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Islamic Feminism: Muslim Voices versus Instrumented

Voices

For many people in the West, Islam means terrorism. A number
of horrendous terrorist acts carried out in western countries by
people who claim the Muslim faith has understandably prompted
westerners to associate Islam with terrorism and has given rise to the
idea that they are living in an “age of terror,” one in which Muslim
threats are ever present. The west is largely influenced by deep—
rooted assumptions that Islam is a monolithic religion controlling all
aspects of its adherents' lives. They dismiss the idea of Islamic
feminism because they think that Islam is a religion of oppression.
Islam and feminism cannot meet together and hence the controversy
around the term “Islamic feminism,” its usefulness, and even its very
existence has divided many Muslim feminists and scholars into two
camps. Valentine Moghadam, an Islamic feminist activist, sees the
camps as split between those who defend the importance of Islamic
feminism as a movement and theory and those who oppose its
legitimacy, value and use and deny its existence (Moghadam, 22).

As for the opponents of Islamic feminism, they argue that
Islamic feminism is an oxymoron because Islam and feminism are in
essence incompatible with each other. Therefore, Islamic feminism
iIs criticized for jeopardizing reformist movements with socialist and
Marxist bends since it is seen as an example of “bargain (ing) with
patriarchy” (Kandiyoti 317). It does not offer a solid ground for a
total social reform or a social, political and ideological breakthrough.
This second camp, which includes Margot Badran, Afsaneh
Najamabadi, NayerehTohidi and Miriam Cooke, argues that Islamic
feminism is a middle—ground between secular and religious
feminisms, (absolutism, salavis and fundamentalism) an agent in
geographies where modernization is ongoing, and is an alternative
discourse to the orientalist and colonialist viewpoints of western
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feminism towards Muslim woman and women living in the middle
East and North Africa in general (Hossieni 18). Badran argues:

| see Islamic feminism at the center of a transformation within
Islam struggling to make head way. | call this a transformation
rather than a Reformation. The Islamic transformation is not
about the reforming of patriarchal claims and practices that
were insinuated into Islam; it is about the transforming of what
has passed as 'Islam' through a real of Islam with the Qur'nic
message of gender equality and social justice. ... [and thus this]
transformation is about restoring the deep Qur'anic message to
the surface of awareness and articulation. (11)

Badran asserts that Islamic feminism emerged as a new
discourse of women, gender and equality in Islam. It was born of the
intimate combination of women's existential knowledge and their re-
readings of the Qur'an and other religious texts. In the last years of
the 20th century, Islamic feminism burst upon the scene of the global
umma (Muslim community). Badran explains how Political Islam as
a movement (Islamism) was well underway at the time and was bent
on re-imposing, in the name of religion, patriarchal thinking and
practices. At the same time, many women had been primed by
education, training and an intensified gender consciousness to re-
read Islamic religious texts for themselves and stand by their
positions. Islamic feminism is the first theology—driven feminist
discourse to have been broadly received by ordinary and privileged
women alike (Badran22).

It is worth saying that Miriam Cooke coined the term “Muslim
woman” which is highly significant and reflecting of the oriental
point of view fuelled after 9/11 in order to understand the opposition
against Islamic feminism. Using this term (Muslim woman) creates
an image of a monolithic Muslim-woman or identity that assumes
that being a Muslim woman is in essence something oppressing, and
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Muslim women are victims of Islam's patriarchal essence and
inevitably are oppressed (Cooke 142). Hence, Islamic feminism in
Cooke's point of view is related to her analysis of this image:

Whenever Muslim women offer a critiqgue of some aspect of
Islamic history or hermeneutics, they do so with and/or on
behalf of all Muslim women and their right to enjoy with men
full participation in a just community, | call them Islamic
feminists. This label is not rigid; rather it describes an attitude
and intention to seek justice and citizenship for Muslim women
(Cooke 91).

From this perspective, Cooke assures that all women will
benefit from the critigue of (traditional) Islamic history and
hermeneutics because it will provide a positive change in the efforts
to create a just community for Muslims. Cooke asserts that multiple
and different identities of Muslimhood in terms of ethnicity, politics
and socially can come together with Islamic feminism in order to
claim “simultaneous and some contradictory allegiance even as they
resist globalization, local nationalisms, Islamization, and the
pervasive patriarchal system” (Cooke 108). Therefore, Cooke, Mir-
Hosseini and Badran agree on that Islamic feminism transcends the
limits “of both the inside and outside dimensions of a woman's
movement. By exceeding those limits, Cooke stands for how a
subalternized group can assume its essentialized representations and
use them strategically against those who have ascribed them”
(Cooke 101). Therefore, Islamic feminists challenge the traditional,
orthodox reading of the religion of Islam for a more just socio-
political order for women and men alike (Cooke 98).

