


[image: image]






FIGHTING HISLAM




WOMEN, FAITH AND SEXISM


FIGHTING HISLAM


SUSAN CARLAND


[image: image]




 


 


MELBOURNE UNIVERSITY PRESS


An imprint of Melbourne University Publishing Limited


Level 1, 715 Swanston Street, Carlton, Victoria 3053, Australia


mup-info@unimelb.edu.au


www.mup.com.au


First published 2017


Text © Susan Carland, 2017


Design and typography © Melbourne University Publishing Limited, 2017


This book is copyright. Apart from any use permitted under the Copyright Act 1968 and subsequent amendments, no part may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system or transmitted by any means or process whatsoever without the prior written permission of the publishers.


Every attempt has been made to locate the copyright holders for material quoted in this book. Any person or organisation that may have been overlooked or misattributed may contact the publisher.


Cover design by Sandy Cull


Typeset by Megan Ellis


Printed in Australian by McPherson’s Printing Group


National Library of Australia Cataloguing-in-Publication entry


 


Carland, Susan, author.


Fighting Hislam/Susan Carland.


 


9780522870350 (paperback)


9780522870367 (ebook)


 


Includes index.


 


Sexism—Religious aspects—Islam.


Muslim women—Conduct of life.


Muslim women—Social conditions.


Women in Islam.


Sexism in religion.


 


297.082





DANGEROUS WATERS



 


 


Within minutes of arriving to collect my professionally bound thesis, I found myself on the receiving end of an unsolicited and impenetrable rant about female genital mutilation.


‘What’s your paper on?’ the shop owner had inquired.


‘It’s on Muslim women an—,’ I began, but before I could finish my sentence, he had launched into the subject. That I hadn’t even mentioned the words ‘female genital mutilation’ was irrelevant; merely saying ‘Muslim women’ was wide enough a rabbit hole for him to dart down. My presence as a Muslim woman and my half-delivered topic were the only encouragement required for him to pontificate.


That he felt authorised to deliver a lecture to me about his understanding of the allegedly sexist treatment of women in Islam, the very subject on which I was there to collect my years-long PhD dissertation, didn’t even surprise me anymore. This was not the first time a stranger had felt entitled to raise the potential religious-interference of my genitals with me. Many years earlier, amid the cadavers and preserved body parts trapped in perspex boxes during an anatomy tutorial at university, my teacher had merrily joked in front of the class about me undergoing genital mutilation, given I was a Muslim.


I was less shocked at this more recent encounter, but both times I was mortified and angry. It’s uncanny how often people will try to demonstrate their concern over the alleged oppression of Muslim women by humiliating them. Even finding out the details of my research findings didn’t seem to do much to deter people from baldly sharing their opinions on Muslim women.


When I was neck deep in my doctoral research, I attended a black-tie, journalism-industry dinner on a windy Sydney night. In the well-dressed crowd were some of Australia’s most intelligent and perceptive thinkers. By this time, I had grown accustomed to answering questions about my subject. I had also grown quite used to the standard responses I received to my thesis, and so I habitually gave ambiguous answers to avoid these reactions.


A well-known and popular journalist approached me and asked what I did for living. His reaction, despite belonging to a group of people usually known for their cognitive skills, was so representative of the myriad reactions non-Muslims gave to my research subject matter that I scribbled it down on a dinner napkin as soon as he left, so I would not forget a word:






	Journalist:


	So what do you do?






	Me:


	I’m completing my PhD.






	Journalist:


	On?






	Me:


	(Purposefully vague) Sociology and politics.






	Journalist:


	But what is your exact research question?






	Me:


	(Inward sigh at what was inevitably to follow, but valiantly indifferent exterior) I’m investigating the way Muslim women fight sexism within Muslim communities.






	Journalist:


	(With widened, alarmed eyes) That’s dangerous waters!






	Me:


	(Through gritted teeth) Not really. It’s been going on for many hundreds of years, and I’ve been spoiled for choice with the number of women who have been willing to be participants in my research.






	Journalist:


	Did they want it known, what they were doing? Or did they need it kept secret?






	Me:


	(Icy frustration descends like Arctic winter) Oh, many of them were happy to be identified in my research. In fact, some were angry when I suggested giving them a pseudonym, insisting they wanted to be known for this work.






	Journalist:


	(Now completely flabbergasted) But … but, did their husbands know of their apostasy?!






	Me:


	(Choosing to ignore use of ‘apostasy’ as eyes take on glacial sheen) Actually, many of the women listed their husbands, or another Muslim man like their father or imam, as their greatest supporters.






