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Conflict has been an inescapable phenomenon of Western society,
particularly since the sixteenth century. If the era of the medieval West is
characterized by the conflict between Pope and Emperor, which eventual-
ly gave rise to modemn nation-states, the postmodern era may rightly be
described as one of conflict between family and state.

The postmodern conflict can be traced back to the oikos/polis conflict
generated by Western political thought, which originated from Greek
misogyny. In the same way the church was overthrown in the conflict in
the medieval era, the family is being overthrown in the postmodemn era by
the neo-Marxist radical school of postmodern feminism, which is also
called gender feminism.

Quite contrary to gender feminists, contemporary Islamic revivalists
find no conflict between the two institutions of family and state. They give
due recognition to both institutions and consider them as complementary to
one another. This is quite observable in their views and activities in the area
of women's issues, particularly that of women'’s political participation.

The aim of this paper is to examine the debate on women’s political
participation between gender feminists and contemporary Islamic revival-
ists. The paper shall demonstrate how gender feminists prefer women’s
political participation at the cost of deconstructing gender and family. The
contemporary Islamic revivalists, however, support and encourage
women’s political participation—but not at the expense of family and the
distinct identity of woman.

The paper is divided into three parts. In the first and second parts, the
arguments of gender feminists and contemporary Islamic revivalists on
women’s political participation shall be analyzed. The third part shall iden-
tify and discuss the differences between them. It is followed by a brief
conclusion.

Zeenath Kausar is an assistant professor in Kulliyah of Islamic Revealed Knowledge and
Human Sciences, International Islamic University, Selangor, Darul Ehsan, Malaysia.
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Gender Feminists on Women’s Political
Participation

For a proper comprehension of gender feminism, a glance at feminist
philosophy and its various schools in general is essential. Feminism is
generally traced back to the eighteenth century as a theory of women’s
rights. Earlier, it only focused on raising the literacy rates of women,
legally enfranchising them, and redressing many of their social griev-
ances.! Mary Wollstonecraft’s A Vindication of the Rights of Women
(1792),> Harriet Taylor's “Enfranchisement of Women” (1851),” and
Mill’s The Subjection of Women (1869)* are lucid illustrations of the early
liberal school of feminists.

The nineteenth and twentieth centuries saw the rise of modern liberal,
socialist, and Marxist schools of thought.” Modern feminists’ arguments on
the problems of women, unlike those of the early feminists, seem quite rad-
ical. Elizabeth Cady Stanton,’ a modem liberal feminist, argued that the
male-dominated society is “‘one grand rape of womanhood,” an assertion
that illustrates this belief. Charlott Perkins Gilman, a modern socialist fem-
inist, asserted that woman is the only animal whose sexual relations have
an economic function.” She argued that women are forced to seek husbands
in the marriage market for their economic survival. Margarette Bentson, a
modern Marxist feminist, argued that women constitute a class of people
who are oppressed by men at home and outside with a double workload.”
For these feminists, marriage is enslavement, child-care a burden, and eco-
nomic dependency on men an obstacle to their liberation. Hence, the only
way they can be liberated is to join women to the outside workforce and to
become economically independent. If the family role becomes an impedi-
ment to this, either men should be assimilated into the housework or there
should be a socialization of domestic work and child-care.’

To a great extent, such an analysis of women'’s problems and their pro-
posed solutions are defensive reactions against Western political theories of
women, as mentioned earlier. Hobbes contended that men alone are com-
petent to create civil power, civil society, and civil laws to which women
should only submit." Locke held the views that men are more fit to rule and
that women and children are accustomed to follow men both in the family
and the state." Rousseau did not even consider women eligible to give their
consent for the General Will and deprived them of political participation.”
Hegel claimed that if governmental affairs were entrusted to women, the
state would be in jeopardy.” Marx argued that the sexual act creates the
division of labor in the family and enslaves the wife and children. The wife
is treated as property, and the husband exploits her labor power."* Engels
believed that change in the site of production—from the household to the
outside world—eventually changed society from matriarchal to patriarchal.
He declared this “the world’s historic defeat of the female sex.” Hence,
Marx and Engels identified the withering away of the state and the family
as the key solutions to women’s liberation." Feminist ideas about sex, fam-
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ily, society, and state were developed against this background of Westem
political theories on women."

