madrasa often lose interest in their studies by the
age of fifteen or sixteen, skipping classes or dropping out. She mentioned that she visits their
homes and tries to encourage them to continue studying. This pattern reflects broader social
expectations: since girls are not anticipated to become leaders, preachers, or imams, but only
teachers if they are both capable and permitted by their families, they tend to internalize these
gendered boundaries early on. The physical environment of Qawmi madrasas further reinforces
this divide between female and male sections. The girls’ classrooms are small and dimly lit, with
windows covered by heavy curtains to maintain purdah (female seclusion and protection from
men’s view). Air and light are limited, unlike in the boys’ section, which occupies a more
spacious and well-ventilated building. Participant 49 mentioned that she was seeking donor
assistance to purchase several ceiling and stand fans, as the heat inside the girls’ section during
the summer months was often unbearable due to inadequate ventilation. She explained during a
phone call that installing air conditioning would be too costly for the madrasa to maintain. These
glimpses reveal two coexisting modes of piety: the public zeal that characterizes boys’ learning
and the quiet devotion that marks the learning of the girls. Boys learn in environments charged
with sound, spectacle, and aspiration to labor in God’s way, while girls inhabit more constrained
and even inadequate spaces.

Furthermore, women’s and girls’ education in the community is often seen as acceptable only
when there is little to no interaction with men, including even male teachers. Because many
women lack the qualifications to teach higher classes (a point discussed later), male teachers
instruct female students from behind a curtain. Women who aspire to pursue non-madrasa
education also frequently face family resistance. An example comes from Participant 54. He did
not allow his daughter to sit for the university admission examination, believing that being in a
mixed environment was religiously impermissible. Although he agreed in principle to a women-
only college, he explained that even if she were admitted, he would have to accompany her every
day since his daughter, Islamically, could not travel alone between home and the college. Yet
within the same family, his sisters had quietly pursued higher education more than two decades
earlier. With their mother’s tacit support, two sisters secretly completed master’s degrees, one in
Political Science and the other in Philosophy, while a third pursued education up to the
secondary level. All three concealed their education from their father, who regarded such
learning as un-Islamic. In this family, the next generation reflects a striking shift: all three sisters
now have children who are either studying in or have completed secular education. One of the
sisters now lives in the United Kingdom, and her daughter studied psychology there. Yet, when

my participant’s own daughter expressed interest in studying psychology as her cousin did, he
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dismissed the idea. He said that this was not something a person “should want to study.” In my
experience, such examples are not uncommon within the madrasa community, while boys, in
contrast, generally do not face comparable constraints in pursuing education or work. These
contrasting atmospheres compose the living rhythm of traditional madrasa education in which
knowledge, gender, and morality are shaped not only by what is taught, but by the atmosphere in
which learning unfolds. What is the texture of agency available to women within these
segregated worlds and atmospheres of unequal opportunity? How is that agency exercised
through moral reasoning? The next section turns to these questions.

Reasoning in Segregation

The moral weight attached to maintaining segregation between female and male worlds becomes
especially clear in the example of Participant 27, an urban madrasa-educated al/ima (female
Qawmi madrasa graduate) in my study. Providing private tuition is her sole source of income.
Since the age of 13, she has been an earning member of her family by teaching children secular
subjects such as Bangla, English, and mathematics, as well as Qur’an reading and recitation, both
online and offline. She is very proud to help her father with her income. She is 30 years old and
not married yet, and she said that she would only want to marry someone who could provide her
with financial security. This would allow her to teach religious knowledge without taking money
from her students for the rest of her life. During the interview, she told me that if I knew anyone
who wanted their child to learn Qur’an, I should contact her so that she could provide online
Qur’an tuition. In Bangladesh, “tuition” commonly refers to private instruction, whether offered
online or in person. When [ later found such a family and reached out to her, I asked whether she
could send an audio recording of her Qur’an recitation so that the child’s father could assess
whether her pronunciation and recitation were correct for teaching. She politely declined,
explaining that allowing a man to hear her voice would hurt her ghayrat (a deeply felt sense of
honor and moral propriety). Although she was from a lower-middle-income family, had recently
lost a tuition position, and was actively seeking work, she still declined the opportunity. Working
within the segregated Qawmi atmosphere described above, Participant 27 exercised her agency
to make what might have been a difficult decision of not sharing a recording of her voice through
reasoning, in conformity with the tradition, that it was not proper for her voice to be heard by
unrelated men. In her conformity to tradition, she reasoned through her sense of ghayrat. Thus,
she embodied an ethical disposition cultivated through the faith into which she was born and
raised.

The moral outlook seen in the case of Participant 27 is supported by all of my participants to

varying degrees. Yet most of them also complicate the long-standing ideal of women limiting

their education and remaining primarily within the domestic sphere. They do not always

completely embody tradition or social norms, nor do they remain entirely within the boundaries

of family rules and conservative religious opinions and views. Mahmood argues that “agentival

capacity is entailed not only in those acts that resist norms but also in the multiple ways in which
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one inhabits norms ” (2005, 15). Participant 27 above inhabits norms in precisely this sense.
However, for a few women in my fieldwork, inhabiting norms is not always the only goal. At
times, one must also resist. At the same time, such resistance moves not against religion but
toward it. Whether toward moral and spiritual ideals they regard as more authentic than secular
and socially inherited conventions in their atmospheres, or by accommodating to “modernity”
through a reasoning they nevertheless consider to be religiously legitimate. In this sense,
resistance becomes a form of return rather than rejection: a movement oriented toward ethical
refinement and spiritual reorientation rather than transgression.

Participant 11 is an example of reasoning away from secular elements in her atmosphere. She did
not conform to family tradition but rather broke away from the prescribed path of secular
education. A capable student who had performed well in both high school and higher secondary
levels and for whom teachers held high expectations, she chose instead to join a madrasa to
memorize the Qur’an. Although her family did not oppose this decision, she nonetheless defied
family tradition, which had no prior connection to madrasa education. Despite her hesitation
about taking money from her lower-middle-income father to cover the high madrasa fees, she
felt compelled to pursue what she saw as her moral path. Her secular teachers were dismayed by
her transformation, by her decision to wear the nigab (face veil) and to abandon further secular
studies after completing her Higher Secondary Certificate. Participant 11 aspires to become a
hafiza (female Qur’an memorizer). She finds memorization difficult yet remains determined: “If
I have decided to finish it, I will,” she told me. Her turn toward Islam began with Islamic
Facebook pages and through a friend who had suddenly become practicing. She described
finding a sense of peace in wearing the burkha (full-body covering) and in reciting the Qur’an.
She also emphasized maintaining distance from what she referred to as fitna', understood here as
free mixing, friendships, or intimate relationships between men and women outside marriage.
Although returning to secular education remains somewhat a possibility, she regards gender
segregation as an ethical principle.

Participant 11 does not know what future awaits her. For now, she concentrates solely on her
present commitment. Her family wants her to marry soon, as is customary in rural areas, yet she
is postponing marriage until the completion of her Aifz (memorization of Qur’an). She hopes to
marry someone who will not object to her lifelong dedication to hifz, which, as she explained,
“will take a significant part of my life”. This is because the memorization process demands
constant revision and effort, since students may forget what they have memorized if it is not
regularly maintained. At present, she also manages a WhatsApp group of 145 women where
Qur’anic fafsir (interpretation of the Qur’an) is shared twice daily (This digital element of the

! Participants used the word fitna in different senses; the pertinent meaning is indicated in each case.
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atmosphere of many of the women is discussed in Chapter Three.) She removes members if it
becomes evident that a participant is male, as the group’s name clearly specifies that it is for
women only. In addition, she has launched a WhatsApp channel dedicated to tafsir that currently
has almost 15,000 members, open to both men and women. As these channels do not permit
access to phone numbers or personal contact, the principle of gender segregation is not required.

An additional factor worth mentioning in the case of Participant 11 is that she acknowledges that
secular education has become increasingly expensive and was finally intellectually exhausting
for her. Her higher secondary result was good but fell short of her expectations— “that broke my
heart,” she said. At the same time, rather than a direct response to this disappointment, her turn
toward hifz unfolded within a broader atmosphere. The decision was shaped by the newfound
piety of a close friend, the influence of religious social media networks, and her own growing
frustration with secular study. All these acted upon her to reorient her life in a different direction.
At the end of our nearly three months of communication, during one conversation after debating
several Qur’anic texts with me, Participant 11 concluded firmly, “You are a reformist, and your
Islamic knowledge is not so deep.” Her conviction is firm and unbending, sustained by a sense of
moral assurance that leaves little room for doubt. As she puts it:

I wanted to study at [public university name]. I was good at studying, and
I was the first girl (in Bangladesh, students who rank first in class are often
called the ‘first girl” or ‘first boy’) in my school... After HSC (higher
secondary certificate), [ was getting ready to do coaching for the admission
exam—my family agreed as well. But then, all of a sudden, I changed my
mind. My mind just veered off it.

Such atmospheric agency, exercised through moral reasoning and oriented toward religious
commitment rather than resistance to it, takes shape in the experience of the next participant as
well. Participant 13, also from a rural, lower-middle-income family, grew up under strong family
expectations to excel academically, pursue higher studies abroad, and secure a professional
career. She had hoped to gain admission to medical school, but when she missed that
opportunity, she became deeply upset. In the following year, she found herself without any close
friends from her own academic cohort. The few friends she maintained from her college days
had moved on to medical college or other university programs, leaving her increasingly isolated
from her earlier social circle. And on one of those days, she said:

When I went to Dhaka for medical coaching, one day I felt very strange—really
unwell, as if [ were about to die. That day, I decided to dedicate myself to Allah’s
cause. Even now, at times, I still get that same feeling—as if [ am dying... When I
did not get admission to medical college, I went back to university and became
connected to ta ’lim [religious study or instruction] classes and the dawah movement.
The kitab [a religious book], hadith, the majlish [discussion circle], and the lectures
by our teachers and madams inspired me. Some teachers and madams would
arrange lectures and mahfils [religious gatherings] in their homes. An ustada
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[female teacher] used to teach the Qur’an right beside our university, so I started
learning the Qur’an with her.

