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Hazrat Zainab: A Female Role Model And A Social Justice Advocate 

	In the Orientalist scholarly tradition, it is not uncommon to condemn Islam for its “suppression” of women. Critics point to gender discrepancies in Muslim countries with regards to education levels, workforce participation, household responsibilities, and dress codes as proof that Islam is an inherently sexist creed. While there is no doubt that certain problems do exist in Muslim societies, such criticism of Islamic peoples, and especially the theological basis of the religion itself, is highly unjustified. This is especially so when one realizes the debt and gratitude Islam owes to women in its early stages. From Bibi Khadija, the Prophet’s first/most beloved wife and major financial supporter, to Bibi Fatima, the Mother of the Imams, to countless other female figures, Islam would have floundered without the support of women. This essay in particular will chronicle the life of Hazrat Zainab. The first objective is to prove that women have (and have had) a role equal to that of men in Islam by examining a historical case. A secondary objective is to highlight the role of Hazrat Zainab’s work in striving for peace and justice in her particular historical context, and what lessons we can glean from her as Muslims in the modern world.  
Early Life
	Hazrat Zainab, who was born in 625 AD, had the privilege of being the daughter of Imam Ali, the son-in-law, cousin, foster-brother, bodyguard, and close friend of the Prophet (not to mention 1st Imam and 4th Caliph). She was also blessed that her mother was the only biological daughter of the Prophet, one whom he loved beyond comprehension ("The most beloved of my family to me is Fatima,” “Fatima is part of me. Whatever upsets her upsets me, and whatever harms her harms me."). In fact, the Prophet Muhammad said about Lady Zainab’s parents that, “The first people to enter Paradise will be Ali and Fatima.”[footnoteRef:1] [1:  http://www.imamreza.net/eng/imamreza.php?id=262] 

	Her noble lineage no doubt had a tremendous impact on Hazrat Zainab’s character and personality. Both of her parents went through an immense amount of sacrifice, so it should come as no surprise that Hazrat Zainab similarly went through hardships few others could bear in the name of Islam. Whether it was losing her mother at an early age, or seeing her father being abused throughout his life, Zainab bint Ali knew the meaning of sacrifice. Yet these were only small tests compared to what was to come in her adult life. 
Hazrat Zainab, as the reader is probably already aware, is “best known for her courageous and eloquent in role supporting her brother, the third Shia Imam Ḥusayn, at the time of his martyrdom in the Battle of Karbala, and for protecting his family in the following months of Umayyad imprisonment.”[footnoteRef:2] The journey to Kufa, which was intercepted at Kerbala, was itself a dangerous one from the beginning, and very few people were willing to join Imam Husayn on this arduous trip. All of the participants were well aware of the possibility of death. It is under these circumstances that Lady Zainab accompanied Imam Husayn, 	knowing that all of her family would be killed. When this terrible fate ensued (all of the adult males of the group were martyred, except for Imam Zain Al-Abedein, who was extremely sick), Lady Zainab became the de facto leader of the Caravan in Kerbala. She provided leadership in this time of distress by uniting all the women under one direction, ensuring the safety of all the members of the caravan while under imprisonment, arranging for food for the children, serving as a stabilizing force and a source of comfort for anyone who needed reassurance, and becoming the spokesperson for the followers of Imam Husayn and vocal critic of the injustices of Yazid. It is these last two points that will be the focus of this essay, as they best demonstrate the extent to which a person can fight injustice, even under the shackles of oppression, both literally and metaphorically.  [2:  http://www.encyclopedia.com/article-1G2-3424503419/zaynab-bint-al.html] 

The Sermon of Hazrat Zainab
It is easy to underestimate the importance of Hazrat Zainab’s role in acting as the sole eloquent and articulate voice of opposition to the tyranny of Yazid. One must remember the incredible danger and fear she must have felt right after all the brave members of her family had been massacred. Furthermore, the threat of torture in Yazid’s dungeons must have been terrifying. That she was a woman makes her act of courage all the more remarkable, since the majority of politically important actors at that time tended to be men. Yet her drive to stand up for justice could not be derailed, regardless of the circumstances. The sermon of Lady Zainab, which will be quoted here, is one of the most memorable instances of the fight for justice in Islamic history. In particular, it demonstrated the extent to which the Prophet Muhammad’s family had been abused, and to what lengths his family members had to go to merely to assert their rights and fight against oppression. . 
	For purposes of analysis, I will split her sermon into three sections, each of which will describe an element of her fight for justice, and how we can apply that lesson in our own lives. The first part of the sermon deals with Hazrat Zainab’s belief in the nobleness of Imam Husayn’s cause. When addressing Yazid in his lavish court, Hazrat Zainab famously said,
“This is the promise which Allah has made in the Holy Qur'an. He says: Do not think of those who are slain for the cause of Allah as dead. They are alive with their Lord and receive sustenance from Him. (Surah Ale Imran, 3: 169)”