Postmodem trends in feminism, such as gender feminism," represent a
more radical departure from earlier modern feminist trends for the equal
political participation of women. It is labeled gender feminism precisely for
two reasons: First, it emphasizes “gender” and, second, it gives a different
and unconventional connotation to that term. This term is not referred by
the gender feminists as a polite term for the words sex or male and female.
Gender is defined as the relationship between men and women based on a
socially defined role.” Gender feminists emphasize that the status and role
of men and women are constructed socially and are subject to change. In
other words, there is no natural man or natural woman.

The characteristics assigned to one sex are not natural but are con-
structed socially. Thus, heterosexuality is not natural but rather a social
imposition, and homosexuality, lesbianism, and all other kinds of apparent-
ly deviant sexuality are legitimate and should be duly respected. One of the
important aims of gender feminism is the demolition of the “biology is des-
tiny” concept. This implies the deconstruction of the gender, which under-
lines the elimination of natural distinctions between men and women.”

The roots of gender feminism can be traced back to the Marxist inter-
pretation of history as a class struggle between two economic classes: bour-
geoisie and proletariat. The end of class struggle and the emergence of a
classless society would be possible only through proletariat revolution.
Engels, in his The Origin of the Family, Property, and the State, discussed
the suppression of women by men as the first class oppression in history
caused by monogamy and the division cof labor for child breeding. Hence,
nineteenth-century Marxist feminist arguments and twentieth-century
Marxist feminist thought are constructed against the background of Marx’s
and Engel’s assumptions concerning the historical suppression of women as
a class by the class of men.” Gender feminism is a most radical twenty-
first-century development of modern Marxist feminism.

In order to make a distinction between the earlier feminist trends and
the gender feminist trend, Christina Hoff Sommers, in her Who Stole
Feminism? * labeled the former equity feminism. Those who emphasize
only the moral, educational, civil, and legal equality of the sexes are char-
acterized as “equity feminists,” and those who demand sex/gender class
revolution and the elimination of all distinctions between the sexes are
grouped as gender feminists.” To gender feminists, all institutions, includ-
ing motherhood, is a political institution that causes the institutionalization
of male control over women and children. Adrienne Rich, in her
“Compulsory Heterosexuality and Lesbian Existence,” asserted strongly
that heterosexuality, like motherhood, should be recognized as a political
institution.” She argued that heterosexuality is rape and is forced upon
women for women’s oppression by men. The categorization of masculine
and feminine is, for Rich, a social construction and a product of the human
mind and culture. The only way to fight patriarchal culture is to deconstruct
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gender itself. If there is no gender as male or female, such gender inequities
as sexism, homophobia, and misogyny would no longer be perpetrated in
society. With such assertions in mind, gender feminists demand the accep-
tance of sexual orientation: acceptance of homosexuality, lesbianism, and
transsexuality.”

For sexual orientation, the basic obstacle is the family and, in the fam-
ily, the social institutions of childbearing and child rearing. Applying the
Marxist analysis of the family, Firestone identified childbearing and child-
rearing roles as the root causes of women'’s suppression. She even went so
far as to assert that if nature stands in the way of eliminating sexual differ-
ences, a fight against nature is justified and becomes essential. She wrote:

The natural is not necessarily a “human” value. Humanity has
begun to outgrow nature. We can no longer justify the mainte-
nance of a discriminatory sex class system on the grounds of its
origins in nature. Indeed for pragmatic reasons alone it begins to
look as if we must get rid of it.*

The fight against nature is an essential strategic action for gender fem-
inists to achieve their goal of a sex—classless society. Society’s basic class
division is between male and female, and this division has been political:
male power and domination over the female. Heidi Hartman wrote:

The personal is political means, for the radical feminists, that the
original and basic class division is between the sexes and the
motive force of history is the striving of men for power and domi-
nation over women, the dialectic of sex.”

