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This book is dedicated to Muslims and non-Muslims everywhere who struggle to reconcile any areas of their religious practice passed down through tradition with what they know intuitively to be right. Know that you have options, and those options are beautiful. Keep asking questions. Keep exploring. Your jihad is not in vain. May we live to see the world we are working towards building.
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Introduction


There’s a disconnect between modern and pre-modern understandings of Islam, but it remains unacknowledged in the mainstream. This book is a product of an ethnographic study of Muslim Americans’ conceptions of and engagements with Islam and Islamic law, examining their evolving views and their appeals to religious authority. Lay Muslim Americans are inconsistent in how they interpret pre-modern (pre-nineteenth century) doctrines – accepting reforms to certain issues on the basis of human rights and social justice, while ruling out reforms of particular hierarchical gender laws and not perceiving them as related to human rights. For instance, while contemporary Muslim Americans reject slavery and child marriage, despite their permissibility in the historical legal Islamic tradition, they maintain male marital privileges in accordance with the Islamic past. They do not open up the historic construction of gender roles in the Islamic tradition to interpretation. I investigate Muslims’ interpretive choices and their relationship with an Islamic past that is invoked and explained to maintain gender hierarchy as though it is inherent, fundamental to Islam, even when the historical tradition, when freshly examined, reveals a more multivalent picture.


In March 2005, amina wadud, a prominent female scholar of Islam, led a mixed-gender prayer in New York – an act prohibited by pre-modern Islamic consensus. She pointed out that there is no Qur’anic or prophetic evidence against female-led prayers of mixed congregations. Moreover, the reasons the prohibition exists are rooted in now-debunked patriarchal assumptions about male and female sexuality. As she argued, since the Prophet Muhammad sought to promote women’s rights and gender equality and abolish injustices, the prohibition against female-led prayer is not Islamic. Muslims almost universally objected to the prayer, insisting that Islam forbade such an act and that any attempts to alter this were efforts to change Islam.1 According to this response, ‘Islam’ offers a clear non-negotiable position on female-led prayer. The historical scholarly consensus cannot be reopened or subjected to new criticism.


However, the Islamic consensus can and has changed on some issues, such as slavery. In summer of 2015, when ISIS invoked Islam’s past acceptance of slavery to enslave Yazidi women, Muslim scholars and lay Muslims from around the world were outraged.2 Muslims pointed to the legal abolition of slavery across the globe; their claims were supported by the idea that slavery is inhumane and therefore forbidden. While the global Muslim population rejected this attempt by ISIS to revive slavery despite the historical permissibility of enslaving people, they opposed wadud’s prayer leadership, claiming that it challenged the historical scholarly consensus. These different visions of Islam’s (in)flexibility beg serious attention.


The relationship between the two above cases is significant. While historical scholars of Islam accepted slavery, contemporary scholars reject it as un-Islamic and even as prohibited, arguing that the practice is not acceptable today, and the permissibility of slavery in the past must be contextualised. Yet the idea that the (non-textual) prohibition on female-led prayer must still apply today is not questioned commonly. Modern Muslims contextualise and reject parts of the Islamic historical tradition, while asserting its non-negotiability in other areas.


The inconsistent approaches to the Islamic past guide the main question of this book: what do lay Muslim Americans understand to be the criteria for changing the scholarly consensus? That is, how do they decide when past Islamic legal precedents are open to renegotiations and when they must remain unaltered? And how do Muslims explain such choices, and how do they – if at all – think about the pre-modern doctrines with which they disagree? To examine lay Muslim Americans’ evaluation of the legitimacy of historically established doctrine, I compare contemporary lay Muslim opinions on gender issues where change has occurred with those where change is resisted. I argue that the renegotiation with historical Islam is a complex process channelled by lived reality, gender, and generation. What I mean by ‘change’ is twofold: first, change in meaning, interpretation, and application of Qur’anic verses, prophetic practice, and scholarly opinion between pre-modern Islam and contemporary, twenty-first-century American Islam. Second, I look at changes in social practice – i.e. the ways Muslims negotiate tradition in how they live their lives.


The selective invoking of the historical past to support contemporary understandings of practices shows there is discontinuity between how modern Muslim Americans see Islam and the consensus of the Islamic tradition before the nineteenth century. Ideas about what is Islamically acceptable and unacceptable have shifted, but not consistently. To investigate this inconsistency, my study surveys five topics: child marriage, sexual slavery, female inheritance, female-led prayer, and women’s interfaith marriage. I explore answers to my research questions through two methods: a textual analysis of historical and contemporary literature on the issues, and in-depth ethnographic interviews in Austin, Texas. The interviews took place with 40 Sunni Muslim Americans. An equal number of participants were married and unmarried.3 All of them were over the age of 18, and they came from varied racial and ethnic backgrounds. All self-identified as American.


THE FIVE TOPICS


The five topics I’ve chosen demonstrate the inconsistencies in modern Muslim Americans’ approach to the tradition. Both my respondents’ views (as a sample of lay Muslim Americans today) and those of contemporary Muslim scholars’ on child marriage and sexual slavery differ from those of the pre-modern legal tradition. Similarly, existing female inheritance laws are being widely renegotiated, or should be according to my respondents. While the dominant scholarly position is still that daughters must receive half of the inheritance that their brothers get, lay Muslims argue that the inheritance rules in the Qur’an no longer apply. I classify these three topics as ‘negotiables’ of Islamic law as a result of these shifts. In contrast, current opinions on female-led prayer and women’s interfaith marriage are predominantly the same as those of the prevailing pre-modern positions in scholarly discourse, even if some of my respondents express more nuanced perspectives or desire for change. I nonetheless classify these two issues as ‘non-negotiables’ of Islamic law because they are perceived as closed to change, according to contemporary scholars of Islam as well as many of my respondents.


I have selected these issues for several reasons. Beside the practical impacts on the lived realities of Muslim women, they also illustrate the tensions between the ‘Islamic tradition’ and the changes it has undergone already. These issues challenge assumptions about the inflexibility of ‘tradition’, and they reveal the complex ways in which negotiations within religious traditions occur. Further, traditionalist Muslim scholars appear at pains to explain or justify traditional or classical doctrines from Islamic jurisprudence (fiqh) on all these issues because of the stark discrepancies between the initial reasons for their existence and the contemporary context. The variety of modern Muslim viewpoints on these doctrines challenges the claim that Islamic law is unalterable and divine, or at least raises questions about how the negotiation process takes place to determine which doctrines, however established, are negotiable. Because traditionalist Muslim scholars refer to pre-modern scholarship on Islam to justify their teachings, it is worth exploring how contemporary Muslims negotiate the patriarchal assumptions embedded in these doctrines, whether as teachers or as practitioners of Islam.


It may be suggested that slavery and child marriage do not belong in the same category as female-led prayer and women’s interfaith marriage because the former are general social practices, while the latter are prohibitions for practising Muslims. Some of my respondents observed the two categories are not comparable because the permissibility of the first category is rooted in sociohistorical and cultural contexts, whereas the second one was somehow rooted in unchanging Islamic truth. By contrast, I argue that these issues are parallel because the historical positions on all four of them, as permissions or prohibitions are all justified or renegotiated through ‘contextualisation’. I am interrogating precisely why ‘context’ may be invoked to renegotiate some parts of the historical scholarly consensus but not others in mainstream Muslim thought.


DEFINING ‘ISLAM’ AND OTHER KEY TERMS


Investigating these issues requires exploring and clarifying, or complicating, the meanings of ‘Islam’, ‘Islamic law’, ‘Islamic tradition’, sharī‘a (popularly, Islamic law), and fiqh (Islamic jurisprudence). Lay Muslims often conflate and present these terms as though they were synonymous and clearly understood. In fact, when formulating the interview questions, one of the major struggles I encountered was in deciding which terms to use when referring to ‘Islam’. Might a question such as ‘Do you believe Islam permits the marriage of individuals who have not yet reached puberty?’ evoke the same response as the question, ‘Do you believe Islamic law’ (or even ‘Islamic tradition’) permits the marriage of individuals who have not yet reached puberty?’ Muslims do not invoke the term ‘Islamic tradition’ in their daily language of Islam. Lay Muslims tend to speak of ‘Islam’, ‘God’, and/or ‘the Sunnah’ (examples from the life of the Prophet Muhammad, or prophetic practice – we will see later that definitions of Sunnah vary). My respondents asked me what I meant by ‘Islam’, or even ‘Islamic law’, occasionally, and when this question appeared, I noticed that it did so only in the cases for which the contemporary opinions are largely incompatible with historical ones (e.g. slavery and child marriage). When I asked them what Islam’s position on slavery is, for example, many of them asked, ‘What do you mean by “Islam”?’ At other moments, when I used the term ‘Islamic law’, as in ‘Islamic law on gender roles’ and my respondents appeared hesitant to answer or said, ‘I don’t know’, I replaced ‘Islamic law’ with ‘Islam’ and they had clearer answers. I therefore decided to use both terms, ‘Islamic law’ and ‘Islam’, but not ‘Islamic tradition’, in the interviews. I asked specifically for participants’ definitions of ‘Islam’ and ‘Islamic law’ at the beginning of each interview, or during it if I sensed any discrepancies in their opinions and definitions. I provide my respondents’ definitions of these terms in the first chapter; however, I believe a summary is necessary here. While they offered different meanings of the terms, a fair assessment is that for most of them, sharī‘a refers to ‘basic’ rules and guidelines, while ‘Islam’ is ‘a way of life’ and ‘submission to God’. ‘Islam’ is broader and encompasses the Qur’an, the Sunnah, the sharī‘a, and scholarly engagements with all of these, whereas the sharī‘a is derived strictly from the Qur’an and the Sunnah.