And thus, going to Tablighi circles for students and teachers was a turning point that reoriented
her life toward religion. Through these gatherings, she “found Islam,” as she put it. Such
accounts resonate with relational and receptive understandings of ethical life, in which religious
orientation emerges through encounters, circumstances, and environments rather than through
deliberate projects of self-cultivation (Mittermaier 2012). The participant here was not
religiously practicing before, and her family was not either. Yet her disappointment at not
gaining admission to medical school, combined with the unsettling feeling that she was “about to
die,” redirected her attention from worldly achievement toward a transcendental religious
purpose. In this sense, her turn toward religion emerged receptively and relationally through the
circumstances she encountered. What she described as having “found Islam” was a form of
moral reasoning in which career aspirations were reframed as secondary to divine commitment.
During the COVID-19 pandemic she began studying in an online madrasa to learn further about
Islam while she was still a university student. She now holds a master’s degree in Fisheries
Management. At the same time, she is also enrolled in a rigorous Qawmi online Dawra-e-Hadith
program that will take seven to eight years to complete. This path, however, has strained her
relationship with her natal family, who regard her choices as a “betrayal” of their dreams for
upward mobility and modern success:

My family wanted me to work. I promised them and gave them hope that
I would do it or go abroad. But later, they saw that | was not even trying
for a government job, nor was I studying for one. In the end, my brothers
completely stopped supporting me—they did not even want to talk to me.

Participant 13 finally married a man who shares her religious commitments, a marriage she
arranged herself without family support. She did not seek employment in mixed-gender
workplaces and deliberately avoided settings that required regular interaction with men. For her,
having a separate, women-only space for work is an essential condition for a Muslimah (Muslim
woman) if she chooses to work. She texted me about it after the interview:

One important thing I forgot to mention is that later on, Alhamdulillah (praise be to
God), the financial situation of my brothers improved. Because of that, I did not pursue
a job. If I had seen that my family needed financial support, then I would have had to
work—Dbecause in Islam, it is said that if there is a real need in the family and there is
no male person to provide support, then women can work outside while maintaining
purdah. After much thought, I realized that my family does not have such a need, and
I personally, at present, do not have such a financial need either. So why would I go
out, break purdah, and commit sin by working unnecessarily?
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Having reasoned thus, Participant 13, although she is not financially well-off, teaches online
classes exclusively for women and donates all of her earnings as sadaqa. The couple relies
primarily on her husband’s income, and together they travel whenever possible for tabligh
outreach activities. She hopes one day to establish her own madrasa where she can teach women
and children about religion, aspiring to spend the rest of her life in study and dawah. Participant
13’s narrative illustrates a movement from receptivity to deliberation. Her initial turn toward
religious life emerged through encounters, disappointments, and unsettling experiences that acted
upon her. Yet this shift did not leave her passive; rather, it opened a path along which she
actively reasoned about work, study, and family responsibility.

An important point to note in relation to participants 11 and 13 is that certain secular and liberal
feminist perspectives in Bangladesh have regarded women’s religious devotion as a sign of
ideological submission that leaves no space for agency and renders women meek and compliant.
This view is expressed most prominently in the writings of feminist authors such as Taslima
Nasrin, one of the most internationally visible Bangladeshi voices on women and religion. In
Nasrin’s works, such as Amar Meyebela (My Girlhood), we encounter pious Muslim women
portrayed as subjugated and blinded by faith (Nasrin 2020). In Lajja (Shame), she envisions a
Bangladesh overtaken by religion. In this imagined future, “women would be wearing burqas,
the number of mosques and madrasas would increase,” and the secular republic would ultimately
collapse under sharia (Islamic law) (Nasrin 2014). In many ways, Nasrin’s prediction of a
visibly Islamized public sphere has materialized. Yet the social consequences she anticipated,
especially for women, have not seemingly unfolded in the singularly oppressive manner she
imagined. As my participants demonstrate, the expansion of female madrasa education has
produced new ethical and intellectual horizons opening alternative routes to learning, authority,
and spiritual agency. I therefore understand these women’s pious practices not as the outcome of
blind faith or subjugation, as Nasrin suggests, but as expressions of atmospheric agency—a form
of agency grounded in their reasoning within the moral, social, and affective environments that
shape their crucial life decisions.

All of my Qawmi participants, though drawn from diverse regions and economic backgrounds,
understand women as having roles beyond that of a housewife confined to household work. Only
two of them did not express plans to work or pursue further study in the future: one is currently
working, and the other is studying. Even those two explicitly stated that women can always work
if they want. This stands in sharp contrast to Qawmi teachings such as those found in Beheshti
Zewar, mentioned earlier. Women do not see themselves as bound exclusively to household
responsibilities in the way such texts and institutional teachings often prescribe. Rather, they
inhabit the faith they have received from family or institutional atmospheres, while interpreting
and enacting it through their own reasoning and moral reflection.

Among these Qawmi participants, not everyone resisted secular lifestyle and embraced religious

life as we saw in the two examples above. Participant 23, a 21-year-old female madrasa teacher
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from the capital city of Dhaka, is one example, as well as a fine example of how reasoning in
faith takes shape in practice. She attended an English-medium school in her early years before
moving into madrasa education at her parents’ insistence, a shift for which she remains deeply
grateful, describing it as having transformed her orientation. Before speaking with me, she asked,
“What good does all this knowledge—your education, I mean—do to you, benefit-wise?”” The
question reflected the sense of moral assurance common among madrasa students, who take deep
pride in pursuing knowledge purely for the sake of God. For her, secular education seemed
secondary, even irrelevant, to the moral and spiritual purpose of learning. She believed that
worldly knowledge when divorced from Islamic guidance does not truly benefit a person. When
I told her that people often know little about the thoughts and lives of madrasa women like her
and that my work might help others understand them better, she seemed pleased. It felt as though
my answer to her question had to align with her moral expectations before the conversation
could proceed.

Participant 23 comes from a high-income family, is unmarried, and aspires to become a good
mother and wife in the future. At the same time, she is deeply committed to dawah work and
teaches in both offline and online madrasas. She also teaches children the Qur’an and Islamic
ethics online. We spoke several times, though briefly, and also exchanged text and voice
messages, as she was very busy with her work. She speaks with great enthusiasm about
continuing dawah work after marriage and hopes to marry a man who shares her dedication. For
her, guiding influential people toward religion is a major moral achievement: “If I can convert
such people in my way, that would be a great contribution to God’s path,” she said. Drawing
from the seerah (biography of Prophet Muhammad), she reflected, “I read how the Prophet
called people to faith, and when a tribal leader converted, all the people of his tribe would
follow. So, if I could guide an influential person, I could then, through that person, guide many.”

In discussing the current world through a segregated moral lens, she expressed confidence that
the Afghan government would eventually support women’s education and work once a safe and
fully segregated environment was established. In her view, Afghanistan under Taliban rule is
currently a secure Islamic country. When I raised the issue of corruption and the unequal
treatment of women by the Taliban, she withdrew from the conversation, a gesture that
underscored her conviction in the moral coherence of her worldview and her unwillingness to
subject it to debate.

Across my interviews, women in these traditional institutions, all within a traditionally gender-
segregated social world, reasoned about their lives in different ways. For some, like Participant
23, this meant engaging in dawah work, which they understood as a significant form of religious
service and a means of spreading Islamic teachings. For others, like Participant 39, it meant
pursuing education and mobility for herself and her family. These women sometimes inhabit
norms, and at other times they go against socially and morally established norms. Even in
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inhabiting norms, their moral reasoning leads them to act decisively in their lives. The next two
examples illustrate this.

At the age of twenty-four, Participant 35 still carried visible burn scars on her face from a
childhood accident. When she first began attending school, people in her neighbourhood advised
her mother to send her to a girls’ madrasa instead. They argued that in such a setting she could
remain covered and feel protected from unwanted attention. Her mother accepted this advice.
Over time, Participant 35 herself began to find the madrasa environment more comfortable. The
girls-only setting and the everyday practice of purdah made her feel at ease in ways she did not
experience in mixed institutions. She attempted twice to shift to mainstream education—
primarily because, at the time, the Dawra-e-Hadith degree was not widely recognized as an
equivalent graduation certificate. In order to secure a formal, state-recognized credential, she
tried moving first to an Aliya madrasa and later to a regular school. Yet on both occasions she
found that she could not adjust: the mixed-gender classrooms felt uncomfortable and unfamiliar,
and she missed the moral atmosphere of the Qawmi madrasa. In her words:

I could not find peace in mixed-gender environments. I could not continue.
I wear a niqab, and teachers talked about it; they harassed me in many
ways... Even in the Aliya madrasas, teachers stand in front of you, and
boys are right beside you. Teachers ask questions while standing in front
of you... Their lifestyle and social interactions are different—very
different.

