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Abstract: This research delves into the nuanced portrayal of Muslim women's 

perspectives within an Islamic context, with a specific focus on the literary works of 

Pakistani-British author Qaisra Shahraz, particularly her novel 'The Holy Woman. This 

study seeks to unravel the multifaceted narratives that illuminate the lives and struggles 

of Muslim women. It critically examines existing scholarship on the representation of 

Muslim women in literature, highlighting the scarcity of research that foregrounds their 

perspectives and underscoring the significance of Shahraz's novel within this context. 

Employing a qualitative approach, the research delves into the distinctive traits and 

evolution of Shahraz's characters, situating the narrative within the broader cultural and 

historical milieu of Pakistan. Through a gender-focused lens, the study elucidates the 

intricate dynamics of power structures within the narrative, showcasing the agency and 

resistance of Muslim women in the face of patriarchal norms and societal pressures. This 

research enriches the literary landscape with diverse narratives and contributes to the 

discourse on women's rights and gender equality. 
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1. Introduction 

In the vast realm of human literature, certain narratives possess the transformative power to 

transcend the boundaries of fiction and resonate profoundly with reality. Qaisra Shahraz's novel, 

'The Holy Woman,' stands as an exemplar of such literary masterpieces. Within its pages, 

Shahraz weaves a captivating tale that not only delves into the intricacies of human emotions but 

also holds a mirror to the stark realities of women's victimization. It is a narrative that compels 

us to confront uncomfortable truths about the gendered injustices that persist in our societies, and 

simultaneously, it offers a poignant exploration of women's unwavering spirit and their 

remarkable ability to survive and thrive in the face of adversity. 

This research article embarks on a critical analysis of 'The Holy Woman,' aiming to unravel 

the layers of meaning within Shahraz's narrative. At its core, this analysis seeks to illuminate the 

multifaceted ways in which women are victimized and subsequently, the strategies they employ 

to not only endure but to transcend their circumstances. Through the lens of gender studies, 

literature, and cultural examination, we embark on a journey to explore the rich portrayal of 

female characters in Shahraz's novel, each of whom grapples with distinct forms of 
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victimization, yet emerges as a testament to resilience and strength. In a world where gender-

based discrimination, violence, and subjugation continue to afflict the lives of countless women, 

'The Holy Women' resonates deeply. It provides a lens through which we can view the broader 

issues of patriarchy, cultural norms, and societal expectations that perpetuate women's 

victimization. Moreover, it prompts us to question the prevailing narratives surrounding women, 

their roles, and their agency in the face of adversity. 

This analysis will not only delve into the characters and plot intricacies of the novel but also 

place them within the broader socio-cultural context, examining the impact of cultural and 

societal factors on women's experiences of victimization and survival. Furthermore, it will 

consider the author's perspective and the potential autobiographical elements that may have 

influenced the portrayal of women in the narrative. As we navigate through the pages of 'The 

Holy Woman,' we invite the reader to embark on a profound exploration of the themes, 

characters, and socio-cultural implications of this literary work. We hope that this critical 

analysis will shed light on the enduring relevance of this novel, offering valuable insights into 

the complex interplay between women's victimization and their remarkable resilience—a 

testament to the indomitable spirit that continues to inspire and challenge us all. In this era of 

evolving gender dynamics and heightened awareness of women's rights and empowerment, 'The 

Holy Woman' remains a powerful narrative that compels us to reflect on the past, understand the 

present, and aspire to a more equitable future. 

The aim of this research “Women Victimization and their Survivals: A Critical Analysis of 

Qaisra Shehraz Novel ‘The Holy Women’ is to accomplish the objectives. Research questions 

and objectives are given as follows.  

1.1 Research Questions 

1. What sort of victimization of women is mentioned in the novel “The Holy Woman” by 

Qaisra Shehraz? 

2. How difficult is the survival of women described in the novel “The Holy Woman” by 

Qaisra Shehraz? 