‘Islam’ in this study includes more than merely the Qur’an and the Sunnah. It encompasses the historical Islamic tradition and its contemporary manifestations. Islamic tradition encompasses the variety of sources of Islam – but highlights the human (and historically male) articulations of ‘Islam’ as an ideal. This articulation appears in the form of fiqh, or jurisprudence, and its sources include the various interpretations (tafsīr) of the Qur’an, the practice and teachings of the Prophet Muhammad (the Sunnah), and the customs (‘urf ) of scholars whose interpretations are eventually taken authoritatively, and in some cases become laws. I limit the term ‘Islamic tradition’ to the doctrinal contents of the four legal schools of Sunni Islam, namely, Ḥanafī, Mālikī, Shāfi‘ī, and Ḥanbalī, each named after its founder. These schools are, among Sunnis, authoritative. The schools’ positions on the various gender issues on which this study focuses are well-documented in historical texts, such as in a legal compendium by Ibn Rushd (d. 1198), an Andalusian scholar and jurist known as Averroes in the West, titled Bidāyat al-Mujtahid (The Distinguished Jurist’s Primer), to which I refer along with several other pre-modern Islamic legal works.


SIGNIFICANCE OF THIS RESEARCH


I use the case study of one American city, Austin, Texas, to discuss the ways that change is negotiated, particularly in relation to gender. As such, I do not claim that my results apply to all Muslim Americans or to Muslims universally. I do, however, believe that my results and the patterns I am investigating are part of, and not isolated from, the larger Muslim American discourse on Islam, gender, and change, and they therefore contribute to our understanding of contemporary Islam in America and indeed the rest of the Western world. In part, this is because Texas has the fifth-largest Muslim population in the United States, with long-established communities of multiple generations.4 Some of the authorities discussed in this book, like Yasir Qadhi and Nouman Ali Khan, are established in Texas, with Qadhi having been born in Houston. Moreover, my respondents’ ideas of Islam are largely parallel to those shared by Muslim Americans generally according to my study of American Islam.


Previous scholarship seeking to understand this phenomenon of the evolution of practice and thought in Islam has focused on the scholarly elite, neglecting the perspectives of lay Muslims. To provide lay perspectives, I conducted in-depth, in-person interviews with 40 Sunni American Muslims in Austin where I established connections and networks with local individual Muslims, organisations, and community services during my graduate-school years. I interviewed participants about the five topics of my study, assessing their opinions and what they believe the Islamic positions on the topics are. The final question I asked was what criteria participants believe are necessary to modify historical legal positions for modern contexts. I wanted to understand when and why participants accept historical positions as relevant and applicable today, and when and why they believe those positions need change. This book provides field research on a set of overlooked questions and assumptions about the construction of the Islamic tradition, and of Islam, and it critically engages with traditionally established notions of gender in Islam.


This study is also timely. Muslim women’s interfaith marriages are increasingly common, inheritance laws are being renegotiated, and the attempt by ISIS to revive slavery in 2014 sparked a new conversation about slavery in the Islamic tradition. Muslim women’s quest for religious authority, such as the right to lead prayer, has gained attention over the past two decades, and the prohibition on leading prayers continues to reflect attitudes towards women’s rights in other spheres of life as well.


Moreover, the study has three broad social implications. First, it speaks to wider issues in the sociology of religion, such as how a religious community consents to redefining and modifying its understanding of and commitment to the idea of tradition. Muslims maintain their spirituality and loyalty to Islam while simultaneously challenging the doctrines that hinder a more ethically grounded practice of religion. Second, this study addresses the question of religious communities’ arguments for gender-based reforms that do not betray a tradition to which many are unconditionally committed. Contemporary academic scholars have already shown that early Muslim scholars’ conceptions of gender widely influenced the ways that they approached gender relations in establishing rules and guidelines on, for example, marriage, female leadership, and inheritance.5 My study brings these issues to the forefront and highlights the gendered nature of the production of knowledge and the establishment of gender roles and rights in religious communities. Third, the research contributes to existing literature that provides tools for Muslim women to question and challenge the gendered foundations of the Islamic tradition that have historically only allowed limited changes. Grasping the fluidity of the tradition may enable Muslim women to push for the advancement of their rights without feeling as though they are transgressing against an unassailable tradition.


THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK


What is a religious tradition, and how does it evolve while simultaneously being perceived as authentic by its adherents? Talal Asad proposes that viewing Islam as a discursive tradition may help us to understand it as a religion that relies on an authoritative discourse-based, historically established past while also being relevant to the future (where the tradition is headed) through the present.6 He famously coins this term, ‘discursive tradition’, to refer to the diversity and localised manifestations of past and contemporary Islam. Asad’s definition of Islam acknowledges Muslims’ relationship to their past, the present, and to changes that Islam undergoes through modification, reinterpretations, and re-representations. Zareena Grewal studies Muslim Americans who travel to the Middle East to learn ‘real’ and ‘authentic’ Islam, which they imagine is non-existent in the United States. She critically discusses the ways that ‘tradition’ is conceptualised in the minds of the student-travelers she engages as they use it to claim authority in the Muslim American community.7 In my discussions with respondents on criteria of authority and their definitions of ‘scholars’, I found that their ideas on tradition, scholars, and authority largely resemble the views espoused by the student-travelers in Grewal’s study. My research relies on Asad’s concept of Islam as a discursive tradition to understand how Muslims negotiate their contemporary understandings of gender as well as on Grewal’s discussion of the mythical Islamic tradition that my discussants implicitly invoked to explain their opinions. I develop Asad’s idea further through my proposal that the Islamic tradition be viewed as a rhizome, discussed in detail in chapter 1.


Another theory I draw from is that of tradition as stratigraphy, which helps explain the changes made to past interpretations and practices, primarily because of the positioning of the interpreter. Stratigraphy refers to ‘the layering of meaning and interpretation: one story or interpretation can be retold in many different ways, with layers of detail added in subsequent generations’.8 This story or interpretation can be of a text or a concept, with changed meaning, explanation, and detail interpolated by new generations of interpreters. Walid Saleh and Karen Bauer, among others, have shown that exegetes of the Qur’an have historically picked and chosen from previous works, rendering some interpretations as valid and others as invalid.9 For instance, since gender hierarchy was taken as a matter of fact in pre-modern societies, it makes sense that Muslim scholars chose to present it as inherent to the Qur’an and, in turn, established legal rulings based on those assumptions. The interpreters of subsequent generations may add to those previous interpretations and traditions as their social realities evolve. I apply the theory of stratification to analyse the ways in which contemporary Muslims rely on stratified views of Islam and gender in their everyday life. Ayesha Chaudhry and Karen Bauer have observed that while the Islamic tradition is claimed to be diverse and nuanced, this does not always apply to gender, except in very subtle ways; this is true in my study where the dominant scholarly view tends to lean towards maintaining gender inequality (interfaith marriage, female inheritance, female-led prayers), but diversity of opinion is certainly present in my respondents’ views, with important qualifiers. I argue that, because of the gendered nature of authority and knowledge in Islamic tradition, selective changes that take place within this tradition, including canonisation, are likewise gendered. This argument parallels recent scholarship in Islamic Studies, such as Nevin Reda and Yasmin Amin’s Islamic Interpretive Tradition and Gender Justice, which critiques the notion of an accepted collection of authoritative texts, or a ‘canon’, and argues that since processes of canonisation are deeply human (male) endeavours and are constantly in flux, new egalitarian and ethical interpretations of the Islamic tradition are possible; they also argue for an interpretation of Islam that recognises and is in touch with Muslims’ lived reality.10 Significantly, this volume also challenges the claim that the Islamic tradition is based in a sound and consistently applied methodology, a claim commonly used to dismiss Muslim feminist arguments for change. Related to this discussion is the notion of a gendered authority in Islam. Many scholars have already shown that historical interpretations and other engagements with religious scriptures are gendered because they have thrived through a gendered paradigm.11


The social construction of knowledge is not limited to the humanities and social sciences. Scientific research has always been used to advance ideology, and is thus inseparable from politics. It is widely known that European scientists historically used biological and natural sciences to argue against racial equality – specifically, they used scientific knowledge and arguments to support existing societal claims about the superiority of certain races over others. All of these claims have since been debunked. Similarly, feminist approaches in the biological sciences have challenged previously established notions of sexuality and offered groundbreaking theories about the role of gender and social assumptions in promoting particular viewpoints.12 Feminist scientists have studied in detail the gendering of scientific knowledge, including the role of the agent (male scientist) who pretends to be absent but is subconsciously always in command.13 They have also shown how social and political concepts of sexuality and gender can and have influenced biological understandings.14 Notable examples include nineteenth-century scientists and physicians using female biology (e.g. references to their anatomy, such as the uterus) to argue that women should not engage in intensive study because it would ‘physically harm women by diverting energy from their uterus to their brain’.15 Additionally, Emily Martin, in her research on sociocultural anthropology, has explored ‘the gender stereotypes hidden within the scientific language of biology’, such as in biology textbooks’ descriptions of menstruation and the reproductive cycle.16 Descriptions of the biological processes in female bodies versus in male bodies are drastically different: male biological phenomena are marvelled at and treated as remarkable miracles while female processes are described as prone to death and loss.17 Such descriptions reflect social and cultural attitudes towards women and men in broader society rather than being rooted in a careful, impartial description of the human body. I draw from these past studies on the gendered construction of knowledge and authority to support a part of my argument that the reluctance to engage feminist knowledge and feminist propositions plays a role in preventing change within the Islamic tradition.