Sexual division, which is a class division of patriarchal family for male
domination, is perpetrated in all social, economic, and political institutions.
Elements of patriarchy include, primarily, heterosexual marriage, female
childbearing, child rearing, and housework. All of these elements give rise
to women'’s economic and political dependence on men. Hence, the decon-
struction of the basic political institution of heterosexual marriage is
required to bring about a sex—classless society. For this, Hartman argued
that all forms of sexuality—homosexuality, lesbianism, bisexuality, trans-
sexuality—should be as acceptable as heterosexuality. Such an arrange-
ment would not direct people toward heterosexuality alone for sexual needs
and biological reproduction. New techniques can also be used for biologi-
cal reproduction.”

To bring about such an imaginative society, the creation of a gender
feminist culture to render ideological and material support to women seems
indispensable. Ann Ferguson and Nancy Falbre” asserted that “counter-
hegemonic cultural and material support net-works” should be established
to help “women outside the patriarchy.” Four key areas are identified as
important for a strong gender feminist movement: demands for publicly
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supported child-care, sexual freedom, feminist controlled cultural and ide-
ological production, and the establishment of economic and other support
systems for women.

It is quite clear to gender feminists that such a culture and sexual free-
dom would lead to polymorphously perverse sexuality and would pro-
duce such men and women as have never existed before. Alison Jaggar
wrote:

The end of the biological family will also eliminate the need for
sexual repression . . . . Humanity could finally revert to its natural
polymorphously perverse sexuality.” . . .

The destruction of the biological family, never envisioned by
Freud, will allow the emergence of new women and men, different
from any people who have previously existed.”

Hence, the destruction of the biological family entails the destruction
of the “socially constructed” categories of masculinity and femininity as
well as the deconstruction of the “socially constructed” roles of wife, moth-
er, and so on, and the deconstruction of “socially constructed” occupation-
al categories based on sexual differences.

The most important and far-fetched result expected by gender feminists
from the destruction of the biological family is the statistical equality of
men and women in all institutions. The abolition of the family would even-
tually liberate women from economic dependence on men and would take
away their having to choose between housework and outside work. They
would not be allowed to devote themselves to children and housework. In
an interview, Simon de Beavoir said,

No, we don’t believe that any women should have this choice. No
women should be authorized to stay at home to raise her children.
Society should be totally different. Women should not have the
choice, too many women will make that one.”

It is quite evident from the above that gender feminists realize that if
“choice” is given, many women would prefer housework over outside
work. However, they insist for the good of such women that they be liber-
ated forcibly from male oppression, since the choice of such women is
“socially constructed.” Such an agreement would ensure the equal partici-
pation of women in all areas of life from child-care centers to high-level
politics. In other words, a revolutionary change in the conventional family
ensures a radical change in the entire world. Susan Moller Okin, in an arti-
cle entitled “Change the Family, Change the World,” observed:

It would be a future in which men and women would participate in
more or less equal numbers in every sphere of life from infant care
to different kinds of paid work to high-level politics. If we are to
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be at all true to our democratic ideals, moving away from gender
is essential.”

Thus, gender deconstruction becomes essential even for a true democ-
racy. Obviously, gender feminists locate the cause of women’s low partic-
ipation in public life in gender and the family. So, the prognosis of the
problem definitely lies in gender deconstruction and family abolition.

The deconstruction of the family institution, in fact, seems a first radi-
cal step for the reconstruction of economic and political institutions. Hence,
after the deconstruction of the family and the compulsory enlistment of
women in public life, gender feminists demand universal quotas, a 50-50
male and female division of all elected offices. The necessity of universal
quotas for equal representation of the sexes is discussed in Mim Kilber's
edited work Women and Government: New Ways to Political Power
(1994).* Elizabeth Sledziewski observed:

Equal participation by female citizens in affairs of the polis will
henceforth be considered a sine qua non of the completion of
democracy. A democracy without women will no longer be seen as
an imperfect democracy, but as no democracy at all.”

