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This article examines the role of Jadidism—a late 19th and early 20th-century Islamic
modernist movement in Central Asia—in advancing women'’s education and rights as part of
its broader agenda for societal reform. Drawing on Edward Said’s critique of Orientalist
discourse, it analyzes how Jadid thinkers navigated the tensions between Islamic tradition,
colonial modernity, and internal social stagnation. By advocating for girls’ education and
reinterpreting Islamic texts to support gender equity, Jadid reformers sought to strengthen
Muslim societies against Russian colonial domination while challenging patriarchal norms.
This study argues that Jadidism’s educational reforms laid the groundwork for transformative
social changes, particularly for women, though these efforts were framed within a nationalist
project that instrumentalized women’s empowerment for collective progress.
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Introduction

The Jadid movement emerged in the late 19th century as a response to the existential
crises faced by Muslim communities under Russian colonial rule in Central Asia. Combining
[slamic revivalism with Enlightenment-inspired rationalism, Jadid thinkers such as Ismail
Gaspirali (Gasprinsky) and Mahmud Khoja Behbudi sought to modernize education, culture,
and social structures. Central to their project was the reimagining of women'’s roles in society.
This article interrogates Jadidism’s contributions to women’s rights through the lens of
postcolonial theory, arguing that their reforms were both a resistance to colonial hegemony
and a renegotiation of Islamic identity. Following Said’s Orientalism (1978), which
deconstructs Western representations of the “static” East, this analysis reveals how Jadids
countered colonial narratives by positioning women’s education as a marker of civilizational
progress—yet one rooted in Islamic ethics rather than Eurocentric modernity.

I. Historical Context: Jadidism Between Colonialism and Tradition

1.1 Russian Colonialism and Its Impact on Central Asia

The Russian Empire’s conquest of Central Asia in the 19th century introduced profound
socio-political changes. By the 1860s-1880s, the establishment of the Turkestan Governor-
Generalship formalized colonial control, integrating the region into imperial economic
systems (Khalid, 1998). Russian policies aimed to exploit Central Asia’s raw materials, such as
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cotton, while marginalizing local Islamic institutions. Colonial administrators promoted a
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narrative of “civilizing mission,” framing Central Asian Muslims as backward and in need of
European-style modernization (Said, 1978). This Orientalist discourse justified oppressive
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measures, including restrictions on Islamic education and the imposition of Russian-
language curricula in state schools (Kamp, 2006).

1.2 Crisis of Tradition: The Limits of Islamic Education

Traditional [slamic education, centered in maktabs (primary schools)
and madrasas (higher institutions), faced criticism from Jadids for its reliance on rote
memorization of religious texts and neglect of practical sciences. Ismail Gaspirali, a Crimean
Tatar intellectual and founder of Jadidism, argued that this system produced “blind scholars”
unable to address modern challenges (Gaspirali, 1893). The stagnation of education was seen
as symptomatic of broader societal decay, exacerbated by colonial exploitation. Jadids blamed
conservative clerics (ulama) for resisting innovation, accusing them of prioritizing ritual over
reason (Khalid, 1998).

1.3 The “Woman Question” as a Battleground

Russian colonizers weaponized gender issues to legitimize their rule, portraying Central
Asian women as victims of Islamic “barbarism” (Kamp, 2006). Missionaries and officials
highlighted practices like child marriage and seclusion (parda) as evidence of civilizational
inferiority. Jadids countered this narrative by reinterpreting Islamic principles. They argued
that the Quran and Hadiths emphasized women'’s rights to education and dignity, but local
customs had distorted these teachings. For example, Mahmud Khoja Behbudi cited the
Prophet Muhammad'’s advocacy for women’s literacy, writing, “A mother’s knowledge is the
foundation of a nation’s progress” (Behbudi, 1913). This reframing allowed Jadids to critique
both colonial hypocrisy and internal patriarchy.

1.4 Tensions with Conservatism

Conservative clerics vehemently opposed Jadid reforms, labeling them bid’ah (heretical
innovation). In 1910, a fatwa issued in Bukhara condemned mixed-gender schools as “un-
[slamic,” leading to violent clashes in cities like Samarkand (Khalid, 1998). Yet Jadids found
allies among progressive merchants and urban elites, who funded new schools and
publications. This divide underscored the broader struggle between reformist and
traditionalist visions of Islam in the face of colonialism.

II. Jadid Educational Reforms and Women’s Empowerment

2.1 The Usul-i Jadid Pedagogy: A Revolutionary Approach

Jadid schools (usul-i jadid) introduced a structured curriculum combining secular and
religious subjects. For girls, this included arithmetic, geography, and hygiene alongside
Quranic studies and ethics. Classrooms adopted desks, blackboards, and graded textbooks—
departing sharply from the floor-seated, memorization-focused maktabs (Northrop, 2004).
Munawwar Qari’s girls’ school in Tashkent (1901) became a model, attracting daughters of
merchants and low-ranking nobility. By 1910, over 50 such schools operated in the Ferghana
Valley alone, though rural areas lagged due to conservative resistance (Edgar, 2006).