Scholars of Islam and gender are thus ultimately, either implicitly or explicitly, asking the following questions: what is Islam, how is the Islamic tradition developed, and who is allowed to be part of its construction and development? For example, Kecia Ali’s Sexual Ethics and Islam is devoted to exploring the question of what ‘Islam’ is through a focus on what makes sexual relations lawful in Islam. She examines the tension between what contemporary Muslims believe the Islamic tradition’s stances on sex, marriage, divorce are, and what the texts actually indicate. My study is an exploration of what lay Muslims believe Islam says about the five issues under focus and how they explain any discrepancies that arise.


That Islamic law and interpretations of the Qur’an have undergone change is not the point of this study. Indeed, given the immense body of scholarship on the subject, that much should be obvious from the outset. Other scholars have already explored the changing nature over time of Islamic law and Qur’anic commentaries, and the role of humans in their construction, development, and advancement. Scholars in this category emphasise early and medieval Muslim scholarly and juristic creativity in simultaneously embracing and reforming Islamic law and interpretation as they deemed necessary.18 Most academic studies of Islamic law and Qur’anic interpretation use sources written by jurists and other scholarly elites, rather than ordinary Muslims. Ziba Mir-Hosseini’s Islam and Gender: The Religious Debate in Contemporary Iran, for example, groups the different perspectives that scholars of Islam hold on gender into those of traditionalists, neo-traditionalists, and modernists; she does this through a set of questions she asks jurists and scholars in Iran on issues related to gender, women, and marriage, noting the inconsistent ways many of them approach these issues.19 Ayesha Chaudhry’s Domestic Violence and the Islamic Tradition offers an exploration of commentaries on the Qur’anic verse Q. 4:34, similarly categorising the different approaches and their evolution as traditionalist, neo-traditionalist, progressive, and reformist.20 Karen Bauer’s Gender Hierarchy in the Qurʾan: Medieval Interpretations, Modern Responses surveys differences between pre-modern and modern interpretations of Qur’anic verses on creation, female testimony, and marital hierarchy, and examines the ways that each generation of interpreters negotiates with the previous generation in its attempt to make sense of Qur’anic verses in new contexts.21 Hadia Mubarak’s Rebellious Wives and Neglectful Husbands strives to capture the diverse attitudes towards marriage, divorce, and polygyny.22 Highlighting the ways that modern male Sunni scholars depart from pre-modern ones in their engagement with these issues, she argues that phenomena such as colonialism, nationalism, modernity, and the commentator’s own personal background are crucial to their conclusions.23 Finally, Karen Bauer and Feras Hamza’s An Anthology of Qur’anic Commentaries explores the various and competing perspectives on issues such as human creation, marital roles, Mary, mother of Jesus, women’s legal testimony, and Qur’anic ideas of modesty.24 They show that while Qur’anic commentaries are always in conversation with the cultural and political milieu of the commentator’s time and place, commentators also honour and reference the commentaries of past generations as a way to demonstrate knowledge of and ground their authority in the historical male tradition.


Unlike this previous scholarship, my purpose is to document the lengths to which Muslims, both lay and scholarly, go to rationalise what they find as problematic aspects of the Islamic past and to Islamically justify social change. I show how contemporary lay Muslims exert their own pressures on the theory of the law.


LAW, CONTEXTS, AND INTERPRETATION


Appreciating the historical legal and exegetical traditions’ approaches to these gender issues entails understanding the contexts in which Islamic law and Qur’anic interpretation were developed and in which their framers operated. Much scholarship exists on the origins of Islamic law, its development, and its influences. I apply the findings of these studies to Islamic law in this work by highlighting the role that sociohistorical contexts play in establishing consensus, consensus itself being a process of negotiation among various legal schools, individual scholars, and, as my research shows, lay practising Muslims.


The context(s) in which Islamic law originates and develops are ones that, at least to non-specialists of religion, are unimaginable because of the sorts of concerns that dominated the discourse of the time. In pre-nineteenth-century Islam, both slavery and gender hierarchy were unquestioned and wholly acceptable aspects of everyday social life – sanctioned by law and by morality.25 A vertical paradigm of social relations that assumed gender hierarchy – with God above men and men above women, thus men superior to women – was understood not only as normative but as a part of the divine plan. Only in the modern period, the 1800s onwards, did scholars and lay Muslims begin to seriously question the underlying assumptions pre-modern Muslim scholars operated under to justify and explain their understanding of God, the Qur’an, and Islam. Given this context, one might imagine that it is fairly reasonable to question the validity of the prohibitions that resulted from particular social, legal, and moral assumptions about both gender and social hierarchy.


Thus, while this book explores in depth the rationales for the prohibitions on some gendered doctrines – such as female-led mixed-gender prayers and interfaith marriages for Muslim women – a key concern for me is the context in which these prohibitions emerged. Sociohistorical contexts are often acknowledged for cases like slavery but not for opinions on gender, such as in the cases on which this study centres; that is, doctrines regarding gender are treated ahistorically, as being fixed in immutable, natural realities. This explains the significance of the following question: when the rationale behind a particular prohibition no longer applies, how do Muslims explain its continuation, and what new reasons are attributed to the prohibition? As I will discuss particularly in chapter 4, on female-led prayer, Behnam Sadeghi illustrates that scholars – and I add lay Muslims – offer new justifications to pre-modern positions of juristic consensus to maintain them because they believe them to be ‘Islamic’. The medieval context is not just one where slavery was a normal part of daily life: as Leila Ahmed shows, early Islamic texts were produced, interpreted, and later rendered into law in a context where, particularly for elite men, distinctions between concubine, woman for sexual use, and woman as object were inevitably blurred.26 Left to the jurists, the law came to be a product of male interpretations and patriarchal assumptions and expectations. In such a context, then, one might find nothing outlandish about a prohibition on women marrying non-Muslim men.


Context does not always suffice in explaining the dominance of certain positions, however.27 Certainly all the legal schools, despite the variations among them, were influenced by the patriarchal assumptions, biases, and realities of their contexts. But this would also assume that the same context necessarily results in the same conclusions, and the Islamic tradition is widely known for its tremendous diversity of thought. Indeed, these assumptions about the role of context mislead one into thinking that, first, it is even possible to know with certainty what the context was, and, second, that the context remained the same throughout the hundreds of years that Islamic law was developed. In reality, however, the social milieu of Muslim societies differed even from city to city. What, then, does it mean to fairly claim that any given practice or doctrine originated in a certain historical context when context alone is not a productive explanation? My argument is not that context explains doctrinal positions on which consensus has been reached. I’m interested in why context is mobilised as a legitimate explanation on some issues, while for others, contextualisation is seen as an invalid approach.


CHAPTER OUTLINE


In chapter 1, ‘A Rhizomatic Approach to the Islamic Tradition’, I argue that existing (scholarly and lay) understandings of the Islamic tradition can be best conceptualised through a rhizomatic model, a Deleuzian metaphor based on the rhizome plant (as opposed to a traditional root), which is characterised by complex and horizontal roots. The rhizome metaphor has been applied in many disciplines, such as sociology, economics, and education; I apply it to Islamic Studies because it aptly illustrates the nuances of the Islamic tradition. For instance, a rhizomatic model engages interconnectedness in such a way that selectively choosing from traditions appears natural to religious practitioners, as it allows for boundaries and categories to remain fluid.