When Dawra was finally recognized by the government with limited mainstream equivalence,
Participant 35 was delighted and no longer felt compelled to leave the madrasa. She says that
while she does hope to marry, she wishes to remain committed to study and dawah throughout
her life. She also finds meaning in being, effectively, a guardian to her family in the absence of
her deceased father. She manages the family’s financial decisions, talks decisively about the
educational path her younger brother and sister should take, and expresses concern about their
educational future. She is now a teacher in a madrasa in Dhaka and also hopes to establish her
own madrasa someday. She is so busy serving as the guardian of her family, managing her work
and providing tuition in Qur’an and Arabic, that she thinks and acts like a responsible elder of
the household. She wrote to me about her burn treatment, mentioning that some of her
acquaintances had offered to support her financially:

(TN T QIS AT Ald QBT FI(O 1 3STBIBCID BIG 200 2 | WES WNY AT
T | Qe @ O, oSfT, wnfafar am faw @wbr sy fite satefgar|

TG ATATOT FATE Ga7 fFCOIHE T0T1 ©f6 506 onfd |

Figure 2- WhatsApp text from Participant 35
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She explains in the Bangla text message above that she remains too busy to be admitted to the
hospital for an extended period. She said she would only undergo reconstructive surgery on her
head in December 2025 for the burn-related injuries, as it would require less time. She does not
want her treatment to jeopardize her responsibilities. When I asked whether she would consider
going abroad for treatment if given the opportunity, she declined, saying, “Not now.”

Participant 35’s attachment to gender-segregated space might be explained through the visible
scars on her face, and one might assume that covering and avoiding mixed-gender environments
offered protection from scrutiny. Yet her own account resists such a reduction. She explicitly
stated that what anchored her in the Qawmi segregated world was not concealment or bodily
insecurity, but the “serenity” she found in its teachings. “I do not think if I had a perfect face, I
would have liked Aliya or secular school,” she insisted. In other words, while bodily
vulnerability may be one element of her atmosphere, her preference cannot be reduced to
physical vulnerability or social stigma. This is atmospheric agency at work. Her actions are
shaped by reasoned commitment, emerging within a moral and affective atmosphere that she
experiences as a source of serenity.

The case of Participant 39 further illustrates how such reasoning operates within moral
boundaries while generating decisive action in matters of education, family, and mobility.
Participant 39 comes from a rural, middle-income family and continued her education well after
marriage, maintaining a deep commitment to learning in both secular and madrasa-based forms.
She completed her higher secondary education in the secular stream after marrying at the age of
sixteen, passing both secondary and higher secondary examinations post-marriage. She then
spent five years completing a gariana course, which is an advanced program in Qur’anic
recitation, followed by six years of Islamic studies, culminating in her qualification as an alima.
Although Participant 39 has long worked as a teacher in both online and offline madrasas, her
three children are all enrolled in secular higher education at the university or college level. To
support their studies, she currently lives with them in a semi-urban area, while her husband
remains in their rural village. This arrangement is notable in a context, following traditional
Islamic mores, where decisions involving residential separation and children’s education are
often initiated or sanctioned by husbands. In this case, her husband was not particularly
enthusiastic about maintaining two households, especially given the family’s modest economic
means. [t was Participant 39°s decision regarding the importance of education that made this
rural-urban split possible and enabled her children to continue their studies. At the same time,
Participant 39 declined a stable government primary school teaching position despite having
been appointed, explaining that “women should not work in mixed-gender environments.” Her
husband strongly insisted on this segregation principle, and she agreed with him. This does not
signal any contradiction; rather this decision reflects the internal coherence of her reasoning. Her
educational aspirations, for herself and her children, operate within moral boundaries, where
piety, gendered propriety, and sense of responsibility are not obstacles to action but the very

33



terms through which action becomes legitimate. Her agency is thus exercised not by
transgressing religious limits, but by actively reasoning within them, producing a life shaped by
commitment to both education and religious norms.

Thus, all the Qawmi women I spoke with strongly upheld segregationist ideas and gendered roles
in which women are expected to prioritize childcare and family responsibilities. But they did not
regard these expectations as barriers to meaningful action outside the home. Rather, they viewed
such boundaries as rational frameworks within which women pursue their divine purpose both
inside and outside the home. However, complex this may sound in a world where ensuring equal
access to work and education for men and women within a fully segregated system seems nearly
impossible, this is how these women reason. They even argue with others in defense of their
faith, as Participants 11 and 23 did with me. Another participant rejected the use of logic in
religion altogether, stating that religion does not follow logic and that what God says must be
accepted as it is. The prevailing sentiment among my participants was that women’s pious labor,
such as teaching, preaching, caring, and studying, is a form of ibadah (worship). Thus, their
gendered roles in society are understood as acts that will be rewarded by God. Such moral
reasoning constitutes a site of power for them, as it allows them to inhabit their world with
reflection, ethical awareness, self-knowledge, and dignity.

Atmospheres of Hifz

Hifz and Qir’at events

Hifz has become a growing trend across Bangladesh, among both rural and urban families,
especially for parents who want their children to learn not only about dunya (worldly matters)
but also deen (religion). Several participants noted that families increasingly view hifz as
offering both divine and worldly benefits. Qur’an memorization competitions have expanded,
both nationally and internationally. The competitions are formal events in which participants are
asked by judges to recite certain portions of the Qur’an from memory. These events can also be
in the form of gir ‘at (melodic Qur’anic recitation) assessments, where pronunciation, rhythm,
tone, and adherence to established recitational styles are tested. As my participants explained,
these competitions began gaining nationwide popularity about a decade ago through social
media, television programs, and corporate-sponsored Islamic events. Inspired by this momentum,
many madrasas, especially traditional Qawmi ones, strengthened their emphasis on sahih
(correct) Qur’an recitation. As a result, teachers and students increasingly prepare and send boys
to compete abroad. Participation in competitions can lead to significant prize money, educational
sponsorship, and global recognition, particularly in Middle Eastern competitions. This has
introduced a new economic dimension to hifz education. For boys, this visibility is especially
strong. Social media is filled with their recitation clips, and their achievements appear in the
news regularly. People even gather at airports to welcome successful international competitors,
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which itself becomes a news event. Girls and women, however, are barely visible in these
competitions. Participants noted that girls from traditional institutions do not attend such
competitions. One Qawmi principal (male) in Dhaka, participant 8, explained:

The competitions are all for boys. Our girls do not go. It is not munasib
[appropriate] to send girls to such events; we have the concept of purdah
to consider. We keep them away from these. The Befaq board has
examinations in Qur’an recitation, and girls do take those. Inside the
madrasa, we also organize competitions, but only internally—girls
compete among themselves.

Thus, the traditional Qawmi setting is largely supportive only of exclusively female-only formats
for hifz or qir’at events, both nationally and internationally. This preference cuts across gender,
rural and urban contexts and social class. (Rural-urban variation and socioeconomic gradients
are discussed in Chapter 4.) None of my female Qawmi participants, however, had ever
participated in such events. Many of them, from both urban and rural areas, articulated concerns
related to konther purdah—the Bangla term for the expectation that a woman’s voice should not
be publicly audible—which they viewed as incompatible with participating in such competitions.
They thus regarded public hifz events for girls as inappropriate. One urban ex-Qawmi teacher,
participant 43, wrote in a text message: [13/8/25, 22:12:33] “If girls take part in a hifz
competition, their purdah—especially their voice-purdah—will be compromised. I feel it is
better if they do not participate.” Participant 35, another urban Qawmi woman whose madrasa
serves well-off families and offers hifz instruction alongside general Islamic education, wrote:
[16/8/25, 21:45:39] Girls may participate if they are not yet baligh (someone who has reached
puberty).

Qawmi women’s online groups also often caution against girls’ and women’s public
participation in hifz events. These are closed, women-only Facebook or WhatsApp groups, or
channels that I observed as a member, having been added by my participants. Within these
groups, members also frequently cautioned one another against using personal photographs as
profile images or in any publicly accessible space, even when the women were fully covered in a
burqga or nigab. Such appearances were described as potentially attracting the gaze of unrelated
men and thereby contributing to ‘online fitna’ (temptation of sexual desire). One such WhatsApp
channel post said:

TS 39 garam I, i ey SEnEe (36T SEn] & I6900 ST

"GFEF AfEA HAFGE WIGATE, ONafF B 9U4G 1" (
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Figure 3-WhatsApp group post
35



The text states: Ja’far ibn Muhammad said: “I heard Abu Abdullah [Imam Ahmad] say:
‘Everything about a woman is ‘awrah, even her fingernails’” (reference given in the message:
Ahkam an-Nisa by Imam Ahmad, section 15, Ahmad Ibn Hanbal [d. 855] being a hadith
authority and scholar revered especially in more conservative circles). The same page also notes
that women in the early Islamic period spoke to men and participated in public life, indicating
that a woman’s voice is not regarded as being a part of satr (obligatory bodily covering). Taken
together, however, these points lead many conservatives to reason that, although a woman’s
ordinary speaking voice does not require concealment, public hifz and qir’at demand a
melodious and ornamented voice, which may draw men’s attention and thus create fitna
(temptation of sexual desire). For this reason, women should not be both seen and heard in such

highly visible religious competitions, even if their everyday voice is not treated as satr.

Girls, typically between the ages of 5 and 16, take part in Qur’an recitation events organized
through Bangladesh Shishu Academy (the national children’s cultural academy) and Jatiyo
Shikkha Shoptaho (National Education Week), both of which follow gender-inclusive
participation formats. However, these programs do not carry the visibility or prestige associated
with the media-driven, nationally celebrated competitions broadcast on television. Participant 28,
owner of an online madrasa, informed me that one of the most popular televised hifz programs
offers substantial prize money and attracts wide national viewership. However, when I searched
for the program online, I found that its contestants, winners, and on-screen audience members
were exclusively boys and men. Girls have never appeared in any of the broadcasts. One female
participant, 20, noted that events and competitions for girls are often organized quietly, with
either male and female judges or only female judges. No other men are present at these events
apart from the judges, and then only if their presence is deemed necessary. In a contrasting view,
a few women participants from Qawmi settings said that women should participate in such
events. Also, participant 52, a male rural Qawmi madrasa principal, expressed strong enthusiasm
for women’s participation in public. He noted that girls from cities and from Aliya or hybrid
madrasa-school backgrounds now join both online and offline programs. However, he added that
participation from rural and Qawmi settings remains limited. I also found that a very small
number of madrasas dedicated specifically to girls prepare their students for national and
international competitions, and these students perform remarkably well (Facebook n.d.). Their
promotional materials highlight girls participating in various competitions both within
Bangladesh and abroad, and they regularly publish photographs of these students on their
madrasa’s social-media pages. Additionally, media reports occasionally highlight cases of
women’s success in such events, and public responses to them are often positive. For instance, a
young hafiza from the rural district of Chandpur recently received national attention after
securing first place in an international hifz competition. She completed her hifz in Bangladesh
and 1s currently studying at Al-Azhar University in Egypt. She has earned similar distinctions in
the Middle East in previous years. One Instagram post announcing her achievement shows her

receiving the certificate while wearing a full black burqa and nigab (Instagram 2025). In another
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such competition held in Dubai, a Bangladeshi girl placed eighth; the program was not women-

only, and she performed in the presence of male judges and a mixed audience (meem TV 2024).
Another newspaper article highlights a similar development, reporting on a corporate-sponsored
hifz competition in Bangladesh and noting: “This time, our event will be different. Women will

also be able to take part in the competition... ” (Dhaka Tribune 2024).