	Journalist:


	(Now quite literally speechless) … !







I’ve had similar exchanges—too many to count—with non-Muslims over the course of my research. Commonplace is the firm conviction that sexism against Muslim women is rife, most often coupled with the utter disbelief that women who challenge sexism could exist, let alone that there are many of them, that they are not a new phenomenon, and that Muslim men often support them in their efforts. People rarely make any effort to hide their feelings on the topic—indeed, they see no reason to. As far as they are concerned, their beliefs are based on ‘fact’, and the situation for Muslim women is dire. I often wonder how they can be so comfortable presenting these attitudes directly to me, a clearly identifiable Muslim woman in a hijab (headscarf). They do not appear at all uneasy in making it apparent just how bad they think life is for any and all Muslim women, and how unengaged they believe Muslim women to be in confronting the sexism they invariably face.


I have received similar, but different, reactions within some sections of various Muslim communities when they found out the focus of my research. Often I would be purposefully vague when discussing my topic with them, too. I would restrict myself to saying that I was researching ‘Muslim women’, and avoid highlighting the ‘fighting sexism’ part, as there is a complicated, often suspicious attitude towards anything that may be perceived as ‘feminism’ within Muslim communities. Or I would rush to reassure them that I was not framing this in an anti-religious perspective.


Their scepticism is perhaps an understandable reaction from a minority community that frequently feels under siege, particularly when it comes to women’s rights. I hoped the fact that my research was being carried out from within a common faith, and that it drew explicitly and deeply on the theological resources afforded by this, reassured them that I, unlike many others, was not engaging in an attack on the faith and communities they held dear. But still certain people within the Muslim community are scornful, rolling their eyes and calling me a feminist—not as a compliment, but a warning. They saw feminism and Islam as inherently at odds.


This is the terrain in which my research into Muslim women occurred. The subject is fraught on multiple fronts, and the expectations and beliefs of people from all sides provide a glimpse into the environment my participants inhabit. It seems that the topic of ‘Muslim women and sexism’ is a minefield of unflappable certainty and indignation from all corners. Yet for something about which so many people are adamantly sure, I feel there is very little information from the women actually involved. It seems to me that, in the argument in which Muslim women are the battlefield, the war rages on and the angry accusations zing past their heads from all sides. The main casualty is, ironically, women’s self-determination.


Islam is arguably the most discussed religion in the West today, in both media and society, and, after terrorism, the plight of Muslim women is probably the most controversial topic of debate. I have been asked, challenged, harangued and abused about ‘Islam’s treatment of women’ countless times in person and online. Nonetheless, there is only a small amount of published work available on the topic of Muslim women fighting sexism within Muslim communities, and much of that focusses on women who see Islam as inherently part of the problem—if not the whole problem—that Muslim women face. That is, Islam is the cause of the sexism they experience, and thus Muslim women need to be extricated from the religion entirely before anything close to liberation or equality can be achieved.


There are limited sociological accounts of Muslim women who fight sexism from a faith-positive perspective, and only a handful of studies that investigate the theological works of, some Muslim feminists. The responses to, and motivations of, the women are dealt with coincidentally, as opposed to primarily. This small pool of available resources clashes with what I know anecdotally to be happening in many Muslim communities, as well as the historical accounts of Muslim women who have been challenging the sexism they have experienced from the earliest days of Islam by using religious arguments.


I was vexed—and rather surprised—at the inexplicable paucity of information on a topic that is so debated. In order to address this significant gap, I conducted research among Muslim communities in Australia and North America in 2011 and 2012. As part of this research, I interviewed twenty-three Muslim women. They were theologians, activists, writers and bloggers, and all of them were engaged in fighting sexism within their various Muslim communities. I looked into the motivations of and responses to the women in my study, and then considered the religious and ideological inspirations, tensions and struggles they had in their line of work. My research was feminist in its methodological approach, in that it privileged women’s lived realities, and committed to amplifying and recording the lives and experiences of Muslim women. Thus the historical and theoretical accounts I wanted to provide were woven around the words and experiences of my participants.


While at times I felt my writing was pedestrian to the point of the painfully obvious, early non-Muslim readers assured me that the candid and deeply personal accounts of the women I interviewed were indeed new and surprising to them, reinforcing not just how important it is that their stories be shared, but just how scant such information is to many. That, coupled with the dizzyingly regular encounters I have with people possessing an entitled combination of arrogance and ignorance on the topic of Muslim women, convinced me that the topic is indeed one worth pursuing.


