Emily Ruth Davies Stephens (1600586)

Provide an indication of contemporary issues affecting Muslim women in the modern world, focusing on the ways in which 'women's rights' have been articulated. Illustrate your essay with examples drawn from your own reading and research.
In this essay, I am going to be assessing the contemporary issues that Muslim women face in modern society and understand the ways in which women’s rights in Islam have been dealt with today. “Women’s issues and gender relations have been central to religious and political discourses in the Muslim world since early in this century.”[footnoteRef:1] It may appear that everyone has an opinion on Islam’s supposedly difficult relationship with women’s rights, from scholars to the general public. However, overall across the world there has been a sharp increase in Muslim women fighting for gender equality. [footnoteRef:2]Interpretation is one of the key obstacles holding back gender equality globally in Islam which affects Muslim women in the modern world. According to Anne Sofie Roald “the understanding of religious texts in general and androcentric religious texts in particular depends on how literalist one is in approach.”[footnoteRef:3] Also the issues that affect Muslim women and the way women’s rights are articulated is different depending on culture and where one is from. For example, in Indonesia they are much more syncretic and relaxed in regard to their religiosity, [footnoteRef:4] whereas other majority Muslim countries in the world today such as Pakistan are extremely orthodox, while there is no religiosity in the majority of Khuzestan. [footnoteRef:5]  [1:  Z Mir-Hosseini. Islam and gender: The religious debate in contemporary Iran. (Princeton University press: New Jersey, 1999). Page 3.]  [2:  Z Mir-Hosseini. Islam and gender: The religious debate in contemporary Iran. (Princeton University press: New Jersey, 1999). Page 3.]  [3:  A S Roald. Women in Islam: the western experience. (Routledge: London and New York, 2001).  Page 118.]  [4:   J Kenney. and E Moosa. Eds. (2013) Islam in the Modern World, Routledge: New York. Companion website. page 152]  [5:  J Kenney. and E Moosa. Eds. (2013) Islam in the Modern World, Routledge: New York. Companion website. page 152] 

As previously mentioned, terminology is vitally important in this essay due to the vast array of differentiation as a result of the complexity of identity and diversity issues. Also, when there is a religion made up of over 1.5 billion believers that spans over 1500 years of history, empires, and economies there is bound to be controversy because people have different histories, political cultures, levels of development and wealth. [footnoteRef:6] According to the Quran, Islam doesn’t speak against the equality of human beings. However, there appears to be a distance between what the message of Islam really says and what is being expressed through a political or cultural structure. It may appear that over time women have been viewed as minors and more often than not denied their political voice. Also, “this emphasis on the status of women in Islam does little to satisfy a social science inquiry because Islam is experienced, practiced, and interpreted differently overtime and space. “[footnoteRef:7] Therefore, I feel that it is key, when researching such huge but vague discourse, to understand the complexity of the terms, and it is important not to stereotype and simplistically view Muslim women as ‘the other’ as discussed in Said’s orientalism. As this is a large topic area, I am going to focus my essay on the feminist approach to women’s rights, and the ways in which the media has expressed and dispersed people’s ideas in order to see change in the contemporary issues. I also hope to highlight some influential campaigns and protests that have impacted on the way modern society treats or views Muslim women.  [6: J Kenney. and E Moosa. Eds. (2013) Islam in the Modern World, Routledge: New York. Companion website. page 153.]  [7:  J Kenney. and E Moosa Eds. (2013) Islam in the Modern World, Routledge: New York. Companion website. page 152.] 

Muslim women have often been portrayed through negative stereotypes in our society via the media. In Amira El Azhary Sonbols book she analyses that:
The debate about women largely falls within two opposing arguments: that Muslim women are downtrodden and oppressed as a result of their religion or that Islam liberated women and gave them rights that protected them from oppression. [footnoteRef:8] [8:  Amira El Azhary Sonbol. Women, the family, and divorce laws in Islamic history. (Syracuse University press: New York, 1996). Page 39.] 