Reasoning in crafting memory

The atmosphere of the hifz sections of any madrasa is very different from the regular day
sections. This atmosphere is therefore explained in this section, along with the ways women
come to inhabit and embody it, in order to provide an understanding of the forms of reasoning
that take place within it. Within this setting, women learn hifz within what I call an epistemic
trap, an environment where access to knowledge, practice, and correction is shaped and limited
by systematic constraints. Many women described that even after approaching Qur’an
memorization with seriousness, hifz remains difficult for girls and women. This difficulty was
understood largely as part of a religiously sanctioned gender order, articulated through particular
interpretations of the Qur’an and hadith in Qawmi institutions. Within this order, women are
expected to stay at home and give their full attention to household work. For many participants,
women struggle to memorize and retain what they learn while also being fully attentive to
household responsibilities. Participant 27 explained this also in terms of exposure: women have
far fewer opportunities than men to go out (for the reasons mentioned above) and to sit with the
ulama, to ask questions, or to gain knowledge. Since they cannot access those spaces, she said,
women ‘“have no opportunity” and therefore appear “less clever” or “less knowledgeable” than
men. And it is indeed true that missing the opportunity, as women do, to practise Qur’anic
knowledge within the rich, affective environments that men are regularly immersed in matters
for how memory develops. In men’s madrasas, this happens naturally: students move between
hadith, figh (Islamic jurisprudence), tafsir, recitation, discussion circles, and seminars with the
ulama, creating a dense, mixed learning environment that reinforces memory. Women, by
contrast, have limited access to these interleaved settings and therefore cannot benefit from this
crucial mechanism of retention. Their limited exposure is then interpreted as natural intellectual
difference rather than being recognized as an epistemic trap produced by structured exclusion.

In traditional madrasas, hifz programs are typically residential. To ensure both speed and rigor,
children are required to stay at the madrasa full-time. Participant 28 explained in detail why the
hifz process in Bangladesh and South Asia is particularly effective, especially because of the
residential system:

The madrasa environment for hifz, especially in Qawmi institutions in Bangladesh, is
excellent. The system is similar in Bangladesh, India, Pakistan, and Sri Lanka.
Students are very disciplined, and it becomes easy to maintain a fixed schedule. There
are certain times of the day when memory works best, and the hifz programs are
structured around that. This method has been followed in madrasas since ancient
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times... After maghrib [evening prayer], children memorize new portions, but they are
not tested on this material before sleeping. The brain functions at its best at dawn,
during the time of fahajjud [night prayer]; that is when the children wake up, revise
what they learned, and are tested. It is scientific: after memorizing, they have a full
night's sleep because they go to bed early, and when they wake up, the best chance to
retain the memorization is to revise immediately. Then they are tested again. The
schedule is very well designed. Throughout the day, their tasks are spaced in this way,
and that is why they learn effectively and quickly.

Students share their living space. Often, fifty to sixty or more children sleep and study together
in a single large room, on the floor with mattresses or individual bedding. They sleep where they
study, a practical arrangement to accommodate limited space. One participant explained that this
practice is seen as both spiritually and cognitively beneficial, since sleeping in the same place
where one memorizes the Qur’an is believed to strengthen memory. Another participant,
however, stated that such arrangements are primarily driven by financial and spatial constraints.
Because most institutions operate with limited resources, housing students in their study rooms
helps reduce costs and make efficient use of space. This effectiveness applies to the girls’
residential sections as well, but the atmosphere there is not institutional; rather, it is homely and
informal, as discussed earlier in relation to the wider madrasa system. Participant 50, a hafiza
teacher in a rural Qawmi madrasa, explained that in her institution, the head teacher of the
female section cooks for the students herself to reduce expenses. One video she shared with me
captured this intimate setting: a toddler wandered around the room as the girls memorized verses
of the Qur’an. The child, I later learned, was the head teacher’s own.

Publicly shared videos and photos of the same madrasa’s residential boys’ section show that they
have access to digital tools. They often practice recitation through videos or social media
platforms projected on large classroom screens. For girls, however, no such devices are
available. A male teacher visits the girls’ section once a week to teach moksho—a local term
referring to mashq, the melodic and incantatory style of Qur’anic recitation. This form of
recitation is traditionally emphasized more than understanding the meanings of the Arabic words
themselves. I asked if this instruction could be provided by an existing female teacher of the
madrasa. The participant replied that male teachers are considered better at teaching incantation,
as they are more experienced than female teachers. Why men are more experienced in this
domain will be discussed later in the chapter. This was the situation of not only one rural hifz
residential madrasa, but also in a city madrasa, and a relatively affluent one. This indicates that
the situation prevails in many cases. Answering my question as to why this is so, one female
teacher, Participant 22, from the city madrasa explained,

We (females) teach the kids (Qur’an), one hujur [“respected person”, referring to a
teacher] comes to do the mashq class. Hujurs have, mashaAllah, strong voices, and
their pronunciation is very good. For that, they are hired to teach mashq. We can,
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but we have a niqab on. So, it is hard even to hear us when we teach mashgq.
Moreover, students need to see our faces during the mashq to know how the facial
structure works to pronounce words. They can understand us though...just for
mashq, we need voice and pronunciation to be clearer, which is hard with a nigab
on.

She also explained that in classes where women do not remove their nigab, Qur’an recitation
becomes less effective, as the cloth muffles their voices, though mashq requires clarity and
audibility for students to learn properly. When asked why women do not take off their nigab
even in female-only schools, she noted that in well-off city madrasas like hers, closed-circuit
cameras are installed in the classrooms: “...at times the CCTV cameras have to be checked. Any
mistreatment [of students] does not occur in our madrasa, but in other madrasas, you know, a
madrasa teacher might behave badly with students. They may beat them, or the khalamonis
[assistants responsible for cleaning, childcare, and food] may behave badly. So, for transparency,
we use it.” As a result, female teachers often keep their nigab on even in all-girls’ institutions.
CCTYV footage is sometimes reviewed by male teachers if any issue arises, since no female
teachers are sufficiently trained to manage the system. Since the women reason that no one of the
opposite gender should see their face, this use of technology creates a hurdle to their professional
growth and limits their ability to teach effectively without male assistance. The authority could
have women teachers trained to operate CCTV systems so that classes could function more
freely to the students’ benefit and without relying on male staff for technical tasks, thereby
easing women’s professional work. This situation exemplifies one of the structural constraints
women face within the madrasa system that shape their professional experiences and
opportunities in the best interest of the students. As Bano (2017, 150) observes, culturally
conservative ulama have indeed opened spaces for women’s Islamic learning, but these spaces
remain heavily regulated and closely supervised by male authorities. The dynamics surrounding
CCTV use offer a contemporary example of this broader pattern.

Thus, the number of girl students in hifz programs is noticeably lower than that of boys. The
reasons, as I observed, were framed in social, cultural, and religious terms, echoing the
sociocultural explanations discussed earlier in the section on segregation. Participants also
explained that retaining hifz requires sustained practice with a qualified teacher. For girls, this
process is shaped by structural constraints. Boys, they argued, are able to dedicate themselves
fully to memorization and revision, often under the close supervision of male teachers. As girls
grow older, however, they can no longer study with male teachers (due to purdah restrictions)
and must rely entirely on female instructors. Participants emphasised that female students face
competing domestic responsibilities which limit the time and focus they devote to memorizing,
retaining, and teaching. As a result, maintaining the same level of rigor and quality in girls’ hifz
training becomes challenging and is “not at the level of boys... their fajwid [rules of Qur’anic
recitation] might be weak, yaad [memory] might be weak,” as Participant 27 puts it. She stated
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that Qawmi institutions need to improve their use of technology for girls’ hifz, as they are doing
for boys, and provide girls with more opportunities and training. She is a proud woman who
embodies her faith deeply, as mentioned earlier, yet she also speaks about the prevailing
problems within the madrasa system. For her, these are not deficiencies in the faith upon which
Qawmi institutions are founded, which she considers far better than Aliya and secular education,
but rather areas that require adjustment in order to better align with the true values of religion.
This reasoning allows her to remain fully committed to the atmosphere she inhabits while also
recognising the need for change within it.