1.2 Research Objectives 

1. To highlight the victimization of women in the novel “The Holy Woman” by Qaisra 

Shehraz 

2. To evaluate women's survival in the novel “The Holy Woman” by Qaisra Shehraz 

2. Literature Review 

The discussion of gender issues within an Islamic context is not a recent phenomenon, but a 

longstanding and complex subject. While numerous studies have explored the intersection of 

gender and Islam, there is a noticeable gap in literature that exclusively focuses on the 

representation of Muslim women's perspectives in literature. One notable and pioneering work in 

this regard is Cooke's 'Ladies Claim Islam' [2]. Cooke's seminal contribution revolves around 

contemporary Muslim women writers and activists who employ narratives and social 

engagement to challenge their exclusion from discussions on religion, war, history, 

displacement, and resettlement. The book serves to establish a gendered episteme rooted in 

Islam, challenging both indigenous levels of patriarchy and colonial narratives surrounding 

Muslim women. A critical aspect that Cooke's work addresses is the Western representation of 
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third-world women. Drawing inspiration from Spivak [8] essay 'Can the Subaltern Speak?', 

Cooke underscores the importance of not silencing the voices of marginalized groups. Spivak’s 

[8] concept of 'epistemic violence' posits that the complexity of the lives of many third-world 

women defies easy categorization within Western critical theory. Spivak’s [8] argument 

highlights the ethical risks inherent in Western knowledge production on behalf of oppressed 

groups and emphasizes the potential erasure of the voices, lives, and struggles of third-world 

women. At the same time, Spivak [8] calls for a challenge to the Western assumption that all 

women's lives and histories are homogenous. Arimbi [1] work, 'Reading Contemporary 

Indonesian Muslim Women Scholars', takes a similar approach by examining the writings of 

prominent Indonesian Muslim women authors. Arimbi [1] explores how gender is constructed 

and influences the roles, status, and identities of Muslim women within Indonesian society. She 

highlights how literary representation in Indonesia has become a medium for women to assert 

their perspectives, emphasizing the agency of women in shaping their lives and identities. Imtiaz 

and Haider’s [6] examination focuses on the decolonization of the female intellect and body 

through the ritualization of violence. They also analyze the representation of female characters in 

Qaisra Shahraz's novel 'The Holy Women. Imtiaz and Haider [5] argue that the process of 

sanctifying women is part of colonial behavior, often involving rituals that legitimize violence. 

Paradoxically, the heroine Zari Bano in Shahraz's narrative exhibits her agency by accepting 

confinement and sacrificing her rights as a woman. Becoming sacred is equated with 

relinquishing physical, emotional, and personal needs. However, Imtiaz and Haider [5] 

underscore the intertwining of representation and gender issues in Shahraz's work, demonstrating 

the novel's underlying feminist themes. Literature, as a reflection of society, plays a pivotal role 

in unveiling the intricate dynamics of gender issues. Pakistani English literature, particularly 

fiction, has served as a powerful medium for articulating the voices of those subjected to silence 

and subservience. Shahraz's and other author's works have been instrumental in revealing the 

various forms of abuse perpetrated by patriarchal Pakistani society under the guise of socio-

cultural and religious norms. Notably, Shahraz's novel 'The Holy Women' dissects the tradition 

of sanctifying women within the Sind region of Pakistan. Scholars like Shervani [7] scrutinized 

the conditions of women in Pakistani society as portrayed in Shahraz's works. Shervani notes 

that Zarri Bano, a modern woman with a university education, defies conventions and embodies 

resilience in the face of patriarchal norms. Shahraz's writing encapsulates the complexities of the 

lives of rural Pakistanis while also emphasizing the transformative potential of Islamic values in 

challenging oppressive social conventions.  

The feminist analysis of feudalism by Ehsan and Tabassum [4] further elucidates how women 

are treated as commodities within the feudal system, and subjected to physical and emotional 

violence. This perpetuates the practice of wife-beating, which is normalized in patriarchal 

Pakistani society. Authors like Shahraz, through their narratives, shed light on these harsh 

realities, aiming to initiate critical discourse on gender-based violence and discrimination. 

Shahraz's affiliation with Muslim feminism has sparked discussions both within Muslim and 

non-Muslim readerships.   

This debate resonates with Dabashi [3] concept of "comprador intellectuals," referring to 

writers from the East who gain Western acclaim by critiquing their own societies. Dabashi [3] 

criticizes such intellectuals for inadvertently perpetuating negative stereotypes about the Arab 

and Muslim world. Shahraz's work occupies a unique position within this discourse, as it 

challenges Western stereotypes while also addressing issues within Muslim societies. The 

research delved into the intricate relationship between faith, feminism, and Shahraz's narrative. 
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Pakistan, despite its post-colonial status, retains structural elements of tribalism and feudalism 

that perpetuate gender-based inequalities, favoring male dominance in all spheres of life. Within 

this societal framework, Shahraz's characters like Zarri Bano emerge as paradoxical figures—

educated and outwardly progressive yet bound by age-old traditions and family expectations. 