Section 1 encompasses two chapters, which explore the ‘negotiables’ of the Islamic tradition: child marriage and sexual slavery. Both chapters emphasise the ways in which contemporary opinions on these two issues depart from historical scholarly consensus, which permitted child marriage and sexual slavery. Chapter 2, ‘Child Marriage’, investigates the issue of child marriage and the discrepancies between historical and contemporary Muslim views on it. Almost all my participants project onto Islam their modern ideals of agency and consent by arguing that Islam never supported child marriage – as historical scholars may be said to have projected their own ideas onto Islam as well. They insist that child marriages are fundamentally un-Islamic because Islam requires the consent of the marrying parties for a valid marriage. This discrepancy provides a case of negotiating the tradition that makes sense when analysed through the rhizomatic model I proposed in chapter 1. As I move on to analyse my respondents’ attitudes toward child marriage, I discuss some of the major themes that emerged in our conversations, such as Aisha’s marriage to Muhammad (believed to have occurred when she was six years old, with consummation at nine); the reliance on Hadiths (reports attributed to Muhammad) specifically in the case of child marriage to support the respondents’ position that it is un-Islamic; and shifting ideas of what constitutes the Sunnah, or way of the Prophet Muhammad.28


In chapter 3, ‘Sexual Slavery’, I discuss historical views on men’s right to sexual relations with enslaved women, and contemporary Muslims’ understandings of slavery in Islam. First, I analyse Qur’anic verses that arguably support sexual relations with enslaved people, while also briefly addressing the argument that the Qur’anic verses about ‘those whom your right hands possess’ do not necessarily permit sexual contact with slaves. I then discuss attitudes towards slavery within the historical legal tradition. I highlight the case of Māriya the Copt, a Christian woman whom the earlier Islamic sources acknowledge as a concubine of the Prophet but whose status as a wife or concubine is ambiguous. The implications of Māriya’s being a wife or a concubine are significant: if Māriya was Muhammad’s concubine, then sexual relations with slaves are sanctioned in the Sunnah and not just in the legal tradition. Muhammad’s relationship with Māriya and the permissibility of slavery in the historical Islamic tradition are instances where a clash occurs between the Sunnah, classical jurisprudence, and modern notions of sexuality. I then move on to my discussants’ views towards slavery and their understandings of Islam’s position on this subject. I conclude that contemporary Muslims’ views on slavery and its contemporary impermissibility in Islam require distinguishing between ‘Islam’ and ‘Islamic law’. While several of my discussants had initially told me that ‘Islamic law’ and ‘Islam’ are the same, they, too, eventually acknowledged the distinction between the two, arguing that Islamic law would not permit something that Islam prohibits or vice versa. My respondents assume that Islam is a system of principles guided fundamentally by equality, justice and compassion. Although a few of my respondents believed slavery is still acceptable in Islam, they qualified their positions with statements such as ‘but only if the slaves are treated with respect and as equals’. Those who believed slavery was permissible in the past but not today also explained that slavery was permissible on the grounds that those enslaved would be treated with dignity and as equals. Others believed it was always and still is impermissible because it goes against the core of Islam, which is to treat others respectfully.


In chapter 4, ‘Female Inheritance’, I investigate the issue of female inheritance through an analysis of the relevant Qur’anic verses, contemporary debates, and my respondents’ rationales for maintaining or modifying the historical ruling that daughters receive half the inheritance of sons. While the Qur’an tends to be ambiguous in most of its guidelines, its laws on inheritance for daughters and sons are more specific: ‘to the male, a portion equal to that of two females’ (Q. 4:11). I pay special attention to how contemporary Muslims are negotiating the traditional guidelines as they attempt to apply them to their lives in circumstances that are different from those in which the laws emerged. For instance, many scholars, and many lay Muslims including most of my respondents, contextualise the Qur’anic verses on inheritance to argue that when the inheritance rules were revealed, it was a great justice to women to receive a share in inheritance because women were not seen as entitled to inheritance at the time. Given this context, they argue, the verses indicate Islam’s attempt to improve women’s rights. Moreover, since men are required to take care of their female counterparts, the inheritance portions assigned to women suggest that they are in fact receiving a privilege, since their inheritance (theoretically) belongs solely to them, whereas men are required to spend theirs on their families. Since the context in which the verses were revealed originally radically differs from that of my discussants, most of them support equal inheritance for daughters and sons. An important conclusion from this discussion is that female inheritance laws are being renegotiated, and those individuals who have been or are negatively affected by the current laws oppose them. Besides the relevance of gender in these conversations, the respondents’ generation is also important: for example, the fact that single (i.e. younger) men support equal inheritance laws for sons and daughters is significant because their support for equal distribution shows that current broader discourses about gender equality are creating an awareness of women’s rights in the minds of younger generations of Muslims.


The second section focuses on the issues currently considered ‘non-negotiable’, at least by the majority of Muslim scholars: women’s interfaith marriage and gender-mixed female-led prayer. The chapters in this section highlight the parallels between historical and contemporary ideas on the topics while discussing the ways in which contemporary explanations of the prohibitions depart from historical ones. Chapter 5, ‘Muslim Women’s Interfaith Marriage’, deals with Muslim women’s marriage to ‘Ahl al-Kitāb or kitābīs, or People of the Book (i.e. Jews and Christians). Since the Qur’an does not explicitly prohibit women’s marriage to these kitābīs, I am interested in Muslims’ contemporary justifications of this traditional prohibition that some of them still insist upon despite their willingness to discard other traditional doctrines given new contexts. For example, most of them follow the popular mainstream rejection of the idea of male superiority (although with qualifications). The chapter provides an analysis of the Qur’anic verses on interfaith marriage, along with their commentaries (tafsīr). Since the original contexts of the prohibition warrant an acknowledgment, I also discuss the historical contexts of the relationship between slavery and marriage to emphasise the point that my respondents made when explaining that legal stipulations must change in a changing sociohistorical context. The conclusion discusses some of the gaps in the rationales commonly given to support the prohibition.


Chapter 6, ‘Female-Led Mixed-Gender Prayers’, addresses current opinions regarding female-led prayers, highlighting scholarly debates and my participants’ perceptions of the subject. I analyse the historical tradition’s views on female-led prayers and the ways they shape contemporary scholarly ideas on the issue. I then present and analyse the responses of my research participants to questions related to female-led prayers. Looking for patterns in their responses that help answer my larger question of which positions of consensus are negotiable and which ones are non-negotiable, I discuss the three most common responses my respondents offered as explanations for the prohibition on female-led prayer: female modesty and male sexuality, a ‘lack of precedent’, and the notion that it is an unnecessary, irrelevant goal. I argue that the prohibition on female-led mixed-gender prayer remains and is supported by most of my respondents (men and women) because it is perceived as an irrelevant issue, not urgent or oppressive like child marriage and sexual slavery, as some of them said. As with the issue on women’s interfaith marriage, which received more support from my discussants than female-led prayer did, many of my respondents support a re-evaluation of the prohibition on female-led prayer but feel bound by the prevailing scholarly opinion. What makes the issue non-negotiable is not my discussants’ views towards it but the current dominant scholarly consensus. While my respondents are less hesitant to disagree with scholarly opinions on many other issues, on female-led prayers, they chose to defer to scholars. Few of my discussants who supported the prohibitions challenged their own assumptions embedded in these ideas. Some paused to comment that a certain claim or statement of theirs did not make any sense, but they maintained their position that they would defer to authorities on these matters and/or that there must be wisdom behind the prohibitions.


The conclusion, ‘The Politics of Negotiation and Relevance’ reflects primarily on my discussants’ views on change and tradition. In all issues in this study, we learn that Muslims are negotiating their understandings of the tradition and of change. They seek to preserve the Islamic tradition as sincerely as possible, while also acknowledging the need to respond to contemporary struggles and realities. When asked what counts as a legitimate reason to modify or change historical positions of consensus, all respondents referenced a shift in context and time. They agreed that Islam and Islamic law are flexible, as illustrated by a question many of them asked: ‘Which Islamic law?’ (although specifically in questions regarding Islamic law’s position on slavery and child marriage). Islamic law is flexible, clearly, because Islam – according to most participants – is a rational religion. They all agreed that a position, however much based in consensus, can change with time, context, or a shift in social norms. In other words, consensus is not necessarily binding. Since there appears to be a pattern that might explain or help scholars, or even lay practicing Muslims, predict when historical consensus is or was negotiable, the conclusion sets out to identify this pattern, highlighting the role of gender, generation, and lived reality. I theorise the idea of relevance, connecting lay Muslims’ perception of some gendered issues, such as female-led prayers, as ‘irrelevant’ to a recent academic conversation on the politics of citation and the dismissal of feminist and women’s scholarship. The chapter also provides charts to illustrate how differences in gender and generation/marital status affect opinions on the different topics and to highlight the differences in how scholarly consensus is imagined generally versus for the specific topics.


METHODOLOGY


This book utilises a twofold methodology. It consists, first, of an analysis of historical legal texts and contemporary Muslim scholarship on the topics under study (child marriage, sexual slavery, female inheritance, women’s interfaith marriage, and female-led prayer). Second, this study includes in-depth interviews with lay Muslim Americans in Austin. I describe these two methods in detail, giving more attention to the ethnographic interviews because of their complexity and critical role in reaching my conclusions. I also discuss my criteria for choosing participants, the process of finding and recruiting them, and details about where and how the interviews took place.