Such an argument for equal participation based on sexual difference
goes entirely against the spirit of democracy and also the gender feminists’
own notion of eliminating sexual differences. However, for the long-term
goal of the gender feminists—the classless society—such a redefinition of
democracy seems necessary. To establish the “dictatorship of the proletari-
at” (taking the power of one class [women] from another class [men]), this
demand for 50-50 quotas for women and men as decision makers is a
strategic necessity. Through such an election process, women eventually
will be able to control the government. Commenting on this, Dale O'Leary
remarked:

Those pushing for a complete sex/gender class revolution have
always had a problem: How does the class “women” take power
from the class “men”’? They cannot erase men from existence, they
can’t line them up against a wall and shoot them or ship them off
to Siberia. The redefinition of democracy to include quotas based
on sex differences solves the problem.™

The imposition of the quotas would snatch another “choice”—the
choice of the voters to vote for anybody, male or female. For instance,
Kelber explained the implications of such quotas in the United States and
asserted that the Constitution should increase the number of senators from
each state from two to four—two men and two women. She recommended
the institutionalization of multimember districts and proportional represen-
tation within the House of Representatives. According to Kelber, such an
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arrangement would force voters to vote for women. Thus, gender feminists
have tended to redefine democracy from their own perspective to achieve
their ends.”

After family, the next demon standing against the objectives of gender
feminists is religion. Hence, they perceive “religion” from their own per-
spective and find it patriarchal, particularity Christianity. Elizabeth
Schussler Florenza argued that biblical texts are not divine revelations, but
rather products of an “androcentric patriarchal culture and history.” They
demand the empowerment of women to reimage the Christian god as
Sophia (female wisdom).* Carol Chrost’s essay, “Why Women Need the
Goddess,” echoed feminists’ gender theology that, for O’'Leary, is no theol-
ogy at all.” However, an important point to note here is that the attack of
gender feminists on Christianity and the demand for its reinterpretation is
not for its own sake, but for the equal participation of women in decision
making. This is evident from their several statements and report, in prepa-
ration for the Beijing conference. A report stated:

The rise of all forms of religious fundamentalism was seen as pos-
ing a particular threat to the enjoyment by women of their human
rights and to the full-participation of women of their human rights
and to the full participation of women in decision-making at all
levels of society.*

From several reports of the Beijing preparation meetings, including one
entitled “Equality and Democracy: Utopia or Challenge,” the gender femi-
nists’ influence is quite obvious. A statement by Vigdis Finnbogadouttir,
president of Iceland, can be cited as an example:

The gender perspective should be integrated in the curricula.
Stereotypes must be eliminated in school-books and teachers
trained to raise their awareness of this question, so as to ensure that
girls and boys make informed career choices which are not based
on gender-based traditions."

Stereotypes to be eliminated from the curricula are images of “wives”
and “mothers,” which are understood from their reports. In fact, gender
feminists were quite tactful in exploiting sexual, reproductive, and health
rights to ensure that abortion and lesbian rights were incorporated into the
United Nations’ document for women. They condemned all positive argu-
ments for “family” and motherhood put forward by pro-life and pro-fami-
ly nongovernmental organizational activists as obstacles for the progress
and development of women. Bella Abzug stated:

We urge the small number of male and female delegates seeking to
sidetrack and sabotage the empowerment of women to cease this
diversionary tactic. They will not succeed.”
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Quoting the following lines from a Wall Street Journal article entitled
“Dating Game Today Breaks Traditional Gender Roles,” O’Leary pointed
out the influence of gender feminists on American youth:

In Ms. Dickson's generation young women openly enter into inti-
mate relationships with both genders that are more than just exper-
iments. They resist being described as straight, as gay—as even
bisexual, which some think suggests promiscuity and one-night
stands. Instead they use words like “fluid” and “omnisexual.”

