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 Islamism and Women or Women under Islamization.

These distinct topics overlap somewhat.   Researchers in both areas have described women who are related to, support, or are supported by members of Islamist organizations, Muslim women who indirectly reflect, slowly acquire, or refute Islamist views, or women who actively propose an Islamist worldview and gender ideology through writing, other forms of discourse, or actions.    Both topics are frequently confused with general considerations of Islam and women, and so researchers must often address generalized misconceptions in addition to their intended topic.

Islamist organizations and ideas have arisen in other time periods,  but the current preoccupation with  "terrorist organizations" is based  -- in terms of content and methodologies -- on the highly preliminary analyses of the potential threat of Islamist movements outside of Iran in the wake of the Iranian revolution of 1979-80.  Articles then appeared on the Muslim Brotherhood in several countries, the uprising in Mecca, and book length studies of particular movements or Islamisms effects on particular countries, or communities  (for example, Mortimer, 1982, Sivan, 1985, Kepel, 1984, Cole & Keddie, 1986,  Ajami, 1986,  Norton, 1987, Hunter, ed. 1988, Watt, 1988, Guenena, 1988,  Ibrahim, 1980 and 1988;  a special issue of the Third World Quarterly in 1988,  Tapper, ed. 1991)   Islamism often appeared as a non-gendered phenomena,  that  incidentally subscribed to an certain  gender code.   Apparently most scholars saw women as well as Islamist gender ideology to be an ahistorical phenomenon.  They did not understand some of the key differences between newer and older ideas (or the hijab and the previous veiling and modesty practices).  Most books,  then devoted from 1/2 to 4 pages to any mention of women, or the  hijab.   

In the 1980s the Reagan government defined a global Green Threat and constructed a terrorist list including many regimes and organizations.   Scholars studied particular Islamist idealogues, (Taha, 1987; Binder, 1988; Moussalli, 1992 and 1999;) produced more country or regional studies, usually without attention to gender   Abu Amr, 1994; Ayubi, 1991,  Rashad, 1993,  Nasr, 1994, Bourgat, 1993, 1995, Esposito, ed. 1997 not a comprehensive list) or with the typical 6 to 13 index citations on women.  Larger projects on global fundamentalism that sometimes  included chapters on women and gender (Marty and Appleby, eds. 1990-1994, Kepel, 1994)   as have single case books (Sullivan and Abed-Kotob,  1999, Marsden, 1998, Starrett, 1998, Goodson, 2001.)   Scholars of Middle East Women's Studies responded with papers, articles, and chapters, but these have often been ignored by the "architects of the study of terrorism," (whereas we could not ignore their work). 

          Islamism's longevity,  inter and intra-regional connections, the Gulf War's effects on Islamist movements (Piscatori, 1991), their anti-democratic in some countries, and a concommitant increase in Islamization region-wide all produced a tremendous confusion regarding the differential stances of citizens and governments toward Islamism; and about Muslims as believers and Muslims as political actors.  The gender factor has usually been trotted out to substantiate Islamist archaism, or brutality or that of Muslims in general. 

For example, Islam (defined by legal punishments for adultery, or other illicit sex, honor killings, and female genital mutilation) played a villain's role in Susan Okin's  important essay-cum-book,  Is Multiculturalism Bad for Women?  which focuses on the dynamic of women's rights vs. the rights of multicultural groups.   Other scholars, for example, Homi Babha  responded vociferously to the original essay, accusing  Okin of the inherent suspicion and arrogance of much of liberal Western feminism towards the  Other (Babha, "Liberalism's Sacred Cow," in Okin, ed. 1999) --  here, the Islamic world, and more generally those who choose (or are forced to choose due to discriminatory practices)  race, national identity or religious identity as their primary allegiance, and gender only secondarily.           

Women's/feminist studies is currently promoting "transfeminism," and is sometime suspicious area studies within which most of the work on women and Islamism has taken place.  Area specialists' attempts to interact with the mainstream, are often rebuffed.  Why?  Area specialists are ill at ease with grand theory; they don't produce clean sound bites; their views of women in the region are too complicated;  they insist on data emanating from field work, or on-the-ground research that takes note of exceptions, transitional, undecided, and ambiguous situations.   Hence  the limited audience for this research.    