A. Textual Methodology


A major goal of the study is to note points of departure from historical views as they are represented in contemporary sources of Islam and in contemporary Muslims’ perceptions of the pre-nineteenth-century sources. The nineteenth century is an important period in the study of Islam for several reasons, notably the reality and impact of colonialism that led to social, political, and religious reform movements and engagements with modernity. Colonialism led to an epistemological shift in the production of knowledge about Islam, prompting many scholars of Islam to use the nineteenth century as a significant point of demarcation. I compare historical and contemporary opinions on the five topics of the study. I use various texts, including The Distinguished Jurist’s Primer by Ibn Rushd (d. 1198).29 This book on comparative Islamic law presents the dominant opinions of Muslim jurists from five Islamic legal schools: Ḥanafī, Mālikī, Shāfi‘ī, Ḥanbalī, and Ẓāhirī. Ibn Rushd, also known as Averroes, is regarded as one of the most influential and authoritative scholars of Islam. I also use the Qur’an, its interpretations, Hadiths, and legal texts as well as other authoritative sources that have shaped popular perceptions of Islam’s positions on these matters. Other legal texts that I relied on include Ibn Taymiyya’s (d. 1328) Majmū‘ Fatāwā and Ibn Qudāmah’s (d. 1223) Kitāb al-Mughnī.30 Both of these influential texts are compilations of legal opinions from different schools, although both authors were Ḥanbalī. Other sources include exegetical scholarship when necessary, such as in the case of women’s interfaith marriage and female inheritance, and contemporary discussions of these issues by popular Muslim scholars on YouTube and Islamic websites. Throughout the study, when available, I reference the views of contemporary Western Muslim scholars whom my discussants viewed as authoritative, such as Yasmin Mogahed, Yasir Qadhi, and Nouman Ali Khan.31 I also analyse feminist interpretations, relying on academic and occasionally, when useful, online popular material. Feminist scholars often oppose the traditional positions of consensus and offer alternative interpretations, which I draw upon in my conclusions.


Some participants were uncertain about the purpose of the study and my role in it. Many of them suggested to me that I ask ‘proper scholars’ the questions I was asking them, although some appreciated that I was interested in their opinions for this portion of the research. While many of my respondents referenced contemporary Muslim American preachers and scholars in some of their responses, the pre-modern sources I rely on in this research did not come up much during the course of the interviews, except in the discussion on female-led prayer. For example, only a few of them believed that Islam prohibits women from leading other women in prayer. When I asked whether women can lead other women in prayer and they agreed, some asked what the legal schools’ positions were on this issue. Often, once the interview was over, we returned to some of the topics they had questions about, and if they wanted to know more, I directed them to the sources I was using. It was during the post-interview conversations I had with many of them that they asked me what ‘Islam actually says’ about the topics we had discussed; I shared with them that each of these topics had been heavily debated historically, and some scholarly opinions on female-led prayer, child marriage, and slavery were most shocking to them.


Through the textual methodology, I was able to substantively assess which of the five topics had undergone change. Using the interviews I conducted, I was able to explain why some issues have been understood differently over time, while interpretations of others seem more resistant to change, and what this reveals about the ways in which change is negotiated in religious traditions. Relying on social media content analysis when useful also allowed me to note disagreements between scholarly figures and lay Muslims’ perspectives.


B. Ethnographic Methodology


Between May and December 2016, I conducted 40 open-ended, semi-structured, one-on-one interviews with Sunni Muslims in Austin. All interviews were confidential, and the discussants were assigned pseudonyms. Participants were promised confidentiality, and none of their real names are used in the study. To ensure that there is no identifiable information in the study about any of the participants, I used general geographic information when referring to respondents instead of the specifics they had given (e.g. instead of Malaysia, I use South-East Asian; instead of Egyptian, I use North African). Most of these interviews took place in person, and some took place on the phone, in accordance with the discussant’s preference and availability.


I chose Austin as the location of the study because I had established a rapport of trust with the Muslim community there, as a resident of the city for several years. The connections I made in Austin during my graduate years afforded me the necessary access to meet community members – and to have community leaders endorse the study – and to discuss issues with them that are often considered controversial and sensitive. I had previously conducted a pilot study of Austin Muslims’ views on gender and Islam, such as homosexuality, polygamy, and women’s interfaith marriage. This study introduced me to the Austin community, and some of the people who participated in the informal study also offered to participate in the current research. My connections with the community were essential to the successful undertaking of the current research.


My selection criteria were that my interviewees identify as Sunni Muslim and as American, live in Austin at the time of the study, and be over the age of eighteen. I limited my sample to Sunni Muslims because of the differences in Sunni and Shi‘i Islam on questions of authority and on what each sect considers authoritative knowledge and sources. For instance, while Sunni Islam permits Muslim men to marry women from the People of the Book, the majority Shi‘i view prohibits men’s marriage to all non-Muslim women although permitting mut‘a (temporary marriage) to them. Similarly, Shi‘i and Sunni Muslims do not hold the same Hadiths to be authoritative, including some of the ones I highlight in this study; Sunnis and Shi‘is moreover rely on separate Hadith collections and apply different standards of authenticity and reliability.32


Racial background and immigration status were not a part of the criteria, because my respondents identified themselves as American regardless of how long they had lived in the United States. Their identity as American was important to the study so that I was able to assess where their opinions may be influenced by contemporary trends in American Islam (e.g. the idea that certain common Muslim practices are ‘cultural’, not ‘Islamic’) and because the scholars they follow are Americans, such as Yasir Qadhi, who speak to their specific struggles and contexts.


I sought an equal number of married and unmarried individuals. Once I selected the primary group, I sub-categorised them as follows. Of the 40 individuals I selected, 20 were men and 20 women; 10 of each gender were married (at the time of the study or in the past), and 10 were unmarried (never previously married, although three respondents were engaged at the time of the study). These numbers were deliberately chosen to ensure an equal representation. The reason I chose not to categorise them by age, or any other marker, and instead by gender and marital status is that in the aforementioned pilot study I conducted in 2013, I discovered that the respondents’ views on marriage, sexuality, and Islam differed significantly between married and unmarried individuals. The married individuals, for example, often invoked their experiences with marriage to explain their views. Similarly, in this study, marital status and gender played pivotal roles, as opposed to, for example, race.


The Recruitment and Interview Process


To solicit respondents, I relied on my own networks in the Austin community. Specifically, I used Facebook groups for the Austin Muslim Community, an Austin Muslim e-mailing list known as AMAANAH, the mosques I attend frequently, a private Islamic school, and informal invitations branching out from individuals I know personally. When recruiting participants for the study, I first created flyers and sought permission to distribute them from mosques and other Muslim-majority spaces, such as a private local Islamic school. On some Fridays, mosque administrations also made announcements that the study was taking place and urged prospective participants to contact me for details. Since the flyers included my e-mail address, many people responded via e-mail; others responded through my Austin Muslim friends’ social networks, particularly Facebook, when people shared information about the study and the call for participants. At one point, I was struggling to find married men, which was resolved by my married women friends’ help in encouraging their husbands and/or their husbands’ friends to participate. The individuals I interviewed were not limited to my own personal network because they were recruited through various media and fora.


The interview process involved a discussion of the purpose of the research and my commitment to maintaining confidentiality. Each interview began with an introduction to myself and to the study and the respondents’ permission for me to audio-record the entire interview. Most interviews took place in person, such as at a café. Once I had obtained their permission to record, I first asked general questions about their background – racial/ethnic, age, marital status, educational background, and whether they were converts to Islam or born Muslim. I invited them to share anything else they were comfortable sharing, such as how long they had been in the US if they had immigrated to the US from another country.


Since I focus on doctrinal positions and arguments, I asked my participants about their opinions on different statements and topics, and evaluated their responses to determine whether and when they align with traditional legal positions. I did not notify them of what the historical agreed-upon positions on any given issue were except when they asked, and I informed them only after the interview was over if they were still interested. In such cases, I observed their responses – and I analyse them in relevant chapters.


Challenges During the Interview Process


One of the major struggles I faced during the interviews was that many interviewees began to question their own knowledge of Islam as they realised I was interested, among other issues, in their perceptions. Several participants apologised for not knowing the ‘Islamic’ position on some of the issues, even when I informed them that everything they know and whatever they do not know is useful for my research. Explaining the purpose and significance of their opinions and current knowledge proved challenging because the method through which I appeared to be studying Islam was unfamiliar to many participants. Additionally, because the interviews often took place as a discussion between me and the respondents, and because I asked many follow-up questions based on the answers they gave, they began to express hesitance to share an opinion as we continued because they felt as though their lack of knowledge on an issue disqualified them from sharing their thoughts. To me, this demonstrates that they have internalised the idea that they are not entitled to an opinion on Islam unless they are scholars, that their experiences and interpretations are not worth studying. Some respondents noted the pattern of the questions – e.g. what their opinion on a certain topic/practice was, what they believed Islam’s position on it was, and whether they believe the consensus on the matter was binding for today’s Muslims – and this made them doubt their current knowledge. For instance, the following was a common comment: ‘I mean, I don’t know. Doesn’t Islam prohibit X [e.g. the marriage of underaged children]? I thought it did…’ I often struggled to respond to questions about Islam’s position on a given issue because I did not want to influence participants’ responses in any way; I wanted their knowledge and opinions. Some participants acknowledged my expertise (I introduced myself as a student of Islam and gender) and occasionally asked me, ‘What does Islam say about this?’ or ‘What do the texts say?’ In such cases, we would discuss what ‘the texts’ say after the interview was over.