For years now I have been speaking on issues relating to Islam, Muslims and gender to the media, both Australian and overseas. In one sense I choose this, but in another it has been chosen for me, moulded by the way others attempt to define and restrict me, more or less obliging me to respond. It’s a common story. Jasmin Zine, a Canadian scholar, once observed that not just our actions but also our very identities are constantly being shaped by dual, competing discourses that surround us. There’s the fundamentalist, patriarchal narrative, persistently trying to confine the social and public lives of Muslim women in line with the kind of narrow, gendered parameters that are by now so familiar. But there are also some Western feminist discourses that seek to define our identities in ways that are quite neo-colonial: backward, oppressed, with no hope of liberation other than to emulate whatever Western notions of womanhood are on offer. This wedging chimes with my experience, and it’s a problem because, as Zine argues, both arms deny Muslim women the ability—indeed the right—to define our identities for ourselves, and especially to do so within the vast possibilities of Islam. It is as though male Muslim scholars and non-Muslim Western feminists have handed down predetermined scripts for us to live by. And it is left to those people thought not to exist—female Muslim women who fight sexism—to rewrite those scenarios and reclaim our identities.


Like the women I’ve interviewed, my very existence is one of ‘talking back’ to assumptions and generalisations so often made of Muslims. There’s nothing homogenous about Muslims or the conditions in which they live. Such assumptions, as associate professor of religious studies Sa’diyya Shaikh says, are an ‘intellectual, political, and popular idiom’ that need to be rejected precisely because they are so pervasive in portrayals of Islam.


It is important for you to know where I’m coming from. ‘Researchers cannot have “empty heads”,’ is the way Gayle Letherby puts it. We’re obliged to ‘acknowledge intellectual and personal presence’ in our research, especially when we have so much in common with those we’re researching. Clearly, I am approaching the topic as an insider. I am a Muslim woman researching the experiences of Muslim women. No doubt there’s some bias to that, but it’s an illusion to think outsiders don’t have biases of their own. What is often assumed to be the outsider’s ‘objectivity’ is really a sceptical subjectivity. In truth, both perspectives have things to offer. Insiders can easily decipher what they see and hear, which is especially valuable in something as laden with codes and symbols as religion. Insiders are also likely to be given greater access, and the women I interview will be prepared to be more candid with me—to disclose things they simply wouldn’t to another interviewer. And while it’s true that some things may best be observed from an outsider’s distance, I feel we are almost drowning in those observations right now. If anything, we live in a society where the only views that seem to matter and which are given prominence in relation to Muslim women are the most distant. This book exists because the voice of insiders has long been ignored.


There are also ways in which I am something of an outsider to the women I interviewed. I am a different nationality to all the North American women I interviewed, am younger than many of them, and I am white, unlike the majority of the interviewees, and therefore an outsider to the experience of being a woman of colour. The truth is far more nuanced than simply being either an insider or an outsider. It is not a dichotomy at all, as it is not static. An individual can shift between the two positions in a single piece of research, and even be both at the same time, depending on the issue at hand and the person being interviewed.


This is a project born, ultimately, from frustration. Since becoming Muslim as a teenager (and to pre-empt you: no, not to get married. How telling the default conjecture is that the only possible explanation for a Western woman to become Muslim is to appease a man; that it could be through personal, independent conviction is seemingly inconceivable), I have watched the conversation on the topic of Muslim women and sexism develop only incrementally. The obsession with the hijab persists, and Muslim women are still spoken of largely through the prism of unchallenged oppression. Similarly, Muslim communities still struggle to face sexism head on. Many mosques have inadequate space for women, domestic violence still occurs, women are excluded from leadership positions, and some people feel a Muslim woman speaking about women’s rights, even from a solidly religious basis, is suspect at best.


I recall being given an award for my work within the Muslim community many years ago, and as part of my prize I was invited to address a large room of Muslim leaders. I used the opportunity to speak out against the way Muslim women were treated at many mosques, with deficient space, inadequate access and hostile treatment from the men who ran the mosques. I framed my entire argument in classical Islamic sources, and pleaded not for a deviation from, but a return to orthodox Islamic practice of welcome inclusion of women in the mosques. Even then, a number of men stormed out of the room, mid-speech, in protest. And yet, even with these failings occurring on all sides, I knew—from my own experience, and that of the many wonderful Muslim women around me—that sexism was being challenged all the time within the Muslim community.