However, some male participants regard women as cognitively inferior, arguing that this is why
they do not pursue hifz as boys do. This reasoning is also expressed by some of the women.
Several invoked a hadith stating that women possess “less knowledge” than men. There is also a
view that women are physiologically inferior to men. An urban madrasa teacher, Participant 9,
herself a hafiza, explained what she understood as a physiological barrier to women’s learning:
“We lose ten days every month; memory fades then, and we have to start again.” Here she was
referring to the widespread juristic view that prohibits women from touching the mushaf
(physical Qur’an) during menstruation, which interrupts the memorization cycle. A number of
other female participants similarly commented that girls cannot retain memorized portions as
effectively and are physically and mentally weaker than boys. However, it is notable that none of
the women believed that the limitations on girls’ hifz, no matter how they explained them,
should prevent the girls from pursuing hifz. Rather, their moral reasoning positioned hifz as a
spiritual achievement that transcends physical or intellectual limitation. For both hafizas and
non-hafizas, memorizing the Qur’an was regarded as one of the most prestigious and honorable
endeavors available to a Muslim woman, bringing her honor before God and within her family
and community. This affective dimension of the atmosphere shapes their reasoning, enabling
them to interpret bodily interruption or perceived weakness not as disqualification but as a
challenge to be endured in pursuit of spiritual merit.

The question that follows, then, is whether these conservative views, held by the women
themselves, undermine their ability to experience their lives as meaningful. More specifically,
does inhabiting a gendered role within a moral atmosphere that regards women as unequal to
men and, in certain respects, inferior to them preclude practical action? Or can such inhabitation
also involve moral reasoning that guides action, enabling women to affirm that framework while
working to improve their surroundings? My findings suggest that meaningfulness is not
foreclosed by such unequal or self-limiting understandings of the self. Participant 50, a hafiza
who “could not even imagine girls performing in a public hifz competition,” illustrates this
complexity clearly. I communicated with her more extensively than with any other participant
through text messages, voice notes, and three interviews conducted over four to five months. She
demonstrates how moral reasoning within a conservative religious atmosphere gives shape to
practical action, allowing her to strengthen it and improve the world around her. This 18-year-old
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teacher never showed her face to me out of modesty, even though I am a woman. Yet this
commitment to “remaining unseen” did not impede our relationship. She quickly formed a warm,
sisterly bond, writing to me often about her daily life, family, and work. Following the
interviews, she continued the conversation by sending voice messages and texts, gradually
creating an ongoing relationship of care and learning. She shared her thoughts, not only about
her students and madrasa, but also about community matters, social issues, and world news. For
example, she invoked a recent rape case in India involving a non-Muslim doctor. Reflecting on
the incident she said, "You know, sister, this Indian sister was raped and killed... the people who
did this must be punished... in this world, and then God will punish them in the next." She
reasoned through the incident using ideas of divine justice while also affirming the necessity of
worldly punishment, revealing an orientation toward social realities beyond the madrasa and her
immediate surroundings. That the victim was a non-Muslim is significant. Her response
complicates simplistic assumptions prevailing in Bangladesh that women formed within
conservative madrasa environments are concerned only with their own religious community and
are indifferent to the suffering of non-Muslims. By invoking justice for a non-Muslim woman,
she demonstrates how her moral reasoning, shaped within a madrasa atmosphere, is not confined

to it. Rather, it incorporates events beyond her immediate community into the moral framework
she inhabits.

She also valued madrasa education deeply. Yet she did not reject secular schooling; instead, she
understood both as meaningful when pursued with pious intention. She once told me proudly that
her young son would one day become boro hujur (the principal) of the madrasa. This aspiration,
expressed with both maternal affection and professional pride, captured her faith in the impact of
her work. Her worries about the girls’ madrasa were constant. “Sister, see the video,” she wrote
in Bangla, sending a recording of her classroom:

Dekcen vidio ta amader
mohila madrasa besi akta
unnoti nai Karon basatai
madrasha R cele
madrasha onek Boro

Karon oikhane kono basa

l nai sudu madrasha e >
78 .
B —.

Figure 4- WhatsApp text from Participant 50

“Did you see the video? Our female section is not in good condition... it is in a house, that is
why. But the boys’ one is very big; it is not in a house, a full-fledged madrasa.” The frustration
in her message reflected both her love for her work and her awareness of structural disparities.
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Despite these constraints, she remains deeply committed to teaching and to the female students’
futures. She described buying clothes for poor girls under her care in the hifz section, helping
families in need, and financially supporting women who were being neglected or mistreated by
their husbands. “They do not have anyone to help them,” she said. “So, I try what I can. Even if a
little, it counts.” When I offered to contribute towards Eid clothing for one such girl—after she
had asked if I could help, since her own budget had already been stretched—she added a careful
request: “When you send it to the principal so we can buy her the clothes, please do not tell him
that I told you about her. He will not like me bothering you, but I would love for you to help
her.” Her request reflected her tact, sincerity, and the quiet moral reasoning that allowed her to
act to support those around her, even when it meant acting discreetly. She also asked me to find
donors who could help purchase large stand fans for the students, explaining that it had become
unbearably hot in the girls’ section. At the same time, she cautiously asked me to let her know
the amount donors would be sending when the money was transferred through the usual channel
to the madrasa principal. She wanted to ensure that the full amount donors would be sending
reached the intended place and was used specifically for “her girls,” rather than diverted
elsewhere or to the boys’ section. Her request reflected the careful, thoughtful way she tried to
look after the students under her care, protecting their interests through diligence and practical
reasoning while fully inhabiting the gendered atmosphere of the madrasa.

Participant 50’s husband, a 23-year-old teacher in the boys’ section of the madrasa (Participant
54), was also interviewed. She arranged the interview herself, and I spoke with him in her
presence at their house attached to the madrasa. The young man spoke proudly about the
madrasa system and how rapidly it is expanding in the country. Yet his wife spontaneously
guided the conversation at times, interjecting, clarifying, and correcting his points. The
traditional Qawmi ideal, reinforced in moral texts such as Beheshti Zewar, emphasizes women’s
quietness, obedience, and restraint in speech, particularly in the presence of men. As the text
advises:

When two persons are engaged in a conversation, the woman will try to enter their
conversation without being asked to do so. Furthermore, she will give her own
advice and opinions regarding the matter under discussion (without being asked to
do so). As long as anyone does not ask you for any advice or for your opinion, you
should be silent and remain as if you are absolutely dumb (Thanvi 2005, 831).

Nevertheless, the wife’s participation was assertive, lively, and confident. In her voice, one could
hear the vibrancy of a young woman deeply engaged with her religious world, her community,
and the responsibilities she had taken on.

The trajectory of Participant 50’s life as a hafiza and a hifz teacher becomes clearer when placed
alongside other atmospheres described in madrasa scholarship. One such atmosphere appears in
Gent's (2016) study, where huffaz (plural of hafiz, a memorizer of the Qur’an) in the context of a
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Deobandi community (Deobandism being a revival movement that emerged in the late
nineteenth century in India, which heavily influences the Qawmi madrasa tradition in
Bangladesh) in England are portrayed as “hidden.” Their achievement is not publicly visible;
they do not hold formal authority, and their daily revision of the Qur’an (necessary to retain
memory) takes place quietly in ordinary spaces, on buses, at work, or while traveling. This
hiddenness Gent mentions is also gendered. He writes that male huffaz become visible only
during Ramadan (the fasting month for Muslims), when they lead tarawih (night prayers in
Ramadan) and recite in front of large congregations. However, female huffaz in his study have
no comparable public role in the conservative Islamic context he studied. They recite only in
private settings, which makes their hifz even more invisible than that of men. A similar pattern is
evident for female huffaz such as Participant 50 in Bangladesh. They remain largely absent from
the public enthusiasm surrounding hifz, as discussed earlier in this section. None of the female
huffaz in my traditional-setting sample reported leading tarawih or any other prayer, even in
women-only spaces. This is because, in many Qawmi circles, mimicking the authority of men is
considered impermissible; therefore, women cannot lead women’s prayers either. Instead, they
may only pray behind men in any setting, such as a mosque or the home. It is also important to
note that women’s attendance at mosques, for daily prayers or for tarawih, remains relatively
uncommon in Bangladesh, except in a small number of urban mosques. Taken together, these
dynamics reveal the structural limitations shaping women’s religious visibility in Bangladesh,
closely paralleling the constraints identified in Gent’s UK-based study.

A different atmosphere emerges in Borker’s (2018) ethnography of Indian girls’ madrasas. Early
in her study, she introduces Nikhat (2), a shy student. After completing her studies, she was
appointed as a teacher, and this new role gradually expanded her confidence. By the time Borker
met her again, Nikhat had entered her second year of a BA at an Islamic university, showing how
aspiration and confidence can emerge from within the madrasa atmosphere. Also, Borker’s
account of a Republic Day skit on the Delhi gang-rape case (182) shows how madrasa girls
actively interpret public events through their own ethical vocabulary. As Borker describes it, “the
message conveyed at the end of the skit was the importance of not being a silent bystander and
that women should actively resist such violence. The first step towards such resistance... was to
follow the rules of attire suggested in the Qur’an and practice the dress code prescribed by the
madrasa.” The girls were not merely absorbing doctrine; they were reasoning within their
atmosphere, thinking about the practicality of life and protection through the categories made
meaningful by their environment. Their negotiation emerges from their own interpretive labor.
Thus, their agency is a form of reasoning grounded in the moral atmosphere.

Both scenarios described above resonate with broader patterns across South Asian female
madrasas identified in other scholarship (Winkelmann 2005; Bano 2017; Sanyal 2020).
Participant 50°s life reflects these trajectories. Like the girls in Borker’s (2018) study, she
inhabits a world of limited public visibility. Yet this hiddenness, highlighted by Gent (2016), is
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not something she experiences as a loss. Rather, it is the moral atmosphere she affirms as her
own, the setting in which her sense of purpose takes shape. In this world, she teaches younger
girls, offers advice, assists others, and sustains the everyday ethical life of her community. Such
practices emerge from atmospheric agency, in which piety consists of discerning obligations and
positioning oneself in the atmosphere in which one finds oneself. Her agency is thus carried by
her reasoning, quiet, consistent, and attuned to the rhythms of her world.