Shahraz's philosophy, as articulated by Shervani [7] reflects her acute awareness of 

contemporary societal issues. Her writing effectively captures the essence of rural Pakistani life, 

while also portraying the transformations and harrowing experiences that can occur. Shahraz 

subtly incorporates Islamic principles into her narratives, offering them as potential solutions to 

contemporary problems. The protagonist, Zarri Bano, appears to succumb to her father's wishes, 

accepting a life of sanctity despite her desires. However, this transformation raises questions 

about the role of women and the concept of sacredness, ultimately challenging traditional norms 

and highlighting the politics of representation and gender within the narrative. 

3. Methodology 

This research is an exploration of the female protagonist within the context of the novel 'The 

Holy Women' by Qaisra Shahraz. It is framed within the qualitative research paradigm, where 

primary texts serve as the data source, complemented by secondary sources such as critical 

books, journals, and online references to strengthen the research objectives. The concept of 

authenticity is intertwined with an existential feminist perspective concerning the narrative. It is 

premised on the notion that society is predominantly patriarchal, characterized by structures and 

superstructures under male dominance. Consequently, within patriarchal societies, women often 

find themselves marginalized. This chapter delves into the research methodology for the current 

study, including the research approach, design, data collection tools, and data analysis 

procedures. 

3.1 Research Design 

For this research study, a qualitative approach has been adopted to collect and analyze data. The 

qualitative nature of the study is well-suited for an in-depth exploration of the themes of 

women's victimization and survival as portrayed in Qaisra Shahraz's novel 'The Holy Woman.' 

The research design primarily hinges on textual analysis as a qualitative research method. 

McKee [6] defines textual analysis as a technique employed by researchers to evaluate a text 

critically and make informed interpretations regarding the likely meanings embedded in that text. 

In this study, textual analysis will be used to extract and interpret the meaning of 'The Holy 

Woman' by identifying and analyzing various literary themes that interweave throughout the 

narrative. This approach allows for an exploration of the cultural, social, and gender dynamics 

within the novel. 

3.2 Data Collection Tool 

The primary data collection tool for this research is textual evaluation. Textual analysis is 

grounded in the belief that a text can be deconstructed into its constituent elements, analyzed, 

and then reconstructed to provide a coherent interpretation of the text itself [6]. The textual 

analysis process involves reading the entire novel and identifying key passages and statements 

that are relevant to the research objectives. These passages will serve as the basis for the 

analysis. In addition to the novel itself, secondary sources such as books, articles, and online 

materials will be consulted to augment the analysis and provide context. The analysis will be 

DOI: 10.54254/2753-7102/4/2023024

26



structured around three main themes: character and characterization, setting, and gender. These 

themes will be examined about the portrayal of women's victimization and survival within the 

novel. The research will seek to understand how the characters' characteristics, the setting, and 

the gender dynamics contribute to the depiction of these themes. 

3.3 Data Analysis 

Data analysis in this research is a multifaceted process, deeply rooted in qualitative research 

techniques. The primary objective is to delve into the themes of women's victimization and 

survival as depicted in Qaisra Shahraz's novel 'The Holy Woman' and to extract nuanced 

meanings and contextual insights from the text. Textual analysis forms the core of data analysis 

in this research. It involves a meticulous examination of the entire novel, 'The Holy Women,' 

with a specific focus on passages, dialogues, and narrative elements that pertain to women's 

experiences of victimization and their strategies for survival within a patriarchal society. 

This analysis encompasses the following key aspects: Character and Characterization: The 

characters in the novel, particularly the female protagonists, will be subjected to in-depth 

analysis. Their personalities, traits, struggles, and transformations will be dissected to uncover 

how they embody the themes of victimization and survival. By closely examining their 

dialogues, actions, and inner thoughts, the research aims to discern how these characters navigate 

and respond to the challenges posed by a patriarchal environment. Setting: The setting of the 

novel plays a crucial role in shaping the characters' experiences. The analysis will consider how 

the socio-cultural, geographical, and temporal setting influences the characters' lives and choices. 

This examination will provide valuable insights into how external factors contribute to women's 

victimization and the strategies they employ to endure and thrive. Gender Dynamics: Gender 

dynamics within the novel will be a focal point of analysis. This entails scrutinizing how gender 

roles, expectations, and power structures influence the characters' interactions and predicaments. 