Quite frequently, the general public’s opinion regarding Muslim women is projected as an oppressive image depicted from Saudi Arabia or Afghanistan. This might happen due the fact that these two countries support and enforce a dress code for Islamic women.[footnoteRef:9]However, there are numerous examples of Muslim women taking an authority role in their society, although Western media can be so focussed on Muslim women’s oppressive stereotype that their achievements, such as there being several Muslim women prime ministers or heads of state, primarily goes unrecognised. Yes, there are still major issues affecting Muslim women in the modern world such as dress codes, freedom of speech or marriage laws but there are still many reasons to celebrate the accomplishments of Muslim women. In the modern world today, Muslim women are moving forward in many ways and gaining back their rights. However, there are countless issues still affecting Muslim women which is mostly because many Muslim societies may seem to have gone back to their old patriarchal ways. As a result, issues to do with marriage, dress codes, access to mosques, female circumcision etc are all considerations in society that both Muslim women and Muslim men are fighting for.  [9:  ITV, 'Iran Unveiled - Taking on the Ayatollahs', 2018 < https://www.itv.com/presscentre/ep1week44/iran-unveiled-taking-ayatollahs > [Accessed 20th December 2019].] 

Currently in the world today there have been a lot of shifts and deconstruction of what it means to have genders, sexuality and rights, and therefore feminism has been defined by post-modern thinking. Women’s emancipation increased during this period which led to the process of striving for modernity in the post-colonial society. As a result, feminism is one approach to the matter of women’s rights in Islam and general awareness of the contemporary predicament of Muslim women: [footnoteRef:10] [10:  Amira El Azhary Sonbol. Women, the family, and divorce laws in Islamic history. (Syracuse University press: New York, 1996). Page 81] 

Muslim women have always been aware of gender inequality but since the nineteenth century feminist consciousness has been articulated mainly in the context of nationalist and anticolonial movements and largely by the middle and upper class.[footnoteRef:11]  [11: Z Mir-Hosseini. Islam and gender: The religious debate in contemporary Iran. (Princeton University press: New Jersey, 1999). Page 9. ] 

To elaborate, nationalist causes were a way of emancipating women and providing their political rights which meant that Muslim women had further opportunities. However, there appears to be a distance between what the message of what Islam really says and what is being expressed through a political or cultural structure. As a result, there are different approaches to Islamic feminism. One form of Islamic feminism, secular feminists, believe that the law is holding Muslim women back on what they can do: “secular Muslim feminists focus on the top of the political ladder and thus promote female leadership.” [footnoteRef:12] Consequently, Islamic law is viewed as both liberating and enslaving in the sense that the law can hold them back. Both nationalist, socialist and fundamentalist movements have had an impact on women’s rights. Even though nationalism has a strong focus on equality and modernity there still seems to be a need or nostalgia to go back to the golden age. [footnoteRef:13] Therefore, this has had both a positive and negative impact on Muslim women because on the one hand it incorporates Muslim women and emphasises this notion of equal rights. However, on the other hand, it isolates women as well as makes them feel burdened by old cultural traditions and values such as obligatory dress codes that must be followed, which imposes even harder restrictions and circumstances on Muslim women which threatens their human rights.[footnoteRef:14]  Furthermore, even though there are both positive and negative issues brought on by nationalist movements it is still thought that they helped modernity and progress for Muslim women: “women’s rights leaders welcomed the nationalist cause as the pathway to their own liberation.”[footnoteRef:15] [12:  Sofie Anne Roald. Women in Islam: the western experience. (Routledge: London and New York, 2001).  Page 186.]  [13:  J Kenney. and E Moosa. Eds. (2013) Islam in the Modern World, Routledge: New York. Companion website. page 154.]  [14:  J Kenney. and E Moosa. Eds. (2013) Islam in the Modern World, Routledge: New York. Companion website. page 154.]  [15:  J Kenney. and E Moosa. Eds. (2013) Islam in the Modern World, Routledge: New York. Companion website. page 155.] 