That this situation isn’t widely acknowledged exasperates me to the point of wanting to tear out my hijab-covered hair. When I think, or am asked, about this topic now I feel a weariness start to envelop me in a way that I have not previously. It is very disheartening to look back and realise that, nearly twenty years since becoming Muslim, we are still on the same carousel of unsophisticated and demeaning assumptions from all sides about my faith and a woman’s place in it. I don’t want my daughter or my son to be answering the same questions or face the same battles as me in twenty years time. So doing this research and compiling it is, at the very least, something they can point people to when asked about the topic of Muslim women and sexism.


I want to provide an accurate snapshot of the lives and experiences of Muslim women who are engaged in fighting sexism within their traditions and communities, and are doing so with the resources that their faith affords them. They do not need me to ‘give them a voice’—they have their own, and always have. But in a world that seems adamant to talk over them or about them—to pretend they are not there, do not matter, are too confused to contribute meaningfully, or have no voice—I hope this book provides a much-needed account of their work, in their own words.





One



BEYOND THE HAREM


Even my secular understanding of what feminism is, there’s not a competition with what Islam says, and women’s role in it. To me, there’s a correlation, and not a conflict.


— Umaymah


Muslim women have a mixed history of engaging with sexism. It is built upon resistance, victimisation, endurance and complicity, and must be understood as emerging from a long series of interactions: of Muslim women being (both the real and imagined) victims of sexism, as well as the respondents to sexism. This history has led to the current situation and informs the landscape in which all Muslim women, including the women I spoke to, operate. Like women everywhere who encounter sexism, sometimes we quietly accept it because we see responding as futile or even aggravating, sometimes we angrily fight back, demanding our rights and our dignity, and sometimes we quietly work in the background, delicately negotiating the obstacle course of ego and cultural tradition. I have done all these things, both within and outside of the Muslim community, and will probably do so until the day I die.


The grim reality of living in a patriarchal world means your gender is always a ghost that hovers over every situation. Women learn early on, as little girls, that being female is never irrelevant—it always has its consequences. In order to understand this in the context of the Muslim community, it is useful to have at least a brief overview of the history of Western views of Muslim women,1 the history of Muslim women fighting sexism with the resources and perspectives available to them within Islam, and a history of the issues with the term ‘feminism’ in some Muslim communities.


Classical Islamic law affords women the same right and obligation to an education as it does to a male, the right to financial independence (in both earning and spending, including owning property, entering contractual agreements and initiating enterprise), the right to keep her name after marriage, the right to sexual satisfaction from her spouse, the option to use contraception if she desires, the right to divorce, the right to initiate and refuse marriage, the right to be a religious authority equivalent to men, the right to social and political participation, and the right to financial maintenance from her husband, as well as viewing her as a spiritual equal to men. It even states that a woman is not required to serve her husband food or clean his house.


Despite the rights and status that Islam confers upon women, many in the West have associated Islam with the oppression of women since at least the eighteenth century. Much of this belief was fuelled by the Western fascination with ‘the harem’, which ‘though often prurient, placed a high premium on renditions of the segregated world to which Western men were not permitted entry’ (Lewis and Micklewright, 2006). This fascination created a lucrative market for ‘inside the harem’ accounts, written by both Western and Middle Eastern women.


Significantly, even in the early 1900s, Muslim women who had lived in the Ottoman Empire were railing against the non-Muslim accounts emerging about harem life for Western audiences. So, for instance, Zeyneb Hanoum (a pen name for Hadidje Zennour), an upper-class Ottoman Turkish Muslim woman, announced ‘that nine out of every ten books on the harem should be burned’ as they were so erroneous. In turn, she wrote her account of the reality of living within a harem to redress that imbalance. Compare this with the modern avalanche of hand-wringing declamations of the plight of Muslim women, and it soon becomes evident that the phenomenon of publishing misinformation and outright fantasies about Muslim women for eager Western consumption is nothing new.


The negative view of the treatment of Muslim women has persisted over the centuries, though its form has changed somewhat. Muslim women were generally seen as the inverse of the Western ideal of womanhood. Thus, in Victorian times, when Western Christendom championed a puritanical, chaste view of women, the Muslim woman was viewed as the lascivious, sex-hungry temptress. Her veil was seen as a form of enticement, and the harem was viewed as a hotbed of unbridled sexuality. The staged pornographic photos taken of ‘harem girls’ during this time fuelled this perception and were incredibly popular, despite the fact that they were often fakes.