The media, the foreign policy sector, the Martin Kramers would also prefer that scholars more emphatically generalize -- and predict more accurately and frequently.
  (Kramer had earlier argued, around the time of the outbreak of  Islamist vs. state violence in Algeria that we  (scholars) should not differentiate between radical and moderate Islamists, as if such differentiations had brought about our then, and current impasse.)   

 To see our work in print we must convince publishers and reviewers that our samples are representative of all women in the region, or all women in Egypt or Jordan, and agree to broad or sensationalist titles for articles, chapters, or books.
 

Women and gender remain an "extra" topic  to decision-makers.  They again forget that the general public and its opinions are essential to small Islamist groups seeking support, shelter, adherents and power.   Such popular support cannot always be bombed, napalmed, or bulldozed away.  They have also missed the ways in which Islamist gender ideology conflicts with the murky goals of the large development industry in the Middle East, thus the presence of external actors and funding becomes a part of these disagreements.  

Women's expression -- "voicing," an emphasis on agency, and analyses of organizational or peer mobilization have been important to the research on Islamization.   Feminist methodologies and others borrowed from social/political movements theory have been useful.     

         Giving voice to women's experience through the use of literature,  memoirs, autobiographies, and interviews began with early anthologies on Muslim and Middle Eastern women (Fernea & Bezirgan, 1977, Beck & Keddie, 1978)  25  years ago,  and has affected projects on women ever since for example, Badran and Cooke's anthology (1990), or  Suad Joseph's Intimate Selving in Arab Families (1999).    Such methodologies are not as often used in contemporary projects on women and the state, or "strategic" matters, such as the study of Islamist groups, but lend credibility where they are found.   (Afkhami, ed. 1995, Haddad and Esposito, eds. 1998, *more references to be added here) 

Historical research is also part of  the "voicing" of women's experience.  We have learned of earlier figure advocating a return to Islamic values, like Labiba Ahmad in Egypt (Baron in  Matthee and Baron, eds. 2000), or Nabawiya Musa, arguing for women's rights but in this same context (Badran, 1988, 1996) or Malak Hifni Nassif known as Bahithat al-Badiya, both of Egypt and Nazira Zein al-Din (1982) in the Arab East.  Contemporary Islamist voices have also been studied like Zaynab al-Ghazali and Safinaz Kassim of Egypt (Hoffman, in Fernea, ed. 1985,  Zuhur, 1992, Karam, 1999) or studies of young women or teens in Iran (Mahjoube, in Gadant, ed. 1984; and in Fernea, ed. 1995).      That I lack the time to cite all of the examples of such work is encouraging, for through them we  gained a sense of women's perception of their own societies and the degree of transformation and change they saw, expected, or hoped for.   

Researchers have also noted the ways in which ordinary women, Islamist associations, or  state actors see the "personal as political."  This has emerged in the few examples of recent research that I will cite.  

 Islamist actors have an excellent understanding of the ways in which patriarchal structures are reproduced.  These echo within the Taliban's insistence on highly visible strict gender policies that affect personal status as well as comportment and appearance in public space.   Larry Goodson emphasizes the popularity of the Taliban restrictions on women with its young rank and file members.  Women may have acquiesced to the Taliban rules since they lacked recourse, but male party members, and surely some other women applauded such policies as a firm cornerstone in their Islamic vision. (Goodson, 2001a, 2001b).   

Yesim Arat has noted how women of the Welfare Party devote thousands of hours to personal contacts as part of  recruitment and mobilization practices, including ordinary as well as special social visits.   She also points out that despite the fact that these women do not become leaders, and cannot run for office, they have acquired a different sort of political power in being experts in mobilization, and that  personal fulfillment is evident in these adherents.    (Arat, 2001).  