In the last decade and within such a context of representation of
Islam and Muslim women in the west, “a number of novels have
been written in English by women authors and published in western
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countries. These novels tell a different story about Islam and about
Muslim women” (Ameri 3).

As far as the selected writers are concerned, many studies have
already examined and expounded the characteristics of Islamic
feminism. Yet no studies have attempted to place the anti- and pro-
Islamic feminist writers vis-a-vis. The selected works “challenge”
and impugn the contradicting attitudes and misconceptions of the
anti-Islamic feminists as well as try to produce a new space for
understanding the issues of Muslim women in the light of Islamic
conceptions to destabilize the allegations of anti-feminist writers.
Therefore, the present research is an attempt to place the anti and the
pro-Islamic feminist writers vis-a-vis.

The four chosen writers, Ayan Hirsi Ali, and Nisrin Taslima,
Randa Abdel-Fattah, Leila Aboulela, represent two contradicting
camps of Islamic feminism. They also represent different Muslim
countries: Egypt, Bangladesh, Indonesia, Somalia, and the Sudan.
They have contributed to Islamic feminism by using their creative
writings as a vehicle to express their ideas and opinions about Islam
and women. These writings have had a great influence on their
readers and the feminist movement as a whole and on Islamic
feminism in particular.

Nisrin Taslima and Ayan Hirsi Ali represent the anti-Islamic
feminism camp. Nisrin Taslima was born in Bangladesh to a
Muslim family but was brought up in a secular environment. She got
her degree in Medicine and worked in hospitals. She started writing
in magazines in 1980s and 1990s. She criticized Islamic oppression
of women. She received some awards for her works and her novels
and books were translated and published in many Indian and
European languages. She published her novel Lajja in 1993- She
claims that religion drivers people to madness, at which point they
do not hesitate to abandon even basic humanity: Lajja means shame.
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As for Ayan Hirsi Ali, she is a native of Somalia and was a
member of the parliament of the Netherlands until 2006. She is the
author of Infidel (2006).She has come to be widely regarded as the
most influential spokesperson for Muslim women worldwide
(Hussien I). Her novel, Infidel, is an autobiography of Hirsi Ali. She
states that Muslim women are oppressed became Islam is like a
mental cage. “At first, when you open the door, the caged bird stays
inside: it is frightened. It has internalized its imprisonment. It takes
time for the bird to escape, even after someone else has opened the
doors to the cage” (Ali 286).

The clash between Islam and the Enlightenment remains her
focus. She regards Islam as the main reason for women's oppression
and backwardness. She calls for adopting the values of the west.
Hisri portrays how the women are powerless in the Muslim societies.
She says that it was even harder for Asha as her husband, Hirsi's Ali
father, finally left her after so many quarrels they had. She was alone
in a foreign country with three little kids and her old mother. The
time for Asha was very hard and she did not handle the situation
wisely:

She was tyrannical, unreasonable; she screamed a life time of
frustration in our faces. | know it was not hatred for as but
because she was so unhappy, abandoned in a foreign country
.... With three children to guide and no man to act as her anchor
(67).

Hirsi Ali states that other Somali women would have worked to
survive and fulfill the need of her kids. More on that matter, on page
67 Hirsi Ali also states: .. .but my mother, having absorbed the Arab
attitude that pious women should not work outside her home, felt
that this (working outside) would not be proper. It never occurred to
her to go out and create a new life for herself, although she cannot
have been older than thirty-five or forty when my father left. Instead,
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she remained completely dependent. She nursed grievances; she was
resentful; she was often violent; and she was always depressed.
(Hirsi Ali, p. 67)This shows how the construction is rooted deeply
and affects the women severely until she feels powerless when there
IS no man for her to anchor herself. The idea that men are more
powerful than them makes the women neglect their true capability to
survive. As described by Hirsi Ali, her mother was actually still in
the productive age and would have been able to work if she wanted
to. Instead, she chose to sink herself deep in the idea that she is
nothing without her husband. The idea that men are more superior
than women is successfully planted, in this Hirsi pursues to describe
Islam as a fundamentally cruel, backward and irrational. In other
words, she acts or performs the of Islamization of wickedness; in her
novel, which suggests how the author, a Muslim woman, hates Islam
(Keshavaraz 119).

Hirsh Ali never makes any clear statement that shows how
Islam should not be blamed and instead people should take a deeper
look at the tradition and cultural aspects. She manages to state the
facts how female genital predates Islam and not all Muslims do this.
If she actually really intends to see the case objectively, then she
should have put a bold statement regarding the issue to avoid any
misinterpretation regarding the case. Not to mention her statement
that claims Imams never discourage the practice. Without her giving
a deeper analysis about Islam stance in female genital mutilation, the
readers can be swayed by the words 'Imams never discourage the
practice In depicting women's obedience in Islam. The distortion of
the facts about Islam in Infidel appears in different forms.
Sometimes, Hirsi Ali gives information that is simply inaccurate. At
other times, she presents her own understanding of a religious point
as a final definition and interpretation of that point At times it is a
combination of these two. As an example of inaccurate information,
for example' describes Muslim prayer. She describes it as an
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arduous, unbearably long ritual, calling it 'the long ritual of
submission to God'.

