Gender and Islam

Gender questions arise when one half of the divide cannot enjoy the same rights as the other half, for instance the right to equal pay and equal inheritance, the right to marry a non-Muslim and the right to go bare-headed. The Muslim woman can be a customs officer or a president, but, since the 1980s, in Islamic states, political and sociological reactions have meant that a more traditional Islam is observed which foments gender inequality - particularly in social interaction and in the practise of veiling. 

Moghadam and Mitra[footnoteRef:1] have written of ‘the cultural and political reassertion’ of Islam, which has left Muslim states less diversified and less liberal than during the 1960s. This reassertion includes fundamentalist political groups in, for example, Nigeria and Somalia, and has had a significant effect on the rights of women. There is a consequent spread of ‘re-veiling’, whether enforced or by choice. An illustration of the change of women’s rights was seen in Iran after the 1979 revolution – when, for example, the Nobel Prize winner Shirin Ebadi had her job reassessed from senior judge to court secretary[footnoteRef:2]. Moghadam and Mitra explain that Islamic societies are now the most traditional in terms of women’s rights[footnoteRef:3]. In global gender parity tables, the lowest 9 countries (that is, those with a value of under 0.6) are all Islamic  majority states[footnoteRef:4].  [1:  Moghadam, V and N. Mitra ‘Women and Gender in the Modern World’, in Kenny, J.
  and E Moosa, ‘Islam in the Modern World’, Routledge, Oxford, 2014: 152]  [2:  Hughes, A. ‘Muslim Identities’, Columbia University Press, New York, 2013: 269]  [3:  Moghadam, V. and N. Mitra, ibid: 162]  [4:  http://reports.weforum.org/global-gender-gap-report-2017/dataexplorer/] 


Feminists have linked this conservative shift to a reaction against the secular characteristics of Modernity which were introduced, or enforced, in the time of colonial rule. Feminism, critical of religion generally, ‘tends to view the Islamist movement with dismay’[footnoteRef:5], and will therefore reinforce the opinion that gender procedure in Islamic states strongly disadvantages women. While most religions are predominantly patriarchal, the gulf between religious tradition and liberal feminism in Islamic States now seems wider than when Fatema Mernisse published ‘Beyond the Veil’[footnoteRef:6], and when Afghani women in 1979 celebrated 60 years of female suffrage.  [5:  Mahmood, S. ‘Feminist theory, agency and the Liberatory Subject’ in Nouraie-Simone, F.
  (ed) ‘On Shifting Ground’, Feminist Press, New York, 2014: 190]  [6:  Mernisssi, F. ‘Beyond the Veil’, Indiana University Press, Indiana, 1975] 


Turkey, in its position as a bridge between Western and Eastern cultures and with a majority Muslim population, has moved from being fiercely secular to more traditional; in 2013, the Turkish government rescinded the laws which had banned female head covering in public. Widely recognised gender equality in the states of Western Europe with minority Muslim populations is statutory, if not wholly achieved. Here too, though, traditionalism of gender roles has increased with the move into post modernity, and the growth in Europe of what is generally referred to as ‘political Islam’[footnoteRef:7]. Though later than the reassertion in the Islamic States, Europe, with its increase in numbers of Muslims (through both fertility and migration), is also experiencing a small but significant increment in Islamic fundamentalism[footnoteRef:8]. [7:  Elgami, E. ‘Islam in the British Broadsheets’, Ithaca Press, Reading, 2008: xv]  [8:  Cesari, J. ‘Why the West fear Islam’, Palgrave Macmillan, New York, 2013: 127] 


The basis used, both in Islamic States and in the West, for the formation of a more traditional observation of Islam, is the sacred texts of the Qur’an, Sunnah and Hadith. Exegesis and definitions of the sayings of the Prophet have, until very recently, been studied and translated by men, arguably for men. Hughes[footnoteRef:9] writes that while Islam did enact in Mecca and Medina a set of rights for women that were lacking in the time of Jahilyyah, he cautions that actual practises cannot be verified as our knowledge comes from after Mohammed’s lifetime. For the traditional customs which are increasingly observed today, in both Islamic states and the West, Moghadam and Mitra[footnoteRef:10] acknowledge that ‘the content of the Qur’an is less central [….] than is often assumed’ and that the authorship of the Prophet in these customs is minimal. El Fadl has described some of the premises on which legal responses are built as ‘Hadith-hurling’[footnoteRef:11]. [9:  Hughes, A, ibid: 256]  [10:  Moghadam, V. and N. Mitra, ibid: 153]  [11:  El Fadl, K., ‘Reasoning with God’, Rowman and Littlefield, Maryland, 2014: xi] 