Haleh Jaber has noted instances in which Hizbollah, despite its narrower conception of sex-roles has championed wives of its martyrs, countering local tradition that allows fathers-in-law to reclaim widows' homes, or threaten maternal custody of children.  The organization actually built homes for women trapped in such scenarios to occupy until remarriage (Jaber, 161-162).    

 Sondra Hale has analyzed the voices of  Islamist women in the Sudan.  (Hale, 1996) In recent work she examines the ambiguity that women display, sometimes claiming Islamist ideals, but at other points defining an indigenous feminism in which they criticized Arab patriarchy, and Arab men as in her citations of Wisel al-Mahdi.
  (Hale, 2001)  A respondent stressed the need for a unified national and Islamic identity for Sudanese, (Ibid, 19,20), while yet a another equated the word "emancipation" with choosing to be "cut off from one's own culture".   Yes, we are still theoretically grappling with these ambiguities.  Miriam Cooke proposes that women's deliberate, but seemingly contradictory discourse permits them to retain multiple loyalties.  (Cooke 2001b and Cooke  2001a).  I have suggested that such ambiguities may be related to the uneven transformation of gender practices in disparate geographic areas. (Zuhur, 2000, 2001)  

I learned in my own research on Islamist and Islamized women in Egypt that women could be ambivalent about certain aspects of  Islamist gender ideology, for example, employment outside the home, but firm on others, like wearing of the hijab. (Zuhur, 2001) Rank-and-file women  as well as leaders express certain variations of Islamist gender ideology.   Some scholars have focused  on male leaders' writings on women such as Rashid Ghannoushi (Muhammad Mahmoud in Sidahmed and Ehteshami, 1996) ,   Sayyid Qutb, Shaykh Mitwalli al-Sha'rawi, Shaykh Muhammad al-Ghazali, Yusuf al-Qaradawi, Adil Hussayn, (as in Karam' very useful review, 1998, 176-203)   Sayyid Muhammad Hussayn Fadlallah (Holt in Shehadeh, 1999,  Sfeir, 1997) or in contrast, Mahmoud Taha  (Taha, 1986).  As As`ad Abu Khalil has noted,  the clerics (the `ulama) retain a great deal of influence in the Middle East over the public and in the sphere of personal status. (Abu Khalil, 2000).   

Janet Afary describes two prominent women leaders, Marziyeh Dabbagh and Zahra Rahnavard who Afary writes, obtained real power from the regime, particularly over other women.  They do not approve of the Zanan trend of universalist feminists.    Afary characterizes them as authoritarian personalities who fled the freedom of modernity  (Afary, 2001).    It is interesting that Nikki Keddie and Nahid Yeganeh earlier described Rahnavard's thought as being "Shi'i (but obviously Islamist) feminism" (Keddie and Yeganeh, in Cole and Keddie, eds, 1986, 133-135)  I am not very comfortable with Afary's Fromm-based analysis, however her portrait of these two leaders fits mine of Zaynab al-Ghazali to some extent (Zuhur, 2001) and it is interesting to contrast such women leaders with Azza Karam's and Margot Badran's comments on a younger woman Heba Ra'ouf. (Karam, 1999, Badran in Asfaruddin, ed. 1999).  Afary also examined the voices of ordinary women interviewed at length in the journal, and noted that many women, widowed, or divorced devote themselves with great fervor to the Islamic Republic's ideological agenda rather than to the traditional "first category" of immediate family members.   To Afary, this may bring them a modicum of power,  and personal fulfillment. 

Another problem in research on women under Islamization concerns the presence or impossibility of  "Islamic feminists" (Elizabeth Fernea, Miriam Cooke, Sondra Hale, etc. ) or  Islamist feminists (El Guindi, myself, Azza Karam)   As Sondra Hale has asked:  How were feminists working in the field of Middle Eastern studies and in Islamist contexts "going to classify hyperactive, sometimes zealous, and seemingly totally committed Muslim/Islamist women who are working on behalf of other women?"  (Hale, 2001). 