All of these claims can be challenged based on the Quranic
verses, historical information or even common sense; however, more
important to the arguments of my thesis is that these assertions
suggest a hate relation rather than a love relation on the part of Hirsi
Ali, the Muslim or the former Muslim author, with Islam, a relation
that the reader might extend to all Muslim women.

NisrinTaslima like Hirsi Ali gives a negative image of the
Muslim woman in a big Islamic fundamentalist country in the
Islamic world. Taslima finds religion as the sole cause for all
suffering of women. Religion and patriarchy have denied the
fundamental rights to women and has been responsible for creating
the gender bias among men and women. Religion and gender issues
hold the key in her novel Lajja. Taslima fights against Islamic
fundamentalism. According to Taslima religion which has been used
for the comforts of men since its creation is used to oppress women
women's rights. (Srikanth. S P.75)

Through the novel, Taslima conveys that men use religion as a
shelter to do all kinds of atrocities on women. She wants to show
how the young Muslims during the communal violence misbehave
with the women of other religion. She asks what right do these
young Muslims have to torture women on the banner of religion?
Does religion ask or preach men to brutal with women? (Srikanth. S
76)

Taslima belongs to the feminist writers who regard Islam as
inherently gender oppressive, castigates it and prefers like Hirsi Ali
the western, secular feminist framework to ameliorate women's
conditions. (Mahmudul 168) She asserts that Islam was born out of
ignorance. It is still shamelessly showing its barbaric behavior all
over the world. Blind believes of Islam have no intention to stop
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persecuting people, humiliating humanity, stoning women, banning
conscience, burning books in the name of protecting their God and
prophet (No country for women 16).She continues to criticize Islam:

We hear distributing news every day. Women are stoned to
death for being in love, writers or artists or human rights activists are
lashed, slaughtered, imprisoned, and hanged for criticizing Islam.

I wonder why Muslims are not a shamed of Islam. How many
countries do they need to know that Islam is not a religion of peace,
it is just an anti-human rights, anti-free speech, anti-democracy
religion which was created by an Arab camel driver for his own
interest. (No country for women 20).

The most noticeable fact is that Nisrin portray Islam as the
black cobra and recommended sweeping it with a broom. Nisrin uses
a stereotypical representation of Muslims, claiming that illiterate and
uneducated people who had no scientific knowledge would believe
in religion (Hassan 173). According to Taslima, believers in Islam
don't have brain. When she criticizes Islam, many of her statements
are charged with emotions, outright impropriety and offensiveness
(Hassan 173).

Randa Abdel Fattah and Leila Aboulela represent the other
camp which uses Muslim feminism as a tool to confront and
disperses the adopted concepts and conception of anti-Islamic
feminism. The second Islamic feminist writer is Randa Abdel Fattah.
A Muslim of Palestinian and Egyptian parentage, Abdel Fattah was
born in Sydney, Australia in 1979. She wrote Does My Head look
Big in This? (2005), Ten Things | Hate about Me (2006), Where the
Streets Had a Name (2008) Noah (2010), and No Sex in the City
(2015) (Wikipedia). In her novel Does My Head Look Big in This?
She wants to denude the common misconceptions about Muslims
and allow the readers to enter the world of average Muslim women
and see beyond the headlines and stereotypes--to realize that Muslim
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women are experiencing the same dramas and challenges of life as
their non-Muslim peers. Abdel-Fattah attempts to present the
importance of being religious while creating strong ties with non-
Muslim community (AbdulMajid 59). Amal, who is the only child to
religious parents who take care of performing Islamic practices, is a
typical teenage girl who argues with her mother, gets annoyed at her
father, and cares about her appearances. Amal is also described as a
smart, confident and ambitious girl. She is, then, Abdel-Fattah’s
attempt to convey a different image of a young religious Muslim
woman. This image stands against the stereotypical portrait of
submissive and subjugated qualities of Muslim women (Abdulmajid
60). Abdel-Fattah chooses a positive representation of a Muslim
woman who is not a victim of any form of oppression.

The four proponent of Islamic feminism is Leila Aboulela. She
IS a Sudanese-born writer whose work, written in English, has
received critical acclaim and a high profile for its distinctive
exploration of identity migration and Islamic spirituality. She
highlights the challenges facing Muslims and portrays characters
who struggle to make choices based on Muslim ethos. In her novel
The Kindness of Enemies (2015) she tackles the themes of identity,
jihad and Sufism. To conclude, Islamic feminists want to convey a
new trend of feminism that takes Islamic teachings as a base to
counter the misconceptions and wrong attitudes of western
stereotypes. They assert that Islam and feminism are not mutually
exclusive.
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