As a researcher, I played a complex role in the study, as simultaneously an insider and outsider in the community whose perceptions I studied. I was an insider to the extent that I identify as a Sunni Muslim and am deeply familiar with the nuances that discussants often referenced, including Islamic terminology and common Western Muslim tropes, such as ‘that’s not Islam; that’s culture’. I was also an outsider, however, because of my own personal (non-mainstream) positions on these issues as well as my position as the researcher and/or specialist on gender and Islam.


As a single Muslim woman, I often had difficulty reaching Muslim men and seeking their participation for the study. Many men, whether they were interested in participating or not, mostly those whom I met around the mosque, explained to me that I should not include men in the research because of Islam’s prohibition on gender mixing. They pointed out that since I am not allowed to be alone with men, Muslim men were unlikely to agree to the interview unless I changed my method and either simply passed out surveys at the mosque or did group interviews. This also suggests that my sample of men, single or married, was affected: some such men with conservative opinions such as opposition to gender-mixing or any interaction between women and men who are not related to each other clearly declined to participate in the study. I did, however, interview a few such men, as can be seen in their conversations below, some on the phone and some in person.


Further, as a feminist Muslim American, I found this project – the sheer nature of the interviews, the issues under focus, some respondents’ reactions and responses to the questions – overwhelming and, to an extent, emotionally and psychologically daunting. Some (male and female) respondents spoke with ease and casualness of the emotional, physical, intellectual inferiority of women; some (male and female) explained the uncontrollable sexual urges of men because of which women have to relinquish some level of power to them; some shared their expectations of proper Muslim behaviour and practice; some attributed their anti-LGBTQ+ opinions to God; and so on. Professional ethics enabled me to listen as these participants explained what Islam was, even in ways that were patronising and offensive to women, racial minorities, gender non-conforming Muslims, and other marginalised communities and groups. Listening to these interviews during the transcription and analysis stages was emotionally challenging.


My encounters with the majority of the participants, however, were not challenging. Most respondents were respectful and careful not to offend me, other women, or other Muslims. One married male participant, for example, when explaining his positions on female-led prayer repeatedly stated, ‘Sister, I apologise. I do not want to hurt you, but you should hear the male perspective on this to understand better.’ Because I had explained to them the purpose of the study and my interest in their personal opinions and their knowledge on Islam’s positions on the topics in focus, they commonly said, ‘Since you want my opinion, this is my opinion.’


One particular incident deserves to be highlighted in detail. This interview stands out as the most challenging I had to endure. My experience with Salim was not simply uncomfortable, but potentially dangerous, too. It also put me in a position that made me reflect on my status as a researcher and my relationship with my respondents. I had not anticipated the questions Salim asked me. I found it difficult to answer him in a way that would not invalidate my research, in his view, but that would also be a fair representation of my views so that I was not deceiving him. I was as open with him about the way I practise Islam as professionally necessary in order for him to decide if participating in this project was worth his time. As both this incident and many other encounters with my participants suggest, social scientific research is not always viewed as a legitimate method for understanding Islam.


In late October 2016, Salim e-mailed me to ask if I still needed participants for my study because he was interested in participating.33 We scheduled a time to conduct the interview via phone because meeting in person would be difficult for him. When we first spoke, he said, ‘For some reason, I thought you’d be a brother [male Muslim].’ I asked if he was still willing to participate now that he knew I was a sister, and he said, yes, because ‘it’s for the good of the community and a fellow Muslim’.


As we spoke, he made comments about born-Muslims who do not practise Islam ‘properly’, one of which was about Muslim-identifying women who do not cover their hair but think they are still Muslim – or they cover their hair only in the parking lots of mosques as they prepare to enter the mosque; he called such women ‘parking lot hijabis’. I appreciated these thoughts as a researcher, but I wondered if he would have agreed to participate in the study if he knew I did not cover my hair outside the mosque. When we were close to finishing the interview, he said that he had to leave, but we would continue once he was available again, and he suggested I come to the mosque he attends where he would introduce my study to more prospective participants. I agreed and planned to attend the mosque later.


I arrived at the mosque slightly after the Maghrib (evening) prayer and thus missed an opportunity to meet a larger group of people, but I stayed for ‘Isha prayer, the night (final) prayer until around nine o’clock. Salim introduced me to a few men and I collected a few contacts. When I saw a group of men slightly apart from us, I told Salim I would go speak with them as well in case they might be interested. He said he did not know them – he was introducing me primarily to Muslims of his race whom he knew – and he instructed me to stay back while he went to talk with them first. He had mentioned earlier that as a woman, I must not stand near the men’s entrance to the mosque because it does not look good; it looks immodest. After about five minutes, he returned to give me permission to speak with them.


When I finished describing my project and its significance to the two men remaining in the group, one of them offered, ‘You need to have some questions on a piece of paper to ask. You can’t just go up to people and ask them for their opinions.’ Confused, I asked, ‘What do you mean? Yes, of course I have a set of questions. Do you mean a questionnaire?’ He said, ‘A questionnaire or not, you need to have actual proper questions.’ After attempting to assure him that I did have written questions, he consistently interrupted me as I firmly stated that I knew what I was doing, I’d done this before, and I’d been doing this for a while – that this process of recruiting people for my project and of conducting interviews was not new to me. He reluctantly accepted that I might know what I am doing.


The attempts to explain to me what I should really be doing did not end there. This same individual insisted that I need to be talking with actual scholars of Islam about these kinds of issues because it does not matter what ‘Muslims think’ about anything. The men had other suggestions: had I considered how helpful it would be for me to give a presentation to the mosque congregants about my project and then ‘ask them, for example, how many of you think this, how many of you think that, and then ask them why or why not?’ I assured them that I had considered doing group interviews and focus groups, but that this was currently the method I had settled upon for confidentiality purposes. Salim then offered, ‘And you must make sure that all of your participants are proper Muslims. You can’t just interview anyone claiming to be Muslim.’ I informed him that, yes, one of the criteria was that all my participants had to agree that Islam was important to them in a significant way – e.g. when they made major decisions about their lives, they took Islam into consideration.


Eventually, the other two individuals in the group said that they did not want to participate in the project. I thanked them for their time, and we all parted ways, Salim and I walking in the same direction. He had mentioned earlier that because it was dark and because I am female, I must not take the bus back because it was not safe. He offered to give me a ride back home with him and his wife. I thanked him for his offer and said I did not wish to trouble him, that I would gladly take the bus. He said that was not appropriate because he wanted me to be safe, and I accepted his offer. As we walked, he said, ‘Sister, two advices. One, every good Muslim goes to the mosque. Don’t interview anyone who does not go to the mosque.’ I told him that that mosque-going was a complicated matter because a lot of good Muslims don’t go to mosques for many different reasons. He asked, ‘Like what?’ I said, ‘Well, many don’t like the treatment of women in mosques, others don’t live close to mosques, and praying at mosque, especially for women, is not considered obligatory anyway.’ He said, ‘And the second piece of advice. If I understand you correctly, you are a student of Islam. You must cover your hair properly.’


‘Thank you for your advice. I appreciate it,’ I replied.


‘Do you cover your hair outside of the mosque?’


‘No, I don’t,’ I responded, regretting it instantly, feeling uncertain about being honest about my practice of Islam.


‘Why not?’ he asked, almost aggressively.


Knowing that such a question is not personal according to many Muslims, I did not suggest otherwise to him, saying only: ‘I have currently made an informed choice not to cover my head.’ Instantly regretting my honesty again, I realised that the correct answer to his question would have been, ‘I know that I’m obligated to, and I’m trying to gradually become a better Muslim. I will begin wearing the hijab right away, and I thank you for your reminder.’ Because I did not stick to the ‘script’, he then asked if I wanted to be raped because women who did not cover their heads were more likely to be raped than those who did, and he asked how I felt disobeying ‘God’s clear commands’.


After nearly an hour of his interrogation and insistence that I study Islam properly, I decided that perhaps I should let him know that I have studied this issue in depth, and as a specialist in gender and Islam, I believe I have a right to my own interpretations of Islam, particularly given the male-dominated consensus on how Islam is understood. This escalated the situation, however, and he asked me why I hate men. I responded that I did not hate men, and eventually, he said it was late and he needed to get home. As he moved towards his car, forgetting to give me the ride he had promised at the beginning of our meeting because it was late and a sister should not be left alone at night, I asked him if he was willing to finish the last question of the interview the next time he was available. He answered, ‘With all due respect, I’ve lost my appetite.’ We said our goodbyes and parted ways.


As I walked the approximate mile to the bus stop, it occurred to me that he deemed me worthy of security and his male protection only so long as I was willing to cover my hair and not ‘disobey God’s clear commands’ and to share his exact beliefs about Islam. When it was clear to him that I had made a deliberate choice not to cover my hair and I had thereby departed from what he considered correct Islam, I was no longer entitled to the security that all women deserve. Interestingly, he had initially seen me as a ‘good’ Muslim, from our interview and my initial meeting with him at the mosque, before he realised I do not cover my hair on a consistent and regular basis like a good Muslim woman should.