Now that the West prides itself on the freedom of women and its open view towards sexuality, the Muslim woman is seen as oppressed and deprived of autonomy, as little more than the ‘passive embodiment of exotic suffering’ (Morey and Yaqin, 2010)—her veil now restricts her movement and denies her sexuality. In the Western imagination, the Muslim woman perpetually embodies ‘the other’.


The belief that Islam is inherently oppressive towards women has often been coupled with the expressed desire to rescue the Muslim woman, even if against her will. This is well illustrated by Lord Cromer, the British Consul-General to Egypt (1883–1907), who announced back in the late 19th century, ‘I am here to liberate Muslim women, I am here to liberate them from Islam’. The desire to free Muslim women from Islam, whether they like it or not, is coupled with the belief that the only explanation for Muslim women’s adherence to Islam is, as anthropologist Saba Mahmood describes it, a form of ‘false consciousness or the internalization of patriarchal norms through socialization’. That is, no clear-thinking woman would ever choose Islam as a way of life; it is something imposed upon her by a confused state of mind or lack of exposure to viable alternatives. Thus, the inevitability of the liberation of Muslim women from Islam is seen as natural, as Muslim women are little more than ‘pawns in a grand patriarchal plan’, and if they are ‘freed from their bondage’ they would ‘naturally express their instinctual abhorrence for the traditional Islamic mores’ that enslave them.


The dubious desire to free the Muslim woman from herself still exists. The most recent incarnation is the Feminist Hawk, as started by writer and psychologist Phyllis Chesler, which openly ‘advocates the use of force to liberate Muslim women from persecution and burkas [sic]’. Its driving principle is the struggle against ‘islamofascist misogyny’. The idea that Muslim women need rescuing from their woefully sexist predicament is therefore alive and well, if only because there is a complete lack of belief that any woman would be Muslim if given another option. After all, why would they support something that seems to be harmful to them, ‘especially at a historical moment when these women appear to have more emancipatory possibilities’ (Mahmood, 2005)?


The desire to free Muslim women didn’t spring from misplaced paternalism. The ‘plight’ of Muslim women has, though, been used to rationalise invasions into Muslim-majority countries, such as Afghanistan, when, for instance, the then First Lady Laura Bush made the unusual move of taking over her husband’s weekly radio address to highlight ‘the plight of women’ in Afghanistan as it ‘is a matter of deliberate human cruelty carried out by those who seek to intimidate and control’. This speech was echoed two days later by Cherie Blair, wife of then British Prime Minister Tony Blair, who also spoke publicly and at length about the lack of women’s rights in Afghanistan. These speeches were widely viewed as part of a campaign to bolster support for the invasion of Afghanistan, linking Muslim women’s emancipation to the need to bomb the country.


These negative attitudes towards Muslim women can be understood in the broader context of Islamophobia. This term has existed at least since the 1980s, though some reports date it as early as the 1920s. The pioneering academic engagement with the concept came from the race equality think tank The Runnymede Trust in 1997, who stated that the term is ‘not ideal, but is recognizably similar to “xenophobia” and “Europhobia”, and is a useful shorthand way of referring to dread or hatred of Islam—and, therefore, to fear or dislike of all or most Muslims’. So, negative attitudes towards Muslims—and specifically towards Muslim women—are not new phenomena in the Western world, even if the term Islamophobia is arguably less than 40 years old. However, several commentators have noted the increase in anti-Muslim, anti-Islamic sentiment in the West, to the extent that ‘in the global “West”, the racialized “Muslim Other” has become the pre-eminent “folk devil” of our time’ (Morgan and Poynting, 2012).


There is little doubt that the alleged treatment of Muslim women in Islam concerns non-Muslims living in the West considerably. A 2005 Gallup Poll of US households found that ‘gender inequality’ was among the top responses American women gave to the open-ended question, ‘What do you admire least about the Muslim or Islamic world?’. The Muslim women I interviewed were acutely aware of the way non-Muslims view them, throughout history and in modern society. Indeed, it would be hard for them not to know, when Muslim women’s attire and Muslim women’s rights (or lack thereof), constantly make the headlines.


Muslim women are aware, particularly if we wear the hijab, that we are never anonymous, and our existences are never benign. Every action is interpreted as pregnant with patriarchal meaning. When walking along the street with my husband, I know to never dawdle in his wake while window shopping or daydreaming, as falling a step behind is perceived by onlookers not as accidental but an active embodiment of my inferiority to him. When my husband spoke adoringly about me in an acceptance speech for an award he was given, non-Muslim friends later contacted me saying how great it was to hear a Muslim man speaking respectfully about his wife. It was seen as remarkable only because it was not assumed to be the default. This awareness cannot help but shape the way my participants engage with sexism within their own communities—particularly, their determination to fight the very sexism many outsiders thought was part of their religion, with religion.