For gender feminists, such a culture of “sexual perversity” is a genuine
culture as against the political culture of heterosexuals. One report by the
Council of Europe Conference argued strongly that sexual life is not sole-
ly attached to married life. Women should be given the freedom to con-
struct their own lifestyle and their own family and choice in reproduction.
All of these are code words for homosexuality, lesbianism, and other forms
of nonmarital and extramarital sexuality. The reproduction rights of lesbian
women implies the right of lesbians to conceive children through artificial
insemination and to adopt children. Hence, not surprisingly, gender femi-
nists never condemn prostitution; in fact, they demand protection for “com-
mercial sex workers.* Not surprisingly, they look upon heterosexuality as
rape, marriage as unpaid prostitution, and the family and even motherhood
as political institutions.

Thus, the above discussion of gender feminists’ theoretical and practi-
cal efforts for the equal political participation of women (if one can still call
them “women") demonstrates that they want to achieve their goal at the
cost of gender and family deconstruction.

Islamic Revivalists on Women’s Political
Participation

There seem to be divergent views among contemporary Islamic
revivalists on the issue of women'’s political participation.” Their views
may be divided into two broad categories: traditional and moderate. The
basic issue is the interpretation of Islamic texts concerning women in
changing circumstances. We shall divide the issue into two parts: (a) gen-
eral political participation, which includes the right to vote, to join and cam-
paign for a political party and candidate for any office, to run for any leg-
islative assembly, the right for the post of any minister and any higher
office except imamah; and (b) the right to be considered for the imamah.*

General Political Participation
First, I shall look at the stand of those revivalists who represent the

traditional outlook.” This group has limited and narrow perceptions about
the role of women. Basically, their arguments against women'’s political
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participation, in particular, and public participation, in general, are sup-
ported either by their own narrow interpretations of Islamic texts or
invalid generalizations. As a result, women are denied any active politi-
cal role.” Their arguments, such as that women are less rational since two
women are equal to one man for commercial witnessing, are rejected by
moderate revivalists.®

Moderate revivalists argue that Islam has assigned a dynamic role to
women as vicegerents of God. The understanding of the traditional revival-
ists, who confine the role of women to the house, is unacceptable to mod-
erate revivalists. They argue that the issue of witness for economic trans-
action should be understood in its proper context. Since women were less
interested and less involved in economic activities, especially during the
time of Prophet Muhammad, and there was no system of written documen-
tation, it was suggested that, as a practical measure, at least two women
should be witnesses so that one could remind the other if the other forgets.
They also argue that if women are intellectually deficient, as conceived by
some, even two or more intellectually deficient women would not solve the
problem, but rather would augment it and increase confusion. Hence, it is
contended that the tradition under discussion does not convey women’s
intellectual deficiency; rather, it provides a practical suggestion for solving
the problem at a particular time and place. With regard to certain other tra-
ditions, moderate revivalists contend that these are considered weak by
attested traditions or go against the practice of the Prophet, who consulted
his wives on several occasions and followed their suggestions.*

On the basis of all these arguments, if traditional revivalists wish to
maintain the importance of family responsibility as being prior to all other
outside responsibilities, this is not disputed and rejected. In fact, all revival-
ists give first priority to the role of women in the institution of family,
which is the most important and fundamental institution for the overall
development of Islamic civilization. Even the man’s role in the family can-
not be neglected. But traditional revivalists reach a different conclusion:
The only field of activity for women is the family.