	In talking to Yazid, Hazrat Zainab is informing him that despite his apparent success, in reality, he is the one who has lost out. All of the people who were killed unjustly by him died in the name of Islam, and thus God’s reward awaits them. For us as Muslims in the modern world, we can learn from this that we must always fight for what is right, irrespective of the material costs. In order to bring peace and justice to the world, we need to earnestly believe in the cause of Islam—and in doing so, we will be fulfilling the will of God. 
	The second section of the sermon addresses the punishments that wait those who acted unjustly toward Imam Husayn:
“Our eyes are shedding tears, our hearts are burning, and our martyrs cannot come to life by our reprimanding and reproaching you. My Husayn has been killed and the partisans of Satan are taking us to the fools so that they may get their reward for insulting Allah. Our blood is dripping from their hands and our flesh is falling down from their mouths. The sacred bodies of the martyrs have been placed at the disposal of the wolves and other carnivorous animals of the jungle. If you have gained something today by shedding blood, you will certainly be a loser on the Day of Judgment. On that day nothing but your deeds will count.”

	In this passage, Hazrat Zainab is telling Yazid that his actions will not go unnoticed. For the reader, the lesson that can be taken away is that we are all accountable for our actions. Even if it appears as if there are no immediate negative consequences, God is always watching, and so we should constantly remain vigilant and stay on a moral path. 
	The last section of the sermon focuses on gratitude:
“The daughter of Fatima Zahra ended her speech with offering thanks to Allah. She said: "I thank Allah Who has concluded the task of the chiefs of the youths of Paradise with prosperity and forgiveness and accommodated them in Paradise. I pray to Allah that He may elevate their ranks and favor them more with His kindness, for Allah is Omnipotent.”

	Here, Bibi Zainab shows an unparalleled level of patience. Despite everything that has just beset her, including the massacre of her entire family, she understands that God is great, and that everything he does happens for a reason. 
	One must take a step back here and realize the gravity of the situation, and the significance of Hazrat Zainab’s role. For one, Hazrat Zainab inspired fear of God in many who had acted shamelessly against Imam Husayn. Furthermore, she ensured that the perpetrators would realize that they had acted unjustly, and that God will seek justice on their behalf. Perhaps most importantly, however, she offered a voice for the voiceless, a crucial attribute for any oppressed people. By speaking up, Hazrat Zainab did not allow for the cause of Imam Husayn to go unremembered. Instead, because of Hazrat Zainab’s courage and eloquence, today tens of millions of people commemorate the tragedy of Ashura every year. 
Conclusion

	As can be seen, Hazrat Zainab’s courage in the face of fear and oppression, especially as a woman in a society dominated by men, is quite remarkable, and shows that women were crucial in the early stages of Islam, especially when it came to one of the core principles of the religion—justice. It is quite probable that had it been any other person—man or woman—they probably would not have stood up to Yazid as Bibi Zainab did. Her life is a clear example that women are equal to men under Islam, and anybody who argues otherwise need only examine her accomplishments. 
	More important than her gender, however, are her ideals. Hazrat Zainab refused to remain silent in Yazid’s court, and she made sure that he understood the gravity of his crimes. Furthermore, after the prisoners were released, Bibi Zainab was the one who spread the news of what actually took place in Kerbala, creating the impetus for mourning and majalis in Imam Husayn’s name. 
	As can be seen, Hazrat Zainab was a courageous woman, one whose life can serve as a guide for Muslims in the 21st century. This is especially so for Muslims in western countries, where it often seems that Islam is constantly under attack. If Hazrat Zainab was able to defend Islam while under the imprisonment of a brutal dictator, what prevents us from similarly defending Islam, especially when we have the educational tools and political capital to allow our voices to be heard? The burden is on us to show the world the true, peaceful nature of Islam. 