Women’s Life Trajectories in the Qawmi Setting

Family and community
expectations

Reinforcement of Education and mobility
shortage norms

Shortage of female

teachers Reduced years of study

Reduced khidmah Difficulty in teaching
aspiration higher classes

Lower-salary teaching

- .
Fewer promotions roles

Interrupted experience
due to:

* Domestic duties

* Rotating part-time job

Figure 5- Cyclical Constraints Shaping Women’s Trajectories in Bangladeshi Qawmi
Madrasas

An Atmosphere of Cyclical Inequality
Having examined how women reason through their pious lives, we now turn to the structural
conditions in which this reasoning takes place, conditions that are effectively the basis of the

madrasa atmosphere. These conditions shape women’s decisions and the moral horizons within
44



which their life unfolds. Research in Bangladesh has shown that traditional madrasas do not treat
genders equally in terms of access, progression, or work opportunities (Asadullah and
Chaudhury 2013; Badrunnesha and Kwauk 2015; Asadullah et al. 2019). When viewed together,
these dynamics form a reinforcing cycle of inequality in relation to work and advancement in the
madrasa, shaping women’s experiences within these settings, as illustrated here.

As shown in the above figure, the cycle of constraints begins with family and community
expectations that shape education and mobility norms for women. These norms reduce years of
study and limit access to advanced training, making it difficult for women to teach higher
classes. As a result, they are confined to lower-salary teaching roles. Domestic responsibilities
and rotating or part-time work interrupt the accumulation of experience, leading to fewer
promotions and limiting aspirations for khidmah (service to religion). This contributes to a
shortage of experienced female teachers, which reinforces perceptions of limited quality and
capacity, ultimately justifying and reproducing the very restrictions that initiated the cycle. This
cycle does not negate women'’s actions or their individual choices, whether to prioritize family
life or pursue work. Rather, it illustrates the structural conditions that are an integral part of the
atmosphere and often limit their possibilities, such that even women who wish to study or work,
as I have said, almost all the women in this study, may find their options constrained. The figure
demonstrates how women’s educational and professional trajectories can, though not necessarily,
be shaped by a sequence of constraints within this system. As these constraints are interlinked,
the following discussion does not address the elements in the figure one after the other in linear
fashion.

Understandings of religion and cultural expectations within families and communities create
restrictions on women’s mobility and make participation in public work difficult. Common ideas
include the belief that a woman’s main duty, as per God’s decree, is to stay at home and look
after the family and that she should not go out without a mahram (a male relative so closely
related that they cannot marry). The inequality in women’s education and work is also reflected
in the attitudes of those who shape madrasa policies. For example, Participant 53, the owner and
principal of his institution, was strictly opposed to keeping residential girls after a certain age in
his madrasa, citing religious reasons. He follows the Qawmi scholars who prohibit girls who
have reached puberty (i.e., after the onset of menstruation) from staying overnight anywhere
other than their father’s or husband’s house without a mahram accompanying them. He also told
me, “Women are not able to, and are not supposed to, take care of themselves.” Similarly,
Participant 12, a male principal, remarked that if women today were “good Muslimahs,” their
husbands would never divorce them, implying that divorce occurs only when women fail to be
‘good wives’.

A few male participants, such as the two cited above, interacted with me in ways that conveyed a
marked sense of male authority. Such forms of gendered authority have been widely documented

across diverse social, religious, and institutional settings worldwide. Although these dynamics
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are global, the analysis in this paper is limited to Muslim-majority contexts. In the Bangladeshi
madrasa system, Asadullah et al. (2019) show that students, particularly in madrasas
unrecognized by the government, which are often part of the Qawmi system, express more
stereotypical attitudes about women’s roles and abilities. Such findings situate the forms of male
authority observed in my fieldwork within wider institutional patterns rather than treating them
as individual dispositions. This dynamic also echoes Bellagamba's (2006; 2013) analysis of Fula
men in Gambia, where male authority rests on an embodied awareness of social position. Recent
research on the Middle East shows how male guardianship continues to structure women’s
mobility, access to work, and participation in public life, normalising such authority through
legal and social arrangements (Human Rights Watch 2023). This authority is often expressed
without entering into direct discussions about gender with my male participants. The attitude or
worldview is, in other words, assumed or naturalised. As Emerson et al. (2011) note, gender can
be studied through everyday interactions that reveal ‘member meaning’ in a community even
when gender is not explicitly discussed. In the Bangladeshi madrasa context, this naturalised
authority shapes institutional decisions, from pay scales to the organization of gendered spaces.
These gendered norms, embedded within a broader patriarchal structure, determine how
women’s labor is valued in the madrasa system. As Participant 47, a male madrasa owner from
Dhaka, explained, women are consistently paid less than men in the Qawmi system because they
are not considered family maintainers. Since their financial contribution is viewed as non-
mandatory, their work is not treated as equal in value to men’s, upon whom the responsibility of
family maintenance is believed to rest. As a result, men receive higher salaries. This is a practice
that the participant personally disagrees with as the owner of his madrasa, although the
committee insists on maintaining lower salaries for women. He also emphasized that women’s
limited availability for madrasa work is itself a structural problem, even in institutions that might
prefer to pay them equally. Family responsibilities and expectations often restrict women’s time
for work outside home, leading them to leave positions more frequently. While men tend to
remain in the same madrasa for many years, gaining experience, seniority, and promotions,
women often relocate after marriage, follow their husbands’ transfers, or withdraw from paid
work from time to time. As a result, their tenure remains short, and when they join new
institutions, they start again at lower salary levels.

However, Participant 47 also reflected on his own reasoning, noting that he intentionally married
“a rural woman who is less educated” and made it clear before marriage that she would not
pursue a career. This is not uncommon in the country, as many people prefer to marry
‘housewives’ in a time when women often speak about pursuing a career. These conditions
diminish women’s aspiration to engage in khidmah which exacerbates the shortage of qualified
female teachers. The shortage then reinforces the very restrictions that initiated the cycle,
producing a self-sustaining pattern that constrains women’s opportunities while shaping the
moral horizons within which they reason about their lives. The result of these various constraints

is that female instructors remain fewer in number and have less experience than men. Thus
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Participant 28, a male owner of an online madrasa, finds that the women teachers in his madrasa
are “of lower quality” compared to the men:

Good teachers are hard to find. They have to maintain family, raise children, get
married—so the good ones become busy. The ones who can give you more time
are not always strong in quality, especially in tajwid and related areas. If you have
ten teachers, maybe two are very good and the others are average. Also, women are
not connected to the mosque—they do not lead prayers or serve as imams the way
madrasa men do or can do. So, their aspiration is different, and that affects the
process of having quality teachers.

Participant 28 added that, in his madrasa, he pays based on hours and experience, not on gender.
But as explained earlier, experience-based pay does not benefit women.

Social and familial expectations around women’s marriage, good behavior, and mobility also add
an important dimension to this atmosphere. Participant 8, another male owner and principal who
also holds a PhD in Qur’anic exegesis from an Islamic university in Bangladesh, says proudly
that madrasa girls are married off early. He stated that many people prefer them for their
modesty, soft-spoken nature, and reputation as “good girls,” unlike non-madrasa girls who are
more outgoing. He added that madrasa girls have fewer problems with in-laws because they are
patient and “God blesses their families for that.” As he put it, they know “how to be quiet,” they
“do bardasht (endure).” Their adab-akhlaq (behavior and character) is better, they are well-
behaved, and they give importance to their families and guardians. School and college girls, he
argued, do not give that importance to guardians, go anywhere they want, and “have no
discipline.” Illustrating this, he recalled a journalist from North Bengal who admitted his
daughter to his madrasa, saying, “If nothing else, she can get married sooner,” laughing while he
recounted the story. He offered another example from his teaching staff: many of the female
teachers who taught Bangla, English, or math had completed master’s degrees, were tutoring and
working, and were trying for marriage, “but it was not really happening,” he said, laughing
again. After giving these examples, he noted that madrasa girls have more barakah (blessings) in
their marriages and are more aware of their rights than schoolgirls, such as knowing that dowry
is haram (forbidden) in Islam. They normally marry hujurs (religiously practicing men often
involved in Islamic teaching), so, he claimed, their husbands are also aware of ‘women’s rights’
in ways that non-madrasa people often are not.

This perspective from Participant 8 points to a broader structural pattern in madrasa education:
women are expected to marry early. As several participants explained, the ulama long ago
determined that for women to be marriage-eligible, their studies should be shorter in duration.
This shortening of women’s educational trajectories was framed as being “in women’s best
interest.” Thus, women study fewer years, follow a more limited syllabus, and do not cover the
texts as extensively as boys. When it comes to studying beyond Dawra-e-Hadith, such as
pursuing ifta or becoming a muftiya qualified to issue fatwa (Islamic legal rulings), some women
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said they could not do so or that there was no tradition of women taking this path. Others stated
that it was possible in principle but clarified that women rarely pursue it and do not
independently originate fatwa; instead, they relay rulings established by male scholars.
Nevertheless, Participant 8 described the practical side of this: “Girls do study to become a
muftiya. If the husband wants, they can study further after marriage—if he allows and gives the
opportunity.”

However, one Qawmi madrasa participant, an urban businessman and da 7 (caller to Islam),
Participant 57, argued that existing gendered inequalities should be understood as historically
and culturally inherited rather than religiously mandated. He mentioned inequalities such as
unequal pay, unequal curricula, and women’s exclusion from mosques. He explained that “things
are changing, but it will take time,” attributing inequalities affecting women to what he described
as a lingering “Hindustani” (Indian) cultural influence. By this, he referred to Bangladesh’s
historical inclusion within India prior to Partition and the continued presence of practices shaped
by a predominantly Hindu-majority cultural context. According to him, these practices are
cultural rather than Islamic and are gradually being reformed: some madrasas, he noted, have
already begun implementing equal salaries and unified curricula. He framed these efforts as part
of an ongoing jihad (understood here as a moral and social struggle toward Islamic reform),
driven by increasing exposure to broader Islamic scholarship and transnational religious
knowledge. At the same time, tensions around gender segregation in education and work remain
unresolved within his reformist framing. Although his daughter currently lives in the UK with
her mother, he stated that she would never study there; instead, she would attend a madrasa in
Bangladesh, possibly the one he is in the process of establishing himself. Mixed-gender
education and employment were described by this participant as categorically unacceptable for
women in Islam, who, in his view, must remain strictly segregated in both educational and
professional settings. He also emphasized that a woman should not leave the house without a
mahram, whether for attending a madrasa or for shopping.