Moderate revivalists look at men and women as equal but not identi-
cal.” They assign different roles to men and women, but also, to some
extent, encourage women to participate in politics. Umri,” one of the well-
known scholars and activists of the Islamic revival movement in India, con-
tended that Islam stands for equality of men and women and inspires its fol-
lowers to struggle against all kinds of oppression and injustice against
women. He maintained different roles for males and females in different
jurisdictions but did not deny the active role played by women, particular-
ly during the early history of Islam. He showed how eminent women in
Islamic history participated in all public activities, including the political. A
study of his works on women suggests that he encouraged women to be
active and energetic in all fields for the sake of Islam. However, the role of
women in the family occupies, for Umri, priority over all other outside
functions. He encouraged women’s education at all levels.A great number
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of women, well-educated and politically conscious, are actively involved in
the activities of the Islamic revival movement in India.*

An analysis of the views of Mawdudi,” the founder of the contempo-
rary Islamic revival movement in the Indian subcontinent, is appropriate
here to gain a better appraisal of the moderate group’s growing stance
within the contemporary Islamic revivalist movement as a whole.
Mawdudi not only supported but advocated strongly the rights of women
to education and all other rights as granted to women by Islam. However,
he emphasized the different roles and segregation of men and women.*
Mawdudi supported his argument on moral grounds: The free intermixing
of men and women in society causes moral decay and sexual lapses as, for
example, evidenced in the West. To avoid the evil consequences of such
unrestricted interaction, he recommended segregation. However, accord-
ing to some revivalists, such an argument is unacceptable. They argued
that women should not be victimized because of society’s moral deteriora-
tion. To check moral deterioration, moral reformation is necessary, not
rigid gender-based segregation. A more comprehensive reading of
Mawdudi's writings suggests that he recognized a woman's right to edu-
cation. While he was expounding his philosophy of education, he sug-
gested strongly that women should be given military training along with
appropriate education and training.”

Mawdudi, like Igbal and others, asserted emphatically the necessity of
ijtihad.”* This implies that Mawdudi viewed Islamic thought as not static
but dynamic; it develops on the spirit of the Islamic texts while also being
sensitive to empirical circumstances. Hence, following Mawdudi’s
approach for the development of Islamic thought, it seems necessary that
traditional revivalists should depart from their traditional stance and adopt
the moderates' stance on women. A close observation of the Student
Circles of the Islamic revivalist movement in India and its allies, particu-
larly the Students Islamic Movement of India (SIMI),” shows that there is
a sign of departure from the earliest stance on women. However, as the
Islamic Revival Movement in India has not yet taken part in parliamentary
elections, there is no empirical evidence of its stance on women'’s political
participation.

The stance of Arab revivalists on women can be traced back to the
establishment of the Muslim Brotherhood by Hasan al-Banna in Egypt.* He
established a Muslim Sisterhood and mobilized women for the cause of
Islam and supported fully such women as Zaynab al-Ghazzali, whose
imprisonment, suffering, and brutal torture under Nasser’s regime has left
an impact on Muslim women."

The position taken recently by some of the moderate revivalists, for
example in Sudan, is a giant step forward in the development of women.
The Islamic National Front (INF), under the leadership of Hasan al-
Turabi,” has not only endorsed theoretically the full political participation
of women but has made it an empirical reality. In 1986, two women, Su'ad
al Fatih® and Hikmat Hasan Syed Ahmad, were included in the parliament
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under the aegis of the INF. Presently, 10 percent of the Sudanese parlia-
ment consists of women, three women have been appointed ministers, and
one woman judge sits on the supreme court. Moreover, the government has
established quotas to increase the number of women participants.*

The first strategic action undertaken by the INF for women’s public and
especially political participation were the desegregation of its male and
female wings and the institutionalization of a single structure for both, in
the mid-1970s.” This has helped women revivalists to interact with their
male counterparts, share experiences, and inspire each other to work for the
cause of Islam. It does not mean that there are no separate women'’s orga-
nizations to encourage women. There are many national and international
level women organizations, such as the Sudanese Women's Union (headed
by Sumayyah Abi Kashhawa,” a competent moderate revivalist) and the
International Organization of Muslim Women (headed by Visal al-Mahdi,
another moderate revivalist and the wife of Hasan al-Turabi).”

These women activists and Hasan al-Turabi support strongly the polit-
ical participation of women. In an interview,* al-Turabi asserted empha-
tically that the Islamic Movement in Sudan (IMS), since the very begin-
ning, has been very mindful of the need to create an active role for women
in all spheres of life. Hence, the movement has encouraged women and
given them all possible opportunities to enhance their abilities and devote
themselves to the Islamic cause. Such views of the Movements’ leadership
were reconfirmed and elaborated further by Zakariya Bashir,” an intellec-
tual ideologue and activist of the Movement, during an interview. He said
that the IMS has surpassed all other Islamic movements in the world on its
attitude to women. Referring to the Popular Defense Forces, he pointed out
that women are trained militarily to fight for the cause of Islam.

During a series of formal and informal talks with Su‘ad al-Fatih, a pio-
neering woman leader of the IMS, and others like Abii Kashhawa and
Zakiya ‘Awad Satt, it was quite obvious that they all supported fully
women’s political participation. However, they did not deny that preference
should be given first to the family and then to work outside. It was empha-
sized further and elaborated upon by al-Mahdi, during an interview,” that
women should contribute to society and in the field of their own interests—
but not at the cost of the family, especially of small children who require
proper attention.

It is clear from the above discussion that there is a similarity of opinion
between traditional and moderate revivalists on the precedence of family
over outside work. Sudan’s moderate revivalists differ from the traditional
and moderate revivalists of India, Pakistan, and Bangladesh in their full
encouragement of women for political participation and in their practical
integration of women in politics and even jihad. Hence, these moderate
revivalists are better categorized as hard-core moderate revivalists.

There are some more moderate revivalists moving from moderate to
hard-core moderate revivalists, such as the Tunisian Islamic Movement's
Rashid al-Ghanishi.” In his analysis of the Movement's position on women
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in the past, he pointed out that it was defensive and reactive. He asserted
that a moderate departure from the earliest stance was already in progress
in the Islamic Movement. Hence, the number of women has increased.
Several steps have been taken to make it possible for women to enter lead-
ership ranks and to ensure their membership in parliament. Women mod-
erate revivalists are taking an active part in contemporary politics, and
many have been imprisoned.” They can be characterized as soft-core mod-
erate revivalists.

Algeria’s Islamic Salvation Front (FIS) comprises both the traditional
and the moderate revivalist trends. According to a recent statement, it has
guaranteed equal status to men and women and has taken measures to
include women in its decision-making council.” These initiatives also char-
acterize Jordan’s Islamic Action Front. Although there were twelve women
among its founding members, only recently one woman was included in its
decision-making council.” According to Ishaq Farhan,” its secretary gener-
al, the movement accepts the political participation of women and realizes
that it still has to go a long way toward implementing it.

Similar conditions prevail in the Islamic movements of other Muslim
and non-Muslim countries. Quite recently, many steps have been taken by
revivalists to create consciousness and mobilize Muslim women for more
political participation. Thus, it can be concluded from the above discussion
that there is a diversity of opinion among revivalists on the general politi-
cal participation of women. A general move from the traditional to the
moderate stance is now visible among revivalists.

Leadership of the State and Imamah

The subject of women's leadership is controversial. All classical
Muslim jurists, while discussing the qualification of the imam along with
other factors, emphasized that the imam should be able to perform ijtihad
and strong enough to wage jihad. Even a cursory. reading of classical juridi-
cal texts shows that what they meant by imam: is not a political head of a
modern nation-state, but rather the all-embracing leader of the Muslim
ummah. He combines the function of khalifah (being the highest authority
in all social, political, and economic affairs) and imam of the congrega-
tional prayers. This is obvious from al-Mawardi’s identification of seven
necessary qualifications that include, more particularly, the abilities of ijti-
had and jihad. Similarly, Ibn Khaldan's” specification of five important
qualifications for imamah (leadership) and his particular reference to the
imamah of the congregational prayers also shows that he viewed the imam
as the highest leader of the Muslim ummah. Hence, if imamah is perceived
from the global perspective of a leader of the entire Muslim world, all
revivalists, ranging from traditional to radical, do not consider women eli-
gible for this office.

Mawdudi’s discussion of the Islamic state shows clearly that the state
envisaged by him was not the Muslim state of contemporary times. His
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envisaged state was modeled on the spirit of the Prophet’s four immediate
political successors (al-khulafa’ al-rashidin), but in context with the time
and place, as is clear from his discussion of the legislature, executive, and
judiciary.™ Such a state would not include, in the earlier stage, the whole
ummah, since it is first established in one geographical location as a model
for the world. However, it would be universal in its scope in the long term,
as it would have been created so that the universal Muslim community could
serve as a witness to the truth.” Obviously, it might be for this reason that
the qualifications attributed by Mawdudi to the leadership of the state
resemble those of the office of the imam or khalifah of the Muslim ummah.
It included, among other elements, that the head should be a man, in accor-
dance with the Qur’anic verse that “men are in charge of women” (4:34).%

For some Muslim scholars, the leadership of women by men on the
basis of the above verse is confined to the family and therefore cannot be
extended to the political field. But revivalists, for several reasons, do not
prefer women for the leadership role. Badawi observed:

According to Islam, the headship of the state is no mere figurehead.
He leads people in the prayers, especially on Fridays and festivals,
he is continuously engaged in the process of decision-making per-
taining to the security and well-being of his people. This demand-
ing position, or any similar one, such as the commander of the
army, is generally inconsistent with the physiological and psycho-
logical makeup of women in general.”

Even al-Turabi did not assign the khilafah to a woman. Bashir elabo-
rated the views of al-Turabi as

an enlarged social role for the Muslim women, including her right
to participate in the political process by nominating and election-
eering on behalf of a candidate seeking even the highest Muslim
office of khalifah. Her right to consultation in political matters, as
well as her right to stand for any public office (except the office of
khalifah) is emphatically asserted and defended.”

Thus, for al-Turabi, a woman can hold any high position except that of
khalifah. However, Muhammad al- Ghazzah, a famous Egyptian scholar,
argued in one of his recent works that, even according to some authentic
juristic interpretations of Islamic law, women can be accorded important
positions: judges, ambassadors, cabinet ministers, and rulers.” According to
arecent fatwa of Yasuf al-Qaradawi, another Egyptian scholar, women can
be allowed to hold high offices in parliament, serve as judges, and issue fat-
was. However, he makes it emphatically clear that women, while holding
such high public offices, should not forsake their family role.*

All of this reveals that all revivalists have more or less the same opin-
ion on imamah.
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Gender Feminist and Revivalist Views
on Women’s Political Participation

First, the gender feminists’ approach to the issue of women is con-
frontational and conflict based. They categorize “men” and “women” as
two opposite classes that are antagonistic to each other. Therefore, all insti-
tutions, from family to state, including heterosexuality, marriage, mother-
hood, and so on are considered patriarchal and political.

Contrary to this, the Islamic revivalists’ approach seems to be holistic
and comprehensive. They do not place men and women in opposite class-
es, but rather consider them as different sexes that complement each other
as God'’s creation. For this reason, they do not view men and women as
being in conflict with each other for their individual rights. All institutions,
from family to state, are conceived as responsible social and political insti-
tutions wherein both men and women perform different roles based on their
abilities and merit as vicegerents of God.

Second, gender feminists, due to their conflict-based approach, assume
that there is a conflict between two institutions: family and state. Such a
perspective is, to a great extent, generated from Western political thought.
To overcome this conflict, Western political thinkers pushed women inside
the family, whereas gender feminists pulled them out of the family and into
the state. To achieve this goal, they follow Machiavelli's doctrine that “the
ends justify the means.” Homosexuality, lesbianism, transsexuality, and all
other forms of nonmarital sex and families are justified and legitimized for
the ultimate goal of women'’s political participation.

Revivalists do not consider that family™ and state are in conflict with
each other. They look at the family as a basic unit not only for the state but
also for civilization. The family role of women is neither trivialