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If this be madness . 

S h a m i m a S h a i k h (37), So uth A f r i c a ' s l e a d i n g M u s l i m gender 
equal i ty act ivist passed av^ay i n the ear ly hours of last T h u r s d a y at 
her h o m e i n M a y f a i r , Johannesburg w h e n her p h y s i c a l b o d y suc­
c u m b e d to cancer. S h a m i m a left b e h i n d her h u s b a n d , N a ' e e m 
Jeenah, a n d t w o sons, M i n h a j (9) a n d S h i r ' a h (7). 

S h a m i m a was a member of the N a t i o n a l Executive of the M u s ­
l i m Y o u t h M o v e m e n t a n d former editor of the progressive M u s l i m 
m o n t h l y , Al-Qalam. M o r e recently, at a t ime w h e n other co-rel igion­
ists were d e n y i n g w o m e n the right to be on air, she served as chair­
person of M u s l i m C o m m u n i t y Broadcast ing Trust , w h i c h runs Tlw 
Voice, a Johannesburg M u s l i m c o m m u n i t y radio station. It was, 
however , as a gender activist w i t h i n the M u s l i m c o m m u n i t y that 
she m a d e her mark . She spearheaded the format ion and headed 
the G e n d e r Desk of the M u s l i m Y o u t h M o v e m e n t . In this capacity, 
she r a p i d l y became a thorn in the flesh of conservative M u s l i m cler­
ics on the now-defunct M u s l i m Personal L a w Board w h o were keen 
to deve lop and i m p l e m e n t a set of Shar i ' ah l aws w h i c h w o u l d en­
trench gender inequal i ty . 

In an event that d r e w w i d e s p r e a d controversy in the M u s l i m 
c o m m u n i t y , she led a rebel l ion of M u s l i m w o m e n w o r s h i p p e r s at 
the 23rd Street in Fietas in 1994. T h r o u g h o u t the month of R a m a d a n 
she a n d a number of other w o m e n prayed upstairs in the mosque. 
O n the 27th night, the most sp i r i tua l ly s ignif icant one for M u s l i m s , 
w h e n she a r r i v e d , the upstairs was occupied by men and a tent 
w a s set u p outs ide for the use of w o m e n . B r a v i n g n u m e r o u s angry 
of fended m e n w i t h t iny egos, she led a g r o u p of comrades to re-
o c c u p p y their space. By then she had acquired the wel l -deserved 
descr ipt ion as " that m a d S h a i k h w o m a n . " Yet to fr iends a n d foes, 
S h a m i m a was the epi tome of gentleness and politeness. 

In the same w a y that for anyone c o m m i t t e d to gender justice a 
w o m a n ' s place cannot be conf ined to bedrooms and kitchens, she 
ul t imate ly became frustrated w i t h be ing an " u p s t a i r s " w o m a n . In a 
little k n o w n move , and unprecedented in the w o r l d of Islam, she 
a n d a n u m b e r of comrades —male and female —started an "al ter­
nat ive" congregation where gender equality and al l its impl icat ions 
for Islamic thought a n d practice were the n o r m . 

S h a m i m a first learnt that she had cancer about three years ago. 
N o t h i n g changed for her. H e r l ife was f u l l of laughter , courage, 
and the w i l l to change the w o r l d and she m e r r i l y cont inued . "If the 
last hou r strikes and f inds y o u c a r r y i n g a s a p l i n g to the grove for 
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p l a n t i n g " sa id the Prophet M u h a m m e d , " g o ahead and plant it ." 1 ier hour 
had struck but her p lant ing cont inued unabated. K n o w i n g that her life was 
r a p i d l y ebbing away , she de l ivered a lecture in D u r b a n three weeks ago on 
the " Q u r ' a n and W o m a n . " She inspired us and taught us that there is noth­
i n g inevitable i n life. She insisted that w h i l e death may be inevitable we are 
free to shape our responses to it. She chose not to undergo var ious forms of 
chemotherapy a n d , other than resort ing to some tradit ional and homeo­
pathic opt ions, she was determined not to return to her L o r d k i c k i n g and 
screaming. A p o e m , penned by a cousin and posted at the entrance to her 
b e d r o o m said it a l l . 

W h a t Cancer C a n n o t D o 

Cancer is so l i m i t e d 
It cannot c r i p p l e love . 
It cannot shatter hope, 
It cannot corrode faith. 
It cannot destroy peace. 
It cannot k i l l f r i endsh ip . 
It cannot suppress memories . 
It cannot silence courage. 
It cannot invade the soul , 
It cannot steal eternal life, 
It cannot conquer the spir i t . 

The day of her death and bur ia l was a day of relentless push ing of the 
rel igio-cultural l imits . Shamima's death was testimony to thcqur 'anic vense 
w h i c h says " D o not say about those w h o are s la in in the path of G o d that 
they are dead; nay they are a l ive . " She requested that a close female friend 
lead her funeral prayers . (As part of her obsession w i t h retr ieving subver­
sive theological and juristic memories w h i c h accorded w o m e n a more just 
place in the Islamic scheme of things, she had come across a report that the 
funeral prayers for Imam Idris b i n Shaf i ' , a revered Islamic jurist, was led 
by a w o m a n ) . T h u s it came to pass that, for the first t ime in the last few 
centuries, a M u s l i m ' s funeral service, albeit at her home, was led by a 
w o m a n . 

A t another service in the nearby mosque later, her husband led the 
prayer despite the presence of a number of theologians and clerics. In what 
is possibly unprecendent in the contemporary Islamic w o r l d , a large n u m ­
ber of w o m e n attended the funeral prayers at the mosque. ( A n d no, they 
d i d not go upstairs , nor to an outside tent.) W h e n her physica l remams 
a r r i v e d at her f ina l earthly resting place, in the t o w n where she was born, 
Pietersburg, the w o m e n were again there to offer the funeral prayers. Wh i le 
a n a r r o w p a t h w a y separated the w o m e n mourners (mostly c lad in black) 
f r o m the m e n (mostly c lad in white) , w h o s u r r o u n d e d the grave, it was 
nevertheless a historic occasion. 

W h a t a l i fe! W h a t a w a y of pass ing on! W h a t a death! 

"If this be madness , G o d , " her husband N a ' e e m , p r a y e d , at her funeral 
service, " G i v e us a l l the courage to be m a d . " 

A m e n . 
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