Elizabeth Fernea's  In Search of Islamic Feminism and Miriam Cooke's   Women Claim Islam:  Creating Islamic Feminism through Literature, and several of Margot Badran's papers and chapters have explored this trope, but quite differently.  Fernea's travelogue includes deep and sensitive portraits  of women in very distinct regional cases.   Cooke has written (also elsewhere)  on the many ways in which Islamist women can invoke a discourse of jihad, ranging from historical figures to contemporary wars to a newer meaning -- (Islamization) society's transformation via Islam --(Cooke, 1991)   as jihad. 

These treatments of the debated term "Islamic feminism" are different from that of  Islam or Islamic shari'ah's compatibility with feminist or pro-woman intent as explored by Mai Yamani, in her anthology, Feminism and Islam:  Legal and Literary Perspectives.  (1996)   One response is that it depends on the historical situation of the specific Islamist  movement in question.   Ziba Mir-Hosseini argued that a "feminist re-reading of the shari'a is possible -- even becomes inevitable-- when Islam is no longer part of the  oppositional discourse in national politics (Mir-Hosseini, "Stretching the Limits: A Feminist Reading of the Shari'a in Post-Khomeini Iran," in Yamani, 1996).  

On both questions, how women should be classified, and how seriously can they impact legal reforms or new understandings of Islamic tradition -- the resulting debates have been fierce.  We have learned that  that philosophical differences regarding secularism die hard;  and that some scholars see the term "Islamic" to be  totalizing and resent the Western domination or consumption of scholarship and publications (Abu Bakr, 2000).

Other newer research which concerns Islamization and Islamism  deals with education.  Willy Jansen, Anne Roald  and others (Linda Herrera) have addressed the creation of new private Islamic schools and the infiltration of existing institutions through disciplines such as Arab and Islamic Studies, computer science as Mai Seikaly mentions for Bahrain  (Seikaly in Haddad and Esposito, eds. 1998 ) and engineering, and via state structures like Ministries of Education and Information (Jansen, 2001, Roald, 1994).  For Iran,  Azadeh Kian-Theibaut has examined women's religious seminaries while Zahra Kamelkhani has explored women preachers' study groups.  (Kian-Theibaut, 2000, Kamelkhani, 1998, and Kamelkhani  in Shoshan ed. 2000).   Gregory Starrett gives a vivid description of  how Islamic ideas and Islamist interact with education, weaving gender into his general study (1998).    Islamist gender ideology is thus promoted from within the states. 

Some recent and excellent work anthropological and sociological work like Adelkhah's study of Iran (2000)  integrates certain women's issues and gender themes (like a definition of masculinity) into the broader work. 

We still face problems with essentialization, internal critiques and a lack of sufficient data.   In an attempt to outline differences between traditionally religious Muslim women, non-Islamist career women and Islamist informants,  in the 1980s, when the power of Islamism in Egypt was hailed as a fad or an import,  I built a  portrait of the "new Islamic woman" as my respondents called her. (Zuhur, 1992)   Others have used this formula as in White's paper on Islamist women in Turkey (White, 2001, Nakanishi, 1993*add to bib.).      

This model did not fit my respondents in a different country case, Lebanon.  But as I searched for English or Arabic sources  on women of this particular sect, I found the first serious chapter in English apparently devoted to "the" Shi'a woman and read:    "When a Shi'i girl is nine years old, she may begin to participate in the daily prayer ritual of the community.  She should also assume the hijab (veil)."  (Holt in Shehadeh, ed. 1999, 175)   No figures, or even impressions of how nine-year olds actually veil are given; and the views of Ayatollah Mutahari and Shaykh Fadlallah are cited in place of those of "ordinary women."    We really don't find out much about the degree of religiosity or the relationship between  dogma and practice in this community.     

 The reading finally added:  "the more secularized members  of the community have abandoned the veil altogether."  My own village women subjects often do not wear the hijab.  Yet they are not "secularized."   In the South,  the hijab became common  in part as a sign of resistance to the Israeli occupation.    In Beirut, it became a marker of the community in a segregated urban space -- however, not all women adopted it.  The author describes the  hijab  as a vestige of religious resurgence which is both a "symbol of defeat" and of "empowerment" in shaking off unwanted Westernization (Ibid, 177).  I was disturbed by the silencing of women's separate and individual voices in this portrait, but with the various research traditions enlisted above, I suppose it was inevitable.   