While not representative of my experiences during these interviews, this particular incident reflected my own experiences and those of many other Muslim women, especially those who study Islam. Our authority, identity and relationship with Islam are all judged by our outward manifestations of obedience to a larger system of rules.


Throughout the interviews, there were moments when some respondents began to express discomfort with the topics we were discussing. As we will see in the rest of this book, this discomfort is not isolated: it is connected to broader trends about what is perceived as relevant and urgent enough for Muslims, particularly Muslim women, to talk about and invest their energies in. Both my respondents’ and mainstream Muslim preachers’ perceptions of ‘relevance’ and ‘urgency’ reflect broader trends in change and resistance to change, and larger ideas about gender, privilege, and lived reality. But this book’s approach to Islam as a rhizome offers Muslims plenty of reasons to be hopeful about the direction and development of Islam, and the possibility of positive change grounded within the tradition.




Chapter 1


A Rhizomatic Approach to the Islamic Tradition


This chapter offers a rhizomatic model for conceptualising Islam. I draw on the notion of the rhizome as developed by Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari in reference to the rhizomatic root structure of certain plants that lack a ‘traditional root’.1 I argue that the flexibility of the Islamic tradition, as shown through my ethnographic data and a comparison of past and present scholarly and lay opinions, is best explained by this rhizomatic conception.


A rhizomatic approach explains precisely why the tradition can adapt under new conditions and contexts. This is because, unlike ‘the necessary hierarchy and strict categorisation of the tree metaphor, the rhizome concept allows, indeed requires, non-hierarchical linkages, made pragmatically as they are needed, horizontally or across any number of levels, and linking elements of disparate nature when appropriate, crossing categories’.2 I show that existing ideas and constructions of the Islamic tradition – as understood by academic scholars of Islam, popular Muslim teachers of Islam, and lay Muslims – form a rhizome characterised by complexity, flexibility, and selectivity. My primary argument is that rhizomatic thinking addresses the complexities of a historical Islamic tradition, and challenges simplified representations of fixed boundaries, categories, and roots. A rhizomatic approach acknowledges that the Islamic tradition is neither a monolith nor a concrete reality. Instead, it is a fluid, flexible human construct that allows space for a multiplicity of opinions to exist simultaneously. These multiplicities are an essential part of the Islamic tradition’s survival.


Throughout this chapter, I use the term ‘the Islamic tradition’ to mean the manifestation of Islam in accordance with my discussants’ understandings of ‘the religion of God’ and its derivatives. As I discuss below, according to my respondents, the sources of Islam are the Qur’an, the Sunnah, the legal schools, their preferred individual scholars’ opinions, a vague notion of consensus, context (time, place, situation), and common sense. This definition draws from Karen Bauer, who defines the tradition as:




aspects of medieval social and intellectual heritage: the Qur’an and its interpretation, hadiths, historical narrations, law, and custom… ‘Tradition’ [also] partially consists of specific interpretations that are passed from generation to generation, and yet continually reinterpreted, appropriated, and repurposed through time as the ‘ulama [traditionally trained scholars of Islam] engage with their intellectual legacy in changing circumstances.3





While I will return to the various meanings and articulations of ‘Islamic tradition’ later, I want to highlight here that, for my discussants, what I call the ‘Islamic tradition’ and ‘Islam’ are synonymous both in this chapter and throughout this book, even though discussants do not use the former term.


The chapter is divided into three main sections. First, I describe the theory of the rhizome and the importance of conceptualising tradition as a rhizome. I show that a rhizomatic approach, as opposed to an arborescent one, best represents the Islamic tradition and particularly the selectivity that lay Muslims and scholars of Islam attribute to Islam. In the second section, I discuss the key components of a tradition: stratification, flexibility, political and historical contingencies, and imagination and nostalgia. I show that understanding the Islamic tradition therefore requires an appreciation of the process of its formation (e.g. through the layering of meanings and interpretations); its recognised diversity and flexibility in Islamic history and legal history in particular – albeit not on all issues; the role of colonialism in perceptions of Islam today; and nostalgic views of an idealised past. The third section deals with lay Muslim Americans’ constructions of the Islamic tradition. Relying on the ethnographic research I conducted, I conclude that my discussants’ understanding of Islam is an excellent example of the rhizomatic approach. The mainstream scholars whom my discussants invoke in their responses also seem to understand the tradition as a rhizome, although they do not explicitly identify it as such. Both groups’ projections of the Islamic tradition prescribe a formula for how its flexibility works: that is, the flexibility does not apply in cases that threaten gender hierarchy. While not always consistent with each other or internally, both groups’ approach to the Islamic tradition fits a rhizomatic model that helps explain how they perceive their selectivity as a simple projection of what ‘Islam’ teaches.


A RHIZOMATIC VIEW OF THE TRADITION: AN ALTERNATIVE APPROACH


Some of the existing definitions of ‘tradition’ in Islamic studies implicitly point towards the idea of tradition as a rhizome. For example, Talal Asad’s concept of a discursive tradition acknowledges Muslims’ relationship to their past, to their present, and to changes that the tradition undergoes. He proposes that Islam be approached as ‘a discursive tradition that includes and relates itself to the founding texts of the Qur’an and the Hadith’.4 He continues:




A tradition consists essentially of discourses that seek to instruct practitioners regarding the correct form and purpose of a given practice that, precisely because it is established, has a history… An Islamic discursive tradition is simply a tradition of Muslim discourse that addresses itself to conceptions of the Islamic past and future, with reference to a particular Islamic practice in the present. Clearly, not everything Muslims say and do belongs to an Islamic discursive tradition. Nor is an Islamic tradition in this sense necessarily imitative of what was done in the past.5





This definition speaks to the dynamic nature of texts, practices, and ideas, and it allows for the reinterpretations of not only texts but concepts as well. While not explicit in Asad’s analysis, this approach is general enough to implicitly allow for Muslim feminist discourse to be a part of the tradition – because Islam is a tradition of Muslim discourse, not necessarily of Muslim male or patriarchal or mainstream Muslim discourse. Nor is this discourse solely the monopoly or production of the elite: it involves the interpretation and application of both texts and practices.


Zareena Grewal also challenges portrayals of the Islamic tradition that suggest it is merely passed down, received, and accepted uncritically by authorities or custodians, such as the ‘ulama (scholars of Islam). In her discussion of Muslim Americans’ construction of the Islamic tradition, she points out that students who travel overseas for religious knowledge ‘often talk about their tradition in simple, static terms, as an object that can be found, excavated, and brought home’.6 However, she notes, the actual ‘process of studying, teaching, and arguing over what constitutes tradition are [sic] far more complex and challenging than the retrieval of a souvenir’.7 She defines tradition as ‘a process of debate over what links past, present, and future in a continuity that is meaningful and authoritative’.8 Critiquing common understandings of tradition as ‘a simple act of preservation’, she argues that:




elements of the past are mediated into the present by custodians, individuals in the present who decide which aspects of the past are nonessential to the tradition’s future and, therefore, may be deleted or de-emphasized. Custodians also decide which elements should be emphasized, highlighted, even added in order to ensure the tradition’s survival in the future.9





Grewal’s study shows that it is not just reformist scholars who selectively preserve and modify parts of the tradition and add to it when they deem necessary; the ‘ulama approach tradition the same way. What is different about their approaches, however, is what the custodians in different groups of Muslims deem essential and non-essential.


Ayesha Chaudhry’s articulation of the term ‘Islamic tradition’ and its use among various groups of Muslims is also worth reviewing here. She argues that Muslims speak of this term:




as a vague and disembodied concept. For them, the ‘Islamic tradition’ is legendary. Being so mythologized, the ‘Islamic tradition’ has taken on an overblown and overbearing authoritative status. Its canonical powers are invoked to defend interpretations of the Qur’an that might not accord with modern values, including Q. 4:34 [the verse commonly believed to allow husbands to hit their wives], and also to assuage modern Muslim anxieties about the relevance of the text to the modern world. The ‘Islamic tradition’ is invoked as the solution to all modern problems, even if the content of those solutions is never clear.10





Thus, the Islamic tradition is treated as though it is a body of fixed values, guidelines, and rules that can answer any given question at any given time – even though in practice, its guidance on specific issues is often unclear.