2.2 Islamic Feminism: Reclaiming Scriptural Authority
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Jadid thinkers strategically reinterpreted Islamic texts to legitimize women’s education.
Behbudi’s treatise Maktabda Khonandalar (“Readers in School,” 1913) highlighted historical
Muslim women like Fatima al-Fihri (founder of the world’s first university, al-Qarawiyyin) as
proof of Islam’s compatibility with female intellectualism. Similarly, the
journal Ayina published essays by women writers, such as poet Anbar Otin, who critiqued
patriarchal customs: “Ignorance, not faith, veils our minds” (Otin, 1914). These efforts created
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a theological foundation for gender equity, countering both colonial stereotypes and
conservative dogma.

2.3 Female Agency and Institution-Building

Women played active roles in Jadid reforms. Mukhlisa Bubi, a Tatar educator, co-
founded the first women’s teacher-training institute in Troitsk (1907), which supplied female
instructors to Jadid schools (Kamp, 2006). In Kokand, the activist Sobira Kholdarova
organized literacy circles for widows and orphans, while the journal Senat published debates
on polygamy and divorce. By 1917, Jadid-aligned women’s groups, such as the Turkestan
Women'’s Union, lobbied for legal reforms, including restrictions on polygamy and compulsory
education for girls (Edgar, 2006).

2.4 Challenges and Contradictions

Despite progress, Jadid reforms faced significant hurdles. Enrollment remained limited
to urban elites; rural and poor families often prioritized boys’ education. Conservative
backlash escalated—in 1911, a girls’ school in Andijan was torched by clerics (Khalid, 1998).
Moreover, Jadidism’s nationalist agenda sometimes subordinated women'’s rights to collective
goals. For instance, Gaspirali framed female education as a means to raise “enlightened
mothers” who would nurture patriotic sons, reinforcing domestic roles (Northrop, 2004).

2.5 Legacy in the Soviet Era

The 1917 Revolution disrupted Jadidism, but its educational infrastructure endured.
Many Jadid schools were absorbed into Soviet likbez (literacy campaigns), and female
graduates like the Uzbek poet Halima Xudoyberdiyeva became prominent cultural figures
(Kamp, 2006). However, Soviet historiography erased Jadidism’s Islamic roots, recasting it as
a proto-socialist movement. This co-optation obscured the nuanced interplay of faith and
modernity that defined Jadid gender reforms.

III. Beyond Education: Women in the Public Sphere

3.1 From Classrooms to Platforms: Women as Public Intellectuals

Jadid educational reforms not only created literate women but also empowered them to
enter public discourse. Female writers and poets used newspapers and journals to critique
societal norms. For example, Anbar Otin, a prominent Uzbek poet, published verses
in Ayina (The Mirror) condemning forced marriages and advocating for women’s autonomy:

"If knowledge is light, why are we left in darkness?
Our chains are forged not by faith, but by ignorance.” (Otin, 1914).

Similarly, Sobira Kholdarova, a Jadid-aligned activist in Kokand, organized public
lectures on women'’s health and legal rights, drawing hundreds of attendees (Kamp, 2006).
These efforts transformed women from passive subjects into active contributors to social
debates.

3.2 Women's Organizations and Political Activism

By the early 20th century, women’s associations emerged as vehicles for collective
action. The Turkestan Women’s Union (1917), founded in Tashkent, campaigned for legal
reforms, including restrictions on polygamy and mandatory consent in marriages (Edgar,
2006). The Union also collaborated with male Jadids to draft petitions demanding girls’ access
to higher education. However, their activism faced dual resistance: conservative clerics
denounced them as “corruptors of morality,” while Russian colonial authorities viewed such
organizations as potential hubs of anti-imperial nationalism (Northrop, 2004).

3.3 Cultural Production: Theater andﬁnalism
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Jadid-sponsored theater became a subversive tool for gender advocacy. Plays
like Padarkush (The Patricide, 1914) by Mahmud Khoja Behbudi dramatized the tragedies of
child marriages, drawing tears—and controversy—from audiences (Khalid, 1998). Women
also contributed to Jadid periodicals; Senat, a Bukharan journal, featured essays by female
authors debating the hijab. One writer, Fatima Sharia, argued:

"The veil should shield the mind, not imprison the body." (Senat, 1912).

These cultural interventions normalized women'’s voices in public spaces, challenging
the notion that Islamic piety required silence.

3.4 Economic Participation and Professionalization

Education enabled women to enter professions previously dominated by men.
Graduates of Jadid schools became teachers, nurses, and even entrepreneurs. Mukhlisa Bubi,
a Tatar pedagogue, co-founded the Jadid Women’s Teacher Seminary in Troitsk (1907),
training hundreds of instructors who later staffed girls’ schools across Central Asia (Kamp,
2006). In Samarkand, women like Habiba Aminova opened textile workshops, employing
widows and promoting economic self-sufficiency (Edgar, 2006). Such initiatives redefined
women’s roles beyond domestic spheres.