Far from passively waiting around for some external force to liberate them, much less being somehow complicit in their own oppression, Muslim women have actively fought for their rights, both by participating in theological debate and by challenging the sexist status quo since the advent of Islam. Sometimes this struggle was carried out within an explicitly religious framework, other times it was not. However, all are endeavours by Muslim women to fight sexism. While it would be impossibly ambitious to give a full account of more than 1400 years of attempts to challenge patriarchy across many homes, villages, cities and countries, I do want to offer a sense—for that is all that it can be, given the richness of the tradition—of some of the more notable efforts on the part of Muslim women.


Ibn Kathir (d. 774) narrates the story of the woman of the Quraysh tribe who used the Qur’an to argue publicly with ’Umar (the caliph or ruler of the time) only a few years after the death of the Prophet Muhammad. ’Umar wanted to cap the value of the mahr, a gift that must be given to a woman for her personal use. The woman criticised his plan using Qur’anic verses to justify her disagreement, and upon hearing her argument, ’Umar rescinded, saying ‘The woman is right and ’Umar is wrong’. Other reports exist about female companions of the Prophet Muhammad approaching the Prophet to initiate divorce from their husbands, to request education when men were blocking their opportunities, and to complain about domestic violence.


Women contemporaries of the Prophet Muhammad and his immediate successors were also engaged in Qur’anic interpretation, especially on verses pertaining to justice or rights of women. Aisha and Umm Salamah (both wives of the Prophet Muhammad) were recorded as doing so, and around 150 years after the death of the Prophet Muhammad, the mother of al-Shafi’i2—himself one of the greatest religious scholars in the history of Islam—is recorded to have challenged a judge over his treatment of her while she was in court, basing her argument on a Qur’anic verse specifically referring to women. Aisha is also known for issuing fatawa on numerous issues, but is especially renowned for giving rulings that reminded people not to view women negatively when there was no religious basis to do so. In one instance, when a rumour was circulating among some Iraqis that a woman and lowly animals passing in front of a praying man would spoil his prayer, she declared, ‘Listen, oh people of Iraq. You think that a donkey, a dog, a woman and a cat passing in front of a man praying cuts [ruins] his prayer. You have equated us women with them?! Push away whoever comes in front of you as much as is possible for you. For nothing cuts the prayer.’ Another version of this ruling has Aisha criticising the man who was circulating this lie, saying to him, ‘You have made women like the worst animals!’


Sakina, the Prophet Muhammad’s great-granddaughter and a personal favourite of mine, put conditions in her marital contract that would scandalise a modern Muslim community, such as the right to commit nushuz against her husband, and that her husband, Zayd, would never go against her will. When Zayd was once foolish enough to do so, she took him to court and in front of the judicial bench shouted at him, ‘Look as much as you can at me today, because you will never see me again!’


Many accounts of Muslim women from the medieval period point to their large numbers in scholarship, trade and positions of influence, including slave women. In a groundbreaking English-language account of traditional female Islamic scholarship, author and compiler Mohammad Akram Nadwi states there were numerous instances of women teaching hadith classes to students, both male and female, in principal mosques and colleges from the sixth century AH3 on; ‘issuing fatwas; interpreting the Qur’an; challenging the rulings of qadis; criticising the rulers; preaching to people to reform their ways’. These actions were approved and applauded. ‘The sheer number of examples from different periods and regions … establish that the answer to some of the “If men can, why can’t women?” questions is “Men can and women can too”’.


All the women I have interviewed were actively involved in challenging sexism when and how it was presented to them. Unfortunately, many Muslim women’s endeavours have been lost because they simply were not recorded in written form, but were limited to the oral tradition. A major shift occurred around the nineteenth century, when Muslim women moved from being the objects of cultural writing to its subjects. It was from the nineteenth century, when women started to write their own journals, form organisations with the explicit rubric of feminism, and record their own histories, that a tangible and cohesive Islamic feminism emerged at a national level in places like Egypt. It was at this time that both individual and collective activism began to take place, whereas previously it had nearly always occurred individually. Although there are many instances of this activity in places like Morocco, Algeria and Turkey, Egypt and Iran stand out as particularly notable cases.
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