It is clear that the interpretation of, and adherence to, issues of gender interaction will vary from translation to translation, from woman to woman and between traditional and social customs. Surah ‘The Light’, Verse 31[footnoteRef:12] includes the phrase ‘that they [women] should not display their beauty and ornaments except what (must ordinarily) appear thereof’. Other translations of the word ‘ordinarily’ can be: ‘by law’, ‘necessarily’, or ‘such as is outward”[footnoteRef:13]; it is the local social, and, increasingly, political, order which will determine the parameters of gender interaction. One of the most visible, but also most contentious, gender divisions in Islam is the dress code for head covering: women are attacked (whether physically or in print) both for wearing and for not wearing the correct head covering. I would like to look briefly at ‘the veil issue’ as an example of local customs, variations between interpretation, and also the use of women for political motives. [12:  ‘The Holy Qur’an’ Ali, Y. (trans), Wordsworth Editions, Hertfordshire, 2000: 290]  [13:  http://corpus.quran.com/translation.jsp?chapter=24&verse=31] 


It is not hard to understand why the obligatory use of a hijab or burka in Islamic states is demeaning to women, however, El Fadl[footnoteRef:14] also describes it as demeaning to men – projecting the idea that men do not have the moral strength to control themselves. El Fadl explains that the moral law of veiling is referenced to ‘fitnah’, or seduction, therefore ‘promoting a norm of immorality[footnoteRef:15] and focussing attention on the outward physicality of women (and girls).  In his later book on Shar’iah in contemporary issues[footnoteRef:16], El Fadl relates a shocking account of the religious police in Saudi Arabia not allowing girls to escape from a burning school house because they were improperly covered. Shari’ah Law is based on common sense and discussion – the obligation of the veil in this example is unreasonable.  [14:  El Fadl, K., ibid: 246]  [15:  El Fadl, K., ibid: 236]  [16:  El Fadl, K., ‘Reasoning with God’, Rowman and Littlefield, London, 2014: 118] 


[bookmark: _GoBack]Hughes[footnoteRef:17] notes that the word hijab, as in Surah 33, verse 53[footnoteRef:18], is translated as a screen or curtain, not a garment. He also points out that this verse is about the Prophet’s wives, not just any wife, and that the screen, or possibly veil, could be a sign of rank. Slave women did not wear a veil or head covering, therefore those who do, are professing their rank of freedom. Hughes further maintains[footnoteRef:19] that veiling is pre-Islamic, a local custom as protection from desert sand, and thus not a commandment from the Prophet. Finally, pictures of Islamic women dressed in burqas were circulated as a political tool to establish legitimacy for the US led invasions to Afghanistan in 2001[footnoteRef:20]. Mahmood[footnoteRef:21] agrees that feminism was used to make the US Anti-Taliban. [17:  Hughes, A, ibid: 260]  [18:  ‘The Holy Qur’an’ Ali, Y. (trans), Wordsworth Editions, Hertfordshire, 2000: ]  [19:  Hughes, A., ibid: 261]  [20:  Cloud, D. ‘To veil the threat of fear’, in The Quarterly Journal of Speech, National
    Communication Association, Washington DC, Volume 90, 2004: 285]  [21:  Mahmood, S., ibid: 221] 


In Western states, the use of a hijab is (predominantly) one of choice: many adopt it freely and in defiance, particularly among the younger generation.  Some Western states have reacted to increased puritanical Islam with a ban on full face covering: for example, France and Belgium have banned the niqab and burqa. The correspondingly negative view of Muslim women makes the Islamic gender issue of veiling even more difficult.  It is evident that the meanings of the hijab, as well as other Islamic injunctions on social interaction between genders, are extremely localised and circumstantial, both obscuring or conferring identity, and often with only an indirect basis in the Shari’ah tradition of reasoned discussion and contextualization.
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