Women rights groups have been very important in trying to get Muslim women involved. To elaborate, Islamic feminists or women’s rights activist groups have urged Muslim women to study the Quran and Islam more. Furthermore, “among the various strategies for women’s rights, Islamic feminism seeks to attain women’s rights by reclaiming Islam from patriarchal interpretations.” [footnoteRef:16] Islamic feminist groups today are not challenging Islam or the Quran but are simply urging Muslims go back and read the Quran with justice, equality and human dignity in mind. Even though this may be a feminist approach to Islam, interpreting the Quran it is still a discourse deeply rooted in Quranic ethos of equality. [footnoteRef:17] [16:  J Kenney. and E Moosa. Eds. (2013) Islam in the Modern World, Routledge: New York. Companion website. page 171.]  [17:  Vimeo. Making waves- a documentary, 2017 < https://vimeo.com/185311596 > [Accessed 20th December 2019].] 

Women’s rights in Islam have been expressed as a result of Muslim groups that want to see this traditional paralysis changed. Also, the spread of academics discussing the problems facing women in Islam today has also influenced the ways in which women’s rights have been articulated. Therefore, attitudes have gradually changed over time and “Change has occurred as a result of the efforts of the women’s rights groups often working with partners in civil society. “[footnoteRef:18]  Muslim women have used the media to their advantage, and this has vastly impacted the way they can get their message out quickly.  For example, organisations such as Sisters in Islam take the position that if Islam is used as a source of law in public policy, everyone has a right to speak. [footnoteRef:19] Studying the Quran, they found that it is not true that women must be treated as lesser than men. Also, it is not true that God said man is superior over women. They felt that women would not have significant impact on religious authority by simply going to the mosque to talk about issues such as women’s rights. Therefore, they decided as a strategy to create a new platform to assert their rights and authority by writing letters to the editor’s column in the newspapers.[footnoteRef:20] Writing to the newspaper helped spread their issues in a clear and concise manner as well as raising awareness for the group. Therefore, Sisters in Islam has helped Muslim women gain rights as well as understand what the Quran says about women in order to successfully fight for their rights. They have used this strategy in many of their women’s rights campaigns, for example Sisters in Islam “wrote a weekly column called Legal Literacy in a Malaysian newspaper for six years, enabling women to submit legal questions and receive advice about marriage, domestic abuse and divorce.”[footnoteRef:21] [18:  J Kenney. and E Moosa. Eds. (2013) Islam in the Modern World, Routledge: New York. Companion website. page 165.]  [19:  Sisters in Islam. The SIS story, 2018 < https://www.sistersinislam.org.my/page.php?35 > [Accessed 20th December 2019].]  [20:  Vimeo. Making waves- a documentary, 2017 < https://vimeo.com/185311596 > [Accessed 20th December 2019].
]  [21:  Tavaana. Sisters in Islam: protection women’s rights in Malaysia, 2019 < https://tavaana.org/en/en/content/sisters-islam-protecting-womens-rights-malaysia-0 > [Accessed 20th December 2019].] 

Another influential Islamic women’s rights movement is Women Living under Muslim Laws (WLUML). This was the first transnational feminist network to exist which emerged in 1984. [footnoteRef:22] This Islamic organisation strengthens understanding of the issues facing Muslim women today by using the internet and Facebook to get their views spread. Also, they focus on rebuilding the stereotype of women, for example in their recent campaign Violence is not our Culture: ​ “The campaign is a global network of organisations and individuals committed to end all forms of discrimination and violence against women being justified in the name of culture / religion.” [footnoteRef:23]The campaign has reached global audience as well as working with the United States and the United Nations human rights system. [footnoteRef:24] [22: Altorki, Soraya, Zayn Kassam, Valerie J. Hoffman and Valentine M. Moghadam. “Women and Islam.” In the Oxford Encyclodeia of the Islamic world. Oxford Islamic studies online. < http://www.oxfordislamicstudies.com/article/opr/t236/e0852 > [Accessed 20th December 2019].]  [23:  WLUML. Women living under Muslim laws, 2019, < http://www.wluml.org/ > [Accessed 20th December 2019].]  [24:  WLUML. Women living under Muslim laws, 2019, < http://www.wluml.org/ > [Accessed 20th December 2019].] 