3.5 Limitations and Hypocrisies

Despite progress, Jadidism’s vision of women’s public participation remained
constrained by patriarchal and nationalist priorities. Male reformers often framed women’s
activism as a means to strengthen the Muslim millat (nation), not to liberate individuals. For
instance, Ismail Gaspirali praised educated women as “mothers of the nation” but rarely
endorsed their political leadership (Northrop, 2004). Additionally, rural women and lower-
class urbanites were largely excluded from these gains, as reforms primarily benefited elite
families.

IV. Social Change and Contested Legacies

4.1 Soviet Co-optation and Erasure

After the 1917 Revolution, the Soviet state absorbed Jadid institutions into its
modernization projects. Jadid schools were repurposed for likbez (literacy campaigns), and
female graduates like Halima Xudoyberdiyeva became Soviet-era icons, celebrated as
“emancipated” workers (Kamp, 2006). However, Soviet historiography erased Jadidism’s
[slamic roots, recasting the movement as a “progressive” precursor to socialism. This
narrative obscured the reformers’ theological engagement and framed their efforts as
derivative of European Enlightenment (Khalid, 1998).

4.2 Between Islamic Modernity and Soviet Secularism

The Soviet hujum (assault) on “backward customs” in the 1920s—such as forced
unveiling—borrowed rhetoric from Jadid critiques of patriarchy but implemented them
through coercive secularization (Northrop, 2004). While Jadids had sought to harmonize
women’s rights with Islamic ethics, Soviet policies alienated conservative populations,
sparking backlash. For example, the 1927 murder of To‘taboy Ashurova, a Uzbek activist
who removed her veil, underscored the dangers of top-down reform (Edgar, 2006).

4.3 Postcolonial Reinterpretations

Post-Soviet scholarship has revisited Jadidism’s legacy, emphasizing its anti-
colonial rather than anti-traditional character. Scholars like Adeeb Khalid (1998) argue that
Jadids articulated a “third way” between colonial modernity and conservative isolation, using
[slamic frameworks to negotiate social changi. This resonates with Homi Bhabha'’s concept of
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the “third space”—a hybrid identity that subverts colonial binaries (Bhabha, 1994).
For instance, Jadid women’s embrace of education and Islamic ethics defied both Russian
Orientalism and Soviet secularism.

4.4 Contemporary Resonances

Today, Central Asian states selectively celebrate Jadidism as a nationalist heritage while
downplaying its religious dimensions. In Uzbekistan, Ismail Gaspirali is memorialized in
textbooks as a “visionary educator,” yet his Islamic modernist arguments are sanitized
(Khalid, 2015). Meanwhile, feminist movements in the region, such as Kazakhstan’s Feminita,
draw implicit parallels to Jadidism by advocating for women’s rights through culturally-
grounded discourse rather than Western templates.

4.5 Unresolved Tensions

The Jadid legacy remains contested. Conservatives in rural areas still dismiss their
reforms as “foreign,” while secular elites appropriate Jadidism to legitimize state-led
modernization. Meanwhile, Islamist groups reject Jadidism’s hybridity, accusing it of
compromising Islamic purity. These debates reflect enduring tensions between tradition and
modernity, autonomy and authority—themes central to Jadidism itself.

Conclusion

The Jadid movement’s engagement with women'’s rights and education represents a
pivotal chapter in Central Asia’s struggle to reconcile Islamic identity, colonial modernity, and
social reform. By advocating for girls’ education and reinterpretations of Islamic texts, Jadid
thinkers like Ismail Gaspirali and Mahmud Khoja Behbudi sought to empower women as
agents of societal renewal while resisting both Russian colonial hegemony and internal
patriarchal norms. Their reforms—though limited to urban elites and framed within
nationalist agendas—Ilaid the groundwork for women’s entry into public life as educators,
writers, and activists. Jadidism’s legacy, however, remains contested. Soviet co-optation
erased its Islamic modernist foundations, reducing it to a “progressive” precursor to
socialism, while postcolonial critiques now reclaim its anti-colonial hybridity, as theorized by
Homi Bhabha'’s “third space.”

The movement’s contradictions—such as instrumentalizing women’s empowerment for
nationalist goals—reveal the complexities of reform in colonial contexts. Yet Jadidism
demonstrated that social change need not abandon cultural authenticity, offering a model for
negotiating modernity through indigenous frameworks. Today, as Central Asian states
grapple with legacies of secularism and resurgent traditionalism, Jadidism’s vision of
education as liberation and its critique of both Orientalist and patriarchal oppressions retain
urgent relevance. Future scholarship should further explore marginalized voices within
Jadidism, particularly rural and lower-class women, to paint a fuller picture of this
transformative era.
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