In her discussion of Black Muslims, Su’ad Abdul Khabeer sees lay practitioners as ‘progenitors of a discourse, an epistemology, an aesthetic, and an embodiment’ that she calls Muslim Cool.11 ‘Muslim Cool’, she asserts, is a way of being Muslim that lies at the intersection of Islam and hip hop and ‘draws on Blackness to contest two overlapping systems of racial norms: the hegemonic ethnoreligious norms of Arab and South Asian U.S. American Muslim communities on the one hand, and White American normativity on the other’.12 Her interlocutors, whom she calls her teachers, are engaged in hip-hop-based activism and are often ‘rendered invisible’ by hegemonic racial and religious norms, but they find affirmation and validation in spaces they have forged for themselves, such as IMAN (Inner-City Muslim Action Network), in Chicago. They contest meanings of Islam and the Islamic tradition that have been drawn by non-Black Muslims to determine the boundaries of the religion. In so doing, they expand the definition of Islam, so that it is inclusive and in intimate conversation with popular culture, race, and religion more broadly. Abdul Khabeer situates their conceptualisation of Islam as embedded in the Islamic tradition, ‘diverse and dynamic in both textual and lived form’.13 She highlights that Blackness remains and always has been central to Islam in the United States, whether through Muslim Americans’ self-identification in relation to Blackness, or by determining the permissibles and impermissibles in Islam (e.g. the kind of instruments and music widely believed among non-Black Muslims to be permissible), or through the regulating of Black Muslims’ practice of Islam by non-Black Muslims. She centres lay Muslims’ understanding of Islam as a liberating force, an Islam they use to navigate a complex intersectional identity living between white supremacy and a South Asian and Arab-centric Islam in the US, defying a narrow idea of Islam that excludes Black Muslims.14


Other scholars, too, critique the narrow ways that the Islamic tradition is imagined, both by Muslim scholars and non-Black lay Muslims, and argue instead for a more expansive understanding of Islam. Sherman Jackson, for example, interrogates notions of an ‘authentic Islam’, typically understood by Muslims as stemming from an imagined ‘Muslim world’, referring to South Asia and the Middle East; he therefore critiques the Muslim immigrant monopoly of the Islamic tradition.15 Jackson argues that Sunni orthodoxy’s lack of reach to African American Muslims is a consequence of the fact that it is constructed and imagined without an acknowledgment of African American realities. Jamillah Karim also explores the ways that Muslim Americans negotiate an American identity through a case study of South Asian and Black Muslims. She pays particular attention to the ways that Black and South Asian Muslims engage – or do not engage – each other, exploring the ways in which Black women and South Asian women reinforce as well as resist ethnic boundaries and divisions.16 In all of these studies, we see a challenge to the idea of one dominant form of Islam that marginalises and jeopardises other forms.


Given this history of the evolution of the Islamic tradition and the forces influencing it, as well as critiques of a narrow understanding of it, I argue that the construction of the Islamic tradition is a collective, discursive attempt to understand what Islam is and what it means for the present and the future of Muslims. This construction is connected to broader issues of imagination, identity, and memory. In her study of historical portrayals of new converts’ attachment to Islam and the role of memory and its revision through time, Sara Savant discusses adherence to tradition as represented by memory – or rather, layers of memory and imagination – as integral to religious identity. Emphasising the relationship between tradition and memory, Savant describes the construction and accumulation of tradition as follows:




Traditions, like objects, patterns of action, and ways of thinking, are reproduced and disseminated, and they frequently exhibit differences that suggest adaptation and therefore interpretation… The concept of memory, on the other hand, draws attention to the power of traditions to affect individuals and collectivities. As a tradition accumulates weight and authority, it shapes collective agreements about the past, thereby creating memories. These collective agreements are deeply held by groups and the individuals within them, but they can also be opposed, changed, and otherwise subjected to negotiation, especially by the people who consider them to represent ‘their’ past…17





The tradition is therefore connected to a collective sense of community, authority, and memory. It is guided by an imagined past that contributes to identity formation in the present and in the future.


While academic scholars and theorists such as Asad and Grewal have begun to think seriously about the connections between tradition and the past, present, and future, my research shows that the scholarly elite are not the only ones who participate in these conversations. Lay Muslims also engage tradition in meaningful ways that contribute to and shape their present and their future. New meanings are attached to the symbols of the past so that they make sense in the present and will remain relevant in the future.


THE ISLAMIC TRADITION AS A RHIZOME


The Deleuzian idea of a rhizome has been applied to many disciplines and fields, including Islamic Studies. For example, Alberto Fernández Carbajal applies it to queer Islam and sexuality, Daniel Tutt to the Iranian philosopher Mulla Sadra, and, most recently, Michael Muhammad Knight to Islam more broadly, including the Qur’an, Hadiths, Sufism, sacred sites, and Islamic theology.18 Knight argues that ‘Deleuzian Islamic theology…must confront orthodoxy as a social construction that privileges some voices and erases others’.19 After all, ‘Historical Islam reveals an abundance of ways that diverse thinkers and communities reproduce God and the Prophet as concepts; the lived reality of Islam is messier than the notion of a singular “Islamic theology” could accommodate.’20 I agree with Knight about Deleuze’s ‘most fruitful contribution’ to Islam: ‘the way that he affirms multiplicity’.21 In Deleuzian Islam, what Knight also terms ‘Deleuzo-Islamic theology’, Islam is:




a dynamic, variegating rhizome defined by connections to its outside with multiple points of entry and exit. Islam-as-rhizome affirms positive relations to heterodoxy, which is to say a conception of Islamic theology as forever heterogenous, always in flux, never in its finished form or accessible in its original state, but always a plastic proto-Islam in development.22





Thus, in his chapter on the Qur’an, Knight argues that because ‘the rhizome pursues connections with everything’, ‘different connections become possible, as specific verses enable linkages to diverse literatures and resources and the Qur’an expands its powers by hooking up to other books’ or sources of knowledge.23 This is precisely how scholars are able to incorporate updated knowledge of the world into the Qur’an, such as descriptions of the earth as flat or spherical depending on the latest scientific research. Similarly, by not providing details in its stories, the Qur’an allows its readers to fill in gaps because it ‘opens its body for entry from outside’.24 In his chapter on Sufism – typically understood as the mystical dimension of Islam – Knight challenges the assumption that tariqa-based Sufism (Sufism based on specific orders led by a teacher with disciples) is a ‘purely aborescent assemblage with all the power located in the master at center’, since there are in fact multiple lineages and trees, which destabilise an imagined centre.25 Indeed, Knight argues that an Islamic atheism can be extracted from the Islamic tradition because of the rhizomatic tendencies of the various sources of Islam, depending on how one defines ‘atheism’ and ‘Islamic’, and by uncovering the ‘rejected and forgotten archives and voices at the edge of orthodoxy-making power’.26


To be sure, the fact that Islam is dynamic and defined by multiplicities does not mean that it has to ‘revel in absolute chaos and perpetual deconstruction all the time, but it still exhibits a release from the need for Islam to remain forever clear and unchanged’.27 The data from my interviews with my respondents shows precisely this. At no point do my respondents begin to think Islam is random, sporadic, or chaotic. Every explanation they gave, every opinion they shared, was grounded in ‘Islam’, even as their definition of and sources for ‘Islam’ changed from topic to topic. Different groups of Muslims, between lay and scholarly as well as across sectarian and ideological differences, can prioritise different issues and sources at a given moment, and these priorities change with time and context. A majority view, a ‘mainstream’ view, appears to exist at all times, but the same view does not persist as the mainstream, dominant view in all contexts and times.


The lived-reality aspect of Islam is crucial to this book. As we will see in two chapters – namely, women’s interfaith marriage and female inheritance – most of my respondents’ opinions on the issue are informed by their lived reality. Scholars often distinguish between ‘textual Islam’ and ‘oral’ or ‘lived’ Islam: that of the male elite and women, respectively.28 This is often expressed through interpretations of the Qur’an (tafsīr). Sa‘diyya Shaikh’s concept of ‘the tafsir of praxis’ and Juliane Hammer’s ‘embodied tafsir’ remind us that women’s engagement with Islam is profoundly shaped by their experiences, which for many women take precedence over traditional interpretations of the Qur’an.29 This is clearest in the chapter on female inheritance, where most of my male and female, married and unmarried respondents argued in support of equal inheritance laws unequivocally, unconditionally – arguing that was the Qur’an’s intention, despite seemingly clear Qur’anic texts to the effect that daughters receive half a share. Hammer and Shaikh argue that exegesis of the Qur’an is rooted in one’s notion of justice and personal experiences, particularly those interpretations that result from an unjust reading of the text. Shaikh coins the phrase ‘tafsir through praxis’ in the context of Muslim women’s experiences of a violent interpretation of the Qur’anic verse 4:34, which is often read to allow a husband to physically discipline his wife. A ‘tafsir of praxis’ explains interpretations of the Qur’an through lived reality, a religious-studies approach that distinguishes a practitioner’s experience of religion from institutionally defined beliefs. In other words, one’s experiences inform their interpretations of the Qur’an. Hammer’s ‘embodied tafsir’, developed in the context of amina wadud’s prayer leadership, extends Shaikh’s argument to apply the textual interpretation to bodily engagements with religious practice. While it is commonly assumed that women’s interpretations are unreliable because they are rooted in personal experience and therefore are biased, Scott Kugle proposes that all interpretive communities are communities of experience; it is simply the experience of the male elite, who have dominated religious tradition, that is accepted as ‘normal’ and ‘authoritative’.30 By contrast, marginalised communities’ interpretations of scriptures are dismissed as mere experiences rather than based on the textual tradition. The textual tradition demonstrates that only ‘the experiences of patriarchal, aristocratic, slave-owning men have been thoroughly textualized in the remote past’.31


Deleuze and Guattari developed the metaphor of the rhizome in contrast to what they describe as an arboreal model.32 They describe the latter, which represents hierarchies, as follows:
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