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By fla Aslam

HE PROCESsIoN wended
its way through rows of
graves in the Cavalry
Ground cemetery, carrying
its cargo toward her final
resting place. An occasional but persis-
tent cry of Nara-e-Shahadat! rent the
air. Some scattered voices rallied to the
call. There is no God but Allah, and
Muhammad is His messenger.

It would have been an unremarkable
sight to the casual observer, except for
one startling detail. Two women
walked with the male mourners as part
of the procession, helping to carry the
cot in which Nigar Ahmad's body lay.
To the left, the group was flanked by
her brilliant, loving daughter-in-law,
Kate Vyborny; and leading from the
front—face carved in grief, back straight
with determination-walked her life-
long friend and partner-in-feminism,
Nighat Saeed Khan.

Indeed, this was anything but a run-
of-the-mill funeral. Just half hour ear-
lier, a larger group of mourners had
gathered at a private residence to pay
their final respects. As the men started
lining up at the front for the funeral
prayer, a row of women formed quick-
ly, about 10 paces behind. The cleric
leading the prayer, looking visibly per-
turbed, called out to the women to
move further back. We are at the back,
came the firm response, please con-
tinue with the prayer. Slowly, the space
between the two groups filled up with
more men. And then, when there was
no more space, the remaining men re-
spectfully lined up behind the women.

Afterward, Nigar’s coworkers, friends
and family gathered in a tight circle
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and sang “Ye Jeevan Hai,” a Kishore
Kumar hit that she loved and often
sang herself, which has widely come to
be seen as representative of her c’est la
vie philosophy on life. The group then
transitioned to some feminist num-
bers: songs that were sung year after
year at the Feb. 12 Pakistan Women's
Day marches and the March 8 Interna-
tional Women's Day processions.

It was all a demonstration of love as
much as it was a final, collective act of
subversion—their last show of loyalty to
a woman who broke the rules all her
life in order to wrestle women'’s right-
ful freedoms from the jaws of patriar-
chy. Anyone who knew Nigar Ahmad
would testify to the fact she would not
have wanted it any other way.

REBEL, REBEL

Nigar's first act of rebellion was her
birth itself. She was born Feb. 16, 1945,
to Indian Civil Service officer Riazuddin
Ahmed and his wife, Nayyar Hussain,
who had tentatively been holding their
hat out for a boy. Instead, they got a
mighty girl. A natural leader and fiercely
independent spirit from the start, her
pursuits did not include playing with
dolls or dressing up prettily: she liked
drama, horse riding, and reading. In
later vears, her mother (now Akhtar, her
maternal aunt; Nigar’s birthmother died
in an accident) proud of and bemused
by her strong personality started calling
her just “Ahmed.”

Most women of her generation tend-
ed to change their surnames when they
got married. Nigar decided to change
the spelling of her surname to make it

culturally and phonetically appropri-
ate. She thus became the one Ahmad in
an entire clan of Ahmeds. After having
proven herself repeatedly at a time
when young women were not consid-
ered likely candidates for higher de-
grees, scholarships or fulltime jobs, she
had won the right to do exactly what
she wanted.

And that she did. She had a seem-
ingly insatiable desire to be free, and
she found herself a husband who de-
lighted in her achievements, who fur-
ther cemented her belief that she had
the right to fly, to aim high, to change
the world—no matter what the world
thought of it. Nigar Ahmad and Tariq
Siddigi’s romance lasted for decades.
They were known for being a couple
who loved each other completely, and
who passionately supported each oth-
er's and their children’s right to do as
they pleased, leaving a long line of peo-
ple pulling their hair out in their wake.
(Their standard response to such peo-
ple would normally be, “Relax.”)

It was this refusal to be chained down
by societal expectations that enabled
Nigar Ahmad to become the trailblaz-
ing feminist and development worker
she eventually came to be known as.
Her name became synonymous with
Aurat Foundation, the organization she
cofounded with feminist lawyer and
activist Shehla Zia. Not surprisingly,
ideas that remained in the realm of
rhetoric made her impatient. Her spe-
cialty was turning ideas into action.

Under her leadership, the foundation
did path-breaking work to give Paki-
stani women basic rights. In the 1990s,
Nigar started talking about and cam-