People are coming to the internet as a source of authority and community. Within the 21st century, information technology and social media have provided a major platform to get the voices of those Muslim women protesting for their women’s rights. Muslim communities in the modern world are changing and women are slowly gaining recognition because of organisations like Sisters in Islam and their use of social media and books. Sisters in Islam have published numerous books on topic areas such as family, marriage and polygamy, as well as their regular social media updates on their Facebook page where they share women’s rights campaign and spread awareness of any current issues. Also, the positive impact of modern western culture on the legal status of Muslim women in the middle eastern context is undeniable. [footnoteRef:25]  For example, there have been countless campaigns and protests in Iran to change the dress code policies. As a result, Iranian women have used social media such as twitter as a major platform and stance to rebel against the law. [footnoteRef:26]For example, Masih the founder of the white Wednesday campaign in Iran created a hashtag labelled ‘girls of revolution street’ that went viral and the campaign gained more momentum.[footnoteRef:27] Masih now has 2 million followers on social media most from inside Iran which shows the impact of social media on today’s women rights in Islam and why it is viewed so highly. [footnoteRef:28]The white Wednesday campaign was launched in Iran by Masih because people don’t have a platform in Iran to fight for their women rights. It is part of a women’s movement in Iran demanding freedom of choice over wearing the hijab. Supporters of Masihs white Wednesday campaign are encouraged to wear a white head scarf in public to show solidarity. [footnoteRef:29] Consequently, Millions of women in Iran have been stopped for protesting and thousands have been arrested and fined. There have been countless protests in Iran, not just instigated by feminists’ Islamic women, but men have taken part too. For example, “Farhad Meysami, 48, a doctor and publisher before becoming a civil activist, was arrested in his office in July and taken to Tehran’s notorious Evin prison.”[footnoteRef:30] As a result, this male petitioning in regards to women’s rights movements shows that the spread of these movements in Islam is not gender biased. Therefore, this increases the recognition of the contemporary issues facing Muslim women today because in some ways it could be argued that men have more authority in Muslim societies, at least on a cultural standpoint.  [25: Amira El Azhary Sonbol.. Women, the family, and divorce laws in Islamic history. (Syracuse University press: New York, 1996). Page 81]  [26:  ITV, 'Iran Unveiled - Taking on the Ayatollahs', 2018 < https://www.itv.com/presscentre/ep1week44/iran-unveiled-taking-ayatollahs > [Accessed 20th December 2019].]  [27:  ITV, 'Iran Unveiled - Taking on the Ayatollahs', 2018 < https://www.itv.com/presscentre/ep1week44/iran-unveiled-taking-ayatollahs > [Accessed 20th December 2019].]  [28:  ITV, 'Iran Unveiled - Taking on the Ayatollahs', 2018 < https://www.itv.com/presscentre/ep1week44/iran-unveiled-taking-ayatollahs > [Accessed 20th December 2019].]  [29:   ITV, 'Iran Unveiled - Taking on the Ayatollahs', 2018 < https://www.itv.com/presscentre/ep1week44/iran-unveiled-taking-ayatollahs > [Accessed 20th December 2019].]  [30:  The Guardian. Iranian activist jailed over hijab protests goes on hunger strike, 2018, < https://www.theguardian.com/world/2018/aug/29/iranian-activist-jailed-over-hijab-protests-goes-on-hunger-strike > [Accessed 20th December 2019].] 

To conclude, women’s rights have been articulated successfully using technology, especially when voicing campaigns. The modern dimension when articulating women’s rights on a global scale has worked best through the use of social media and the internet because people can gain access to any material instantaneously. However, the role of women in Islamic societies as well as the patriarchal attitudes of men in society has changed a lot and is continuing to develop. 
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