Additionally, while Participant 57 expressed strong enthusiasm for gradual reform, this framing
does not address broader patterns of gendered inequality across Muslim-majority contexts.
Similar disparities persist in other regions. Existing scholarship, such as Sonbol’s work on
Jordan, documents ongoing inequalities in women’s access to employment and other economic
opportunities (Sonbol 2003). It is therefore important to note that gendered gaps in opportunities
are not unique to the Bangladeshi context described here as influenced by Hindu cultural
legacies. Comparable disparities appear in other Muslim-majority contexts as well.
Conversations with my relatives and friends working in Deobandi madrasa systems in Western
countries also suggest similar patterns. One experienced female Islamic school teacher currently
living in Canada, for example, has repeatedly described experiencing pay discrimination
throughout her teaching career. Although these accounts fall outside the formal dataset of this
study, they resonate with broader patterns documented across madrasa contexts. Taken together,
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these dynamics contribute to the wider moral and institutional atmosphere that frames the life
course of women within the Qawmi madrasa system.

Moral Reasoning within Unequal Opportunity

This section examines women'’s actions within this environment of inequality. As noted earlier,
describing the atmosphere is sometimes necessary when presenting their reasoning, since
women’s moral reasoning and actions are inseparable from the atmosphere in which they take
place.

Although education and work in the madrasa system do not treat male and female community
members equally, there is one positive outcome in the context of a developing country like
Bangladesh: Qawmi women begin earning much earlier than most women in the secular
education stream. Because secular schooling requires more years before graduation, it is
uncommon for girls to become earning members of the family during adolescence. In contrast,
the Qawmi education system enables girls to complete their Dawra studies by the age of 15 or
16, as they follow a shorter syllabus, and to begin working immediately thereafter. Some begin
working even earlier in practice, as they can teach Arabic and Qur’an recitation either online or
in person. There has always been a strong demand in the country for such teachers, particularly
in families where parents are not themselves proficient in Qur’an recitation or Arabic. This is
especially important for lower-income families, for whom a respectable income at a young age
can provide crucial support. Participant 37, for example, a 23-year-old from a low-income
household, gives all of her small earnings to her elderly parents to help with medicine or
household needs. Participant 27, as discussed earlier, had been earning since the age of eleven
because of her proficiency in teaching Qur’an. Some, only 18-20 at the time of the interview, had
already been working for 2-3 years. As many explained, the sooner you finish Dawrah, the
sooner you can start earning. However, this early entry into work is also tied to the limited
opportunities for higher study, which leaves them practically no pathways for further education
or professional advancement. As one rural teacher explained, she wished to pursue further study
in ifta, but doing so would require moving to Sylhet, a regional city, an option not all families
permit for their daughters. She explained that without family support, women’s options remain
limited in education and work.

In this view, family support may allow women to pursue higher studies or work after graduation,
but usually only if they themselves are eager to continue studying or working. In cases where
such support is present, however, different possibilities emerge. Participant 9, a 26-year-old
woman from a higher-income background, offers one example. She runs a female madrasa in the
capital city that her husband set up for her. A hafiza, whom her husband describes as “very
bright and meritorious,” she teaches in a madrasa attached to their house so that she does not
have to go outside. She is deeply committed to her work and hopes that her 2.5-year-old daughter
will also become a hafiza. She explained that women should avoid going outside the home to
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earn money for as long as possible because, in her view, this is not permissible, and “God will
provide for us.” At the same time, she reasoned that women may work both by going out within
purdah and by working from home adding that “God makes things easier if you have faith in
Him.” Speaking about her daughter’s future, she said she hopes to marry her “into an
environment like the one we are raising her in.” Such arrangements and the level of spousal
support on which she relies are not always available across the community or the wider society.
Interestingly, while she discourages women’s employment outside the home, she employs other
women teachers in her madrasa to teach both secular and Islamic subjects. In this way, her moral
reasoning both sets limits and makes action possible. It enables her to work from home, which
she considers the proper boundary for women. Yet this same boundary also generates
employment for other women as a spillover effect, even though they do not necessarily follow
her understanding of women’s work. Her reasoning is grounded in her atmosphere, yet its
application in practice is complex.

There are others who maintain that if girls and women wish to study and work, they can succeed
through individual focus and commitment, regardless of structural barriers. Several participants
mentioned colleagues or teachers who instruct higher classes because of their demonstrated
capability, although such cases remain exceptions within the Qawmi environment. One
hardworking young female teacher, Participant 22, from a well-off madrasa in Dhaka stated, “If
a girl wants, she can study anything. Of course, they can give a fatwa and be a muftiya.” She
cited a senior colleague in her madrasa who is highly competent in masla-masayel. However, she
placed responsibility on female students themselves for their limited presence in higher classes,
both as students and as teachers. She suggested that girls and young women do not genuinely
pursue advanced learning and “do not want to use their brains.” The participant was critical of
what she perceived as girls’ inattentiveness compared to boys. One explanation she offered
concerned classroom arrangement: In higher classes, where male teachers predominate, girls sit
behind a curtain such that the male teacher cannot see them. Lectures are delivered from behind
this partition. As a result, she argued, students become relaxed and less focused. In boys’
madrasas, by contrast, students remain alert because the hujur stands before them and commands
their attention. In her view, women may have weaker memory and tend to perform at a lower
level than men; however, if they are determined, they can excel. She pointed to her own
academic trajectory as evidence, describing herself as a “good student.” and expressed her desire
to teach higher classes as she gains more experience. She further stated that young women must
be less distracted, particularly by mobile phones, and concentrate more seriously on their studies
if they wish to succeed. In her view, if the syllabus for girls were identical to that of men, most
girls would struggle to pass. For this reason, she regarded the shorter syllabus for girls as
justified.

The participant thus reflects a worldview shaped by the everyday institutional conditions she
observes. She did not, in her reasoning, attribute inequality to the system itself. Instead, she
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framed it as a matter of personal responsibility, urging female students to succeed through
discipline and focus within the existing system. At first glance, her observations may appear
reductive, particularly in attributing women’s limited presence in higher classes to individual
shortcomings rather than institutional and socio-cultural arrangements. However, her reasoning
is coherent within the moral framework she draws upon. Structural differences such as classroom
partition and curricular disparity are acknowledged without further elaboration, but more
importantly, they are not treated as determinative. Instead, she interprets them through a lens of
discipline and self-cultivation. The classroom partition, the shorter syllabus, and the lower
representation of women in advanced study are not, for her, evidence of systemic inequality;
rather, they become conditions within which women’s effort must be intensified. Responsibility
is individualized, as educational success is evaluated as a matter of personal striving. The
participant’s emphasis on female students’ mobile distraction, inattentiveness, lack of focus and
seriousness, and insufficient effort, makes clear that, for her, the core issue lies in habits of
discipline rather than external limitation. In this sense, her moral reasoning situates educational
success within a framework of character formation.

Within this system of unequal opportunity in education and employment as described in the
cycle outlined in the previous subsection, how do women perceive disparities in pay once they
enter the workforce? How do they reason through this inequality, and what forms of moral
reasoning emerge as they continue to participate in such a system? The discussion that follows
explores these questions through examples drawn from participants’ lives.

When I asked both women and men about the payment structure in madrasa education and
employment, the explanation was consistent: Qawmi madrasas generally pay poorly because
most students come from financially strained families, and institutions rely heavily on donations.
Yet even within this overall scarcity, women’s salaries remain lower than men’s. All the female
teachers I spoke to, from both rural and urban Qawmi settings, acknowledged this disparity.
What stood out was how they reasoned while inhabiting the norms of this environment. Despite
limited opportunities, unequal pay, and some dissatisfaction, the women described their work
with a sense of moral satisfaction. As one participant put it, “...however it is, we are happy with
this deeni khidmah. We are satisfied with it, thinking it is for God.”

This does not mean that all women are fully reconciled to the system; they also push back at
times. Their reflections reveal another dimension of moral reasoning: they may consider the
system to fall short of Islamic standards of justice yet still find value in their own moral
commitment within it. Participant 39, a 45-year-old rural Qawmi madrasa teacher, offers one
such example. She spoke eloquently and critically about how women teachers are underpaid in
Qawmi institutions. Despite having many years of experience, she earns only 3,000 taka (35
CAD) a month from her madrasa. “Every year, you might have 200 takas added,” she said. “My
experience does not matter.” Her working day runs from 8:30 a.m. to 1:00 p.m., but recently the

authorities instructed teachers to stay until 4:00 p.m. “We said we could not,” she recalled. “So,
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they said, then you stay alternately, each of you one day a week till 4.” She also works for an
online madrasa, which pays her significantly better than the physical institution, 8,000 taka
(approximately 92 CAD) per month.