The research aims to unravel how societal norms and perceptions of gender contribute to the 

victimization of women and, conversely, how women challenge and subvert these norms in their 

pursuit of survival. Thematic Content Analysis: Beyond character, setting, and gender dynamics, 

thematic content analysis will be employed to extract and categorize recurring themes related to 

women's victimization and survival. This phase of the analysis involves identifying overarching 

motifs, symbols, and narrative patterns that shed light on the multifaceted experiences of the 

female characters. Contextualization: Contextualization is a critical component of data analysis. 

It involves situating the identified themes and insights within the broader socio-cultural, 

historical, and literary context. By drawing connections between the novel's themes and real-

world contexts, the research aims to highlight the relevance and significance of the narrative in 

addressing contemporary gender issues. 

4. Findings 

The research embarked on a profound exploration of the themes surrounding women's 

victimization and their subsequent survival as portrayed in Qaisra Shahraz's novel, 'The Holy 

Woman.' Employing a comprehensive textual analysis coupled with a qualitative research 

approach, this study unearthed a multitude of intricate findings, shedding light on the 

multifaceted experiences of the female characters navigating a patriarchal society. One of the 

most striking findings pertains to the depth and complexity of the characters etched within the 

novel's pages. Particularly, characters such as Zarri Bano emerge as dynamic and multi-

dimensional figures. They traverse a landscape dominated by patriarchal norms and power 
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dynamics, grappling with societal expectations that often consign them to subordinate roles. The 

analysis illuminated the characters' evolution and adaptation in response to the adversities they 

face. Rather than conforming to simplistic victimhood narratives, these female protagonists 

exhibited inner strength, resilience, and a keen capacity for strategic navigation within their 

constrained circumstances. The setting of the novel, primarily situated in rural Pakistan, emerged 

as a critical element in shaping the characters' experiences. Findings accentuated the significant 

role played by the socio-cultural context, which exerts a profound influence on the characters' 

lives and choices. Within this context, deeply entrenched traditional gender roles and societal 

expectations limit women's autonomy and subject them to various forms of victimization. The 

research underscored how the vividly portrayed setting enhances the novel's realism, vividly 

illustrating the challenges faced by women in such environments. The analysis of gender 

dynamics within the novel unveiled the omnipresent influence of patriarchal power structures. 

The findings elucidated how these power dynamics manifested in the characters' interactions and 

predicaments. Women often found themselves relegated to subordinate positions and subjected 

to gender-based discrimination. However, the research also brought to light instances where 

women boldly challenged and subverted these norms, thereby demonstrating their agency and 

resistance. Thematic content analysis brought forth several recurring themes closely linked to 

women's victimization and their strategies for survival. These themes encompassed the silencing 

of women's voices, the instrumental role of religion and tradition in perpetuating gender 

inequalities, the enduring strength of female solidarity, and the transformative potential of 

education as a catalyst for change. Collectively, these thematic elements contributed to a 

nuanced exploration of the female characters' experiences within the narrative. 

The research expanded its scope to contextualize the novel within broader socio-cultural and 

historical contexts. This contextualization illuminated the enduring relevance of 'The Holy 

Woman' in addressing contemporary gender issues. The findings underscored the persistent 

nature of gender-based challenges faced by women across various regions, rendering the novel a 

poignant reflection of real-world struggles. A comparative approach was also employed to 

situate the experiences of the female characters within 'The Holy Women' within a broader 

literary and socio-cultural landscape. This approach revealed both universal and context-specific 

facets of the narrative. The comparative analysis underscored the novel's invaluable contribution 

to the larger discourse on women's rights and gender equality. In the culmination of the analysis, 

the findings were synthesized to form a comprehensive understanding of women's victimization 

and their strategies for survival as depicted in the novel. Central to this understanding was the 

acknowledgement of the characters' agency, resilience, and unwavering commitment to 

challenging oppressive norms. This research yielded a nuanced portrayal of women's 

experiences, defying reductionist victimization narratives and emphasizing the critical roles 

played by agency and solidarity in the face of adversity. The findings of this research offer a 

profound and multi-dimensional insight into Qaisra Shahraz's 'The Holy Woman' as a literary 

work of great intricacy that delves deeply into the dynamics of women's lives within a patriarchal 

society. Through rich characterizations, vivid descriptions of the setting, and recurring thematic 

explorations, the novel serves as a poignant reflection on the challenges, resilience, and agency 

of women confronting gender-based victimization. This research underscores the enduring 

relevance of the novel in addressing contemporary gender issues and significantly contributes to 

the broader discourse on women's rights and empowerment. 
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5. Discussion 

The intricate portrayal of Muslim women's perspectives within an Islamic context, as 

exemplified in Qaisra Shahraz's novel 'The Holy Woman,' is central to the discussion. Despite 

the absence of explicit theoretical frameworks, this research successfully unveiled multifaceted 

narratives that shed light on the lives and struggles of Muslim women, making a substantial 

contribution to the discourse on gender representation and feminism within Islamic literature. 

One of the pivotal findings of this study pertains to the characterization of Muslim women in 

'The Holy Woman.' Shahraz's characters, especially the female protagonists, emerge as fully 

developed individuals with distinctive traits, aspirations, and complexities. Through a qualitative 

lens, this research illuminated how these characters undergo profound transformations and 

display remarkable agency, challenging societal norms and expectations. Such character depth 

and evolution provide a compelling counter-narrative to prevailing stereotypes about Muslim 

women, showcasing their resilience and multifaceted identities. The sociocultural context 

emerged as a critical backdrop against which the characters' experiences are contextualized. 

Pakistan's rich historical and cultural milieu significantly influences the choices and challenges 

faced by the characters. This research underscored how societal norms, historical legacies, and 

religious traditions shape the lives of women in Pakistan, resulting in a complex interplay of 

tradition, faith, and feminism. This contextual understanding enabled a deeper comprehension of 

the characters' struggles and the constraints they navigate within a patriarchal society. 

Furthermore, the gender dynamics within the narrative were a focal point of analysis. The study 

elucidated the power structures at play, emphasizing the marginalization and discrimination 

faced by women. However, it also showcased the agency and resistance displayed by these 

women, challenging and subverting patriarchal norms. The characters' journeys in 'The Holy 

Woman' serve as a testament to the resilience and strength of Muslim women in the face of 

societal pressures, thereby enriching the narrative with narratives of empowerment and defiance. 

Moreover, this research has broader implications for the representation of Muslim women in 

literature and the portrayal of their experiences within Islamic contexts. It reinforces the 

significance of literature as a platform for amplifying the voices of marginalized groups, 

particularly Muslim women. Shahraz's novel serves as a poignant testament to the agency and 

resilience of these women, challenging prevailing stereotypes and highlighting their journeys. 

6. Conclusion 

In conclusion, this article embarked on a critical analysis of Qaisra Shahraz's novel 'The Holy 

Woman,' delving into the intricate portrayal of Muslim women's perspectives within an Islamic 

context. Despite the absence of explicit theoretical frameworks, this research successfully 

unveiled multifaceted narratives that shed light on the lives and struggles of Muslim women, 

making a substantial contribution to the discourse on gender representation and feminism within 

Islamic literature. The study's findings highlighted the richness and depth of Shahraz's 

characterizations, showcasing Muslim women as fully developed individuals with distinctive 

traits, aspirations, and complexities. These characters undergo profound transformations, 

challenging societal norms and expectations, and displaying remarkable agency. This challenges 

prevailing stereotypes about Muslim women and underscores their resilience and multifaceted 

identities. Furthermore, the research emphasized the significance of sociocultural context in 

shaping the characters' experiences. Pakistan's historical and cultural milieu significantly 

influences the choices and challenges faced by the characters, providing a complex backdrop 
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against which their narratives unfold. The study illuminated how societal norms, historical 

legacies, and religious traditions intersect to create a complex interplay of tradition, faith, and 

feminism. The gender dynamics within the narrative were also scrutinized, revealing the power 

structures at play and the marginalization and discrimination faced by women. However, the 

research equally showcased the agency and resistance displayed by these women, challenging 

and subverting patriarchal norms. The characters' journeys in 'The Holy Woman' serve as a 

testament to the resilience and strength of Muslim women in the face of societal pressures, 

enriching the narrative with narratives of empowerment and defiance. In broader terms, this 

research has significant implications for the representation of Muslim women in literature and 

the portrayal of their experiences within Islamic contexts. It reinforces the importance of 

literature as a platform for amplifying the voices of marginalized groups, particularly Muslim 

women. Shahraz's novel serves as a poignant testament to the agency and resilience of these 

women, challenging prevailing stereotypes and highlighting their journeys. 
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