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this parda system, but actively perpetuate it. Although overall the norm
" of parda has the effect of devaluing women, segregating them from the
men’s world, making them dependent on men and thereby powerless,
it also has its benefits for Pirzada women. They are not only superior in
ancestry but their husbands are involved in honourable work and they
enjoy the economic security provided through their husbands’ associa-
tion with the shrines. Pirzada women’s internalisation of a culture “which
simultaneously devalues them and elevates them” enhances the stabil-
ity of the parda system (Jeffery 1979:114).

Moreover, although women in parda are economically powerless and
have no say in major decisions outside the home, they can nonetheless
exercise some influence over their own lives and those of other people
(Collier 1974). Jeffery (1979:171) argues “If parda has its dark side, it also
has its light one. Parda is both abhorrent and attractive, both depriva-
tion and privilege.” She argues that Pirzada women in Delhi have tre-
mendous control over information, especially in relation to suitable
marriage partners, on which men rely. Through networks of friendship
and gossip and access to the homes of other people, it is the women who
can best assess the eligibility of young couples. Moreover, parda pre-
vents women from adopting a psychological dependence on male ro-
mantic love, as is common in Western societies.

Most importantly, women in parda hold indirect power over men be-
cause of their ability to disrupt orderly relationships in the men’s world.
This power is implicit and finds expression in the very practice of parda
which men find necessary to control female sexuality.

Jeffery (1979) argues that keeping women in seclusion may be valued
by most people, but the very poor cannot afford the expenses involved.
Additional quarters, servants and special garments are some of the re-
quirements for keeping women in seclusion which would be beyond
the means of the poorer sections of society (Papanek and Minault 1982).

El Saadawi’s, Mernissi’s and Jeffery’s lines of analysis of women's
situation in Muslim societies are highly relevant for Bangladesh. As in
Morocco and other Middle Eastern societies, underlying the practice of
veiling in Bangladesh is also the fear of female sexuality which, out of
control, may jeopardise the honour of a family. Given the poverty-stricken
situation of most people, parda cannot be practised by women of the
poorer classes. For the wealthy it thus becomes a status symbol which
contains a message not only about the “purity” of their women but also
about their wealth and power. Parda indicates that the family can do
without the income of its women. This can be compared with the situa-
tion of Western middle-class families which can afford to live with one
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