This participant’s criticisms were direct. She framed the gendered pay gap as a deviation from
the Islamic ideal of justice and fairness: “I believe madrasa is in fitna (corruption) now. Many
take it as a business, which is a fitna. The less they pay, the more they profit.” She explained that
even in large, well-funded madrasas, women teachers receive meager salaries. “I went to an
invitation to a big four-storey madrasa a few days ago, lots of students they have. But then I
asked one woman teacher what she was being paid. She said, “3,000.” I was surprised. Such a
big madrasa should pay based on student numbers.” At the same time, while laying blame for
low salaries on madrasah owners, Participant 39 is reluctant to ask for pay raises because of her
moral commitment: “They give the women tons of work and say they are doing deeni khidmabh.
But as we are doing khidmah, we say we will be satisfied with whatever they give us. The same
is with me. I have never asked anyone to increase my pay; whatever they pay me, I take it.”
Participant 39 also spoke of harsh treatment of women teachers in her madrasa:

One of our teachers was sick... She was hospitalized for four days. They told her,
since you are sick, leave the job... But her family is very poor, and she is newly
married... Then, when she became pregnant, she said, ‘I can’t stay till 4 p.m.; let
me work till 1 like the others.” But they said that if she did not stay until 4, they did
not need her. We—the rest of the teachers—were very sad about it. We held a
meeting yesterday about her and our concerns [with the madrasah authorities].
Alhamdulillah (praise be to God), they said she can, for now, attend classes until 1
p.m. We were all very happy she did not have to leave.

Participant 39’s reflections reveal the layered inequalities women face in Qawmi settings such as
low and irregular pay, loss of work during sickness and pregnancy, and lack of written contracts
or job security. “These need changing,” she said. “If the girls were paid well, it would have
helped their families. Goods are expensive now. My income is low, but the food price is not. The
women are very patient, but they suffer.”

Participant 18 offers another example. Her reflections and actions emerge from her own
particular atmosphere and take a different form of engagement with the system. A 49-year-old
madrasa owner, the principal of her own institution, and an experienced teacher in a major urban
city, she described the pay gap through her long career in Qawmi madrasa. This is despite
teaching at one of the city’s oldest and most well-known girls” madrasas. She explained: “After
working for 18 years, I get 7,500 taka as salary... Alhamdulillah... God helps us [in getting by]
... Qawmi women are paid very low.” In speaking about her work, she highlighted the qualities
and achievements of her students. She described her Qawmi girls as “very gentle,” intelligent,
and quick learners, noting with pride that they study English in ways many people do not expect
from madrasa girls. She explained that some of them go abroad through marriage, as diasporic
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families seek “a good, virtuous girl” from her madrasa as a suitable bride for their male relatives.
Her students also frequently secure top positions in Befaq’s gqariana examinations.

In Participant 18’s residential madrasa, all staff members are women, except for two male
teachers who teach the higher classes. Even the security guards are women, which is unusual in
Bangladesh, where security guards are rarely female. The two male teachers are a necessary
addition that she could not avoid, as women are rarely equipped to teach higher classes. She
described the all-female staff as a decision she took to demonstrate that “women do not need
help; they can do it all.” She also shared that she has sent her own daughter abroad to study in a
secular field, adding that her daughter, like herself, has excelled in qariana. Although her
daughter is married, she has traveled alone, lives abroad without her husband, and is pursuing her
higher studies in a secular field. This is not typically considered “Islamic” within Qawmi circles,
where women are generally not expected to travel alone, especially over long distances. Yet for
this participant, such exceptions signal that the Qawmi world is beginning to change in many
ways; as she put it, “new ways of thinking are budding as people are being connected online with
the world outside”. We can see that Participant 18’s actions and words reveal a spatially bound
form of agency. Within domains of her personal or institutional authority, such as hiring
practices within her own residential madrasa or decisions regarding her daughter’s education
abroad, she is willing to bend prevailing gender norms to demonstrate women’s self-sufficiency
and competence. These interventions rework the everyday moral and institutional atmosphere of
her madrasa and family. However, when it comes to more entrenched structural inequalities,
such as the persistently lower salaries of women teachers or the presence of male instructors for
senior girls due to gendered distributions of expertise in certain madrasa subjects, she does not
offer thoughts about how these situations might be changed. Rather, they are treated as given
constraints. Thus, her reasoning does not include a generalized critique or an attempt to bring
about broader changes in gender hierarchy, such as reforms to syllabi or payment structures in
madrasas. Instead, she accepts the conditions of the broader atmosphere while applying a
different reasoning (“women do not need help”’) within her own sphere of control, thereby
reshaping local possibilities. In her account, a direct connection between broader structural
inequalities and her localized interventions did not emerge. Rather, her reasoning and actions
reveal a differentiation between domains she understands as open to intervention and those she
accepts as structurally fixed.

Both participants 39 and 18 belong to the same generation and share a mixed educational
background: they began in secular schooling and later completed madrasa degrees. Yet their
reflections on pay discrimination emerge from very different atmospheres, leading them to
reason and find their agency differently. Participant 18 is highly educated and comes from a
higher-income urban family. She does not frame low pay as a point of contestation, describing
her ability to endure it through faith: “God helps us in getting by.” Participant 39, by contrast,
completed higher secondary education and comes from a rural family with modest income. She
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speaks with a sharper awareness of economic strain: “My pay does not pay for food.” Her
concern is not limited to her own situation; she repeatedly emphasized the difficulties faced by
women within the current pay structure, drawing attention to patterns of discrimination against
women and the conditions that produce it. This recalls Abisaab's (2010) discussion of women in
Lebanon, where different groups of women concentrated on distinct arenas of activism—some
focusing on moral and domestic reform, others on economic struggle and political mobilization.
The upper-class women’s feminism took patriotic and maternalist forms, imagining the home as
the site where the nation’s moral fabric should be cultivated. By contrast, women from working-
class backgrounds, whose lives were shaped by poverty and precarity, mobilized around wages,
labor conditions, and survival. They led protests, took to the streets, faced police violence, and
risked their lives in ways that elite women did not. This contrast provides a good illustration of
atmospheric agency, of the ways women’s orientations, judgments, and priorities take shape
through moral reasoning formed in negotiation with elements of the atmosphere such as class,
educational background, institutional environment, familial position, and life experience, the
particular composition of one’s life.

Does the example of Participants 39 and 18 imply that economic position is the primary factor
structuring these women’s reasoning? The following examples suggest otherwise. They show
that, regardless of economic position, such an atmosphere is not always perceived as having
imperfections that require correction. We saw that Participant 39, from a middle-income
background, was vocal in her criticism of low pay and the treatment of women in the Qawmi
system, while Participant 18 sought to transform her immediate surroundings from her well-off
position rather than addressing the broader atmosphere of unequal pay. At times, however, the
atmosphere is not regarded as requiring reform or intervention. Rather than being determined by
income level, women’s orientations are shaped through their own evaluative practices; being
from an upper- or lower-income background does not automatically dictate how one interprets or
inhabits an atmosphere. Turning to another pair of participants, the following vignette illustrates
how moral reasoning takes shape within the atmospheres they both choose and inhabit without
questioning its internal arrangements. Neither participant sought changes to the existing pay
structure; instead, both supported the tradition with vigor.

Participant 23, introduced earlier, works as a teacher at a madrasa for affluent children in Dhaka
and comes from a well-off background. She explained the pay gap through her view that men
possess superior knowledge and that women’s primary responsibilities lie in maintaining the
home. She also remarked that wanting “equal rights” like men is not an intelligent or sensible
aspiration:

Say, schoolgirls want equal rights. But a girl in her right mind cannot want to have
equal rights. This is God’s bound. So, it is better to remain at home and look after the
household and kids. If everyone is going out, who will take care of the home? Now, if
someone can maintain purdah well and go out to work, then she very well can; it is
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best, I think. They should look after both sides, then, home and outside. And if she
can’t, she finds it difficult, if it is a burden for her, she can stay home. Allah has created
women as rabbatul Bait, the queen of the home.

She also says: “...The man is expected to look after the family, so he is given a higher salary. If a
woman can prove herself to be highly qualified, if she is able to teach the more difficult books at
the upper level, then she can also receive a higher salary. Women often teach with some
limitations, as their knowledge is considered to be less than men’s. Men are seen as having more
knowledge, so they teach very well and are assigned the more difficult books. If I am highly
skilled and can teach at the same level as a man, then my salary can be equal. But if I am
teaching lower classes, then my salary is lower. Men usually receive more pay because they are
seen as responsible for supporting the family, even when men and women are working at the
same level.” Thus, this participant is committed to the idea that a woman can receive an equal
salary only if she proves herself to be equal or superior in calibre to a man, an expectation that,
in her framing, applies to specific women rather than setting a universal standard for all. She is
not concerned with salary levels or the daily income needed to sustain a family. Instead, her
priorities revolve around dawah, which she describes as her lifelong calling, while also wanting
to remain at home, as family is central to her aspirations. The atmosphere she inhabits enables
her to feel content with this arrangement, and even to defend the existing pay gap. For her, the
low pay in madrasas aligns with the very meaning of khidmabh, service performed for the sake of
God, not for material gain:

It is still as it was before: people in a madrasa try to do khidmah, so they do not
expect to get much from it. They are paid very little, and the children who come
here do not pay much either. Still, teachers feel that they are doing a good deed for
their akhirah and for Allah’s pleasure. The idea of khidmah is that you will not
receive your due in full, but whatever you are given, you should accept it and
continue. So, I don’t get much according to my labor and effort, but the satisfaction
comes from knowing that, because of me, many children are learning the faith and
learning to lead a good life.

This participant wants to prioritise education, dawah, and marriage, and hopes that girls would
have greater opportunities in study, dawah, and even work, such as business or entrepreneurship,
so long as they could do so “after managing their family.” At the same time, she defended
traditional patriarchal inequalities in the treatment of women, grounding her position in religious
explanation.

Participant 35, who is of a similar age and works in the same type of affluent children’s madrasa,
shares many of the same core commitments of Participant 23: a strong attachment to an Islamic
way of life, the importance of marriage, the value of khidmah for both men and women within a
segregated framework, and the belief that family should be prioritized above all else. Yet reasons
about the pay difference differently. The atmosphere of her life is shaped more by responsibility

55



than by the relative comfort that characterized Participa