  Internal critiques may be skewing our research agendae.  Haideh Moghissi  in her Feminism and Islamic Fundamentalism:  The Limits of Postmodern Analysis  unlike Susan Okin appears to be  aware of indigenous feminist movements, that local forms of protest, and alternative cultural constructions as Babha points out, have always existed. (Babha, ibid).      But Moghissi accuses scholars who RESEARCH Islamist women of a  "post-modern" defection from true liberalism and feminism.  Research that highlights  "agency,"  or questions the totality of negative conditions under Islamism is heresy.  Also criticized are  Middle Eastern intellectuals who reject "modernity," and identify themselves as Muslims, and therefore open the door to fundamentalism.
   

That feminism and Islamism are seen as antagonistic philosophies is clear.  Another collection explored such poles of thought on political Islam,   more usefully produced capsules  of scholar/writers/Islamists  arguments including Islamic gender roles and fundamentalism (Bennoune, Ramazani, el-Saadawi, Zuhur in Winters, ed. 1995).    Another genre of writing has now dealt with Islamist or Muslim violations of women's rights in the context of human rights.  It can conflate issues of Islam/Islamism/Islamic law, but one such volume also covers important cases of  Islamist aggression as in Jordan, Algeria, or in an Islamized state, Pakistan, among Afghani refugee women, or in political rapes . (Gallagher, Bennoune, Wali, and Haeri in Afkhami, ed. 1995).  

Let us not forget a final group who reject all work incorporating aspects of feminist analysis because they selectively disdain the West's stranglehold on methodology ( Kant, Descartes, Mills, OK; but not this "nonsense.")  This group is distinct from yet sensitive to Islamist critiques of women's activism and feminism (which may involve the relationship of Zionism and feminism) and includes former or erstwhile leftists and state functionaries.    This trend has been quite evident in the Middle East ever since the 1994 UN Population Conference in Cairo, especially in the media.  Perhaps in other countries, as in Egypt such views reflect the state's position in a pincer's grip between Islamists and sponsors of development. (al-Ali, 2000, 183, Zuhur, 2001a).  

More Research   

         More data is needed   We lack large or even medium-scale systematic studies of women in or of the Ikhwan, Jihad,  Islamic Jihad,  the Gama'at al-Islamiyya, the FIS, Hamas, Hizbollah, the Taliban, and the tablighi movement.   There are no large and well-documented studies on the interaction of Islamist ideas and actual (not idealized)  women in Lebanon, Syria, Iraq, Yemen, Tunisia, Jordan, and Algeria although there are a growing number of articles and book chapters.       

Governmental opposition to such research in Egypt means that no large-scale studies can be undertaken at this point, and we must rely on compilations of descriptive materials, existing smaller studies, discussions of the discourse of Islamists, journalistic reports, the drawing of parallels between movements and as above, discussions of the disjunctures  or confluence of Islamist and feminist ideas. 

Some work considers gender and  Islamism within a comparative dimension of global fundamentalism, Martin and Marty's, Gender and Society volume of their Fundamentalism project,  Brink  and Mencher's comparative study of women and fundamentalism (1996),  the Journal of Women's History's Winter 1999 issue ("Women and 20th Century Religious Politics:  Beyond Fundamentalism" which includes Nikki Keddie's survey of this sort, "The New Religious Politics and Women Worldwide:  A Comparative Study."   Comparative approaches illustrate similarities in discourse, but the broader circumstances of the different fundamentalisms preclude easy comparisons.  Right-wing Judaism for example, does not occupy a similar oppositional stance in the state of Israel as does Islamism in various Arab states,  nor has it been identified as a global threat (Esposito, 1992).            

In short, our research has progressed, but not sufficiently far, and it is not often valued in equal measure as the broader works on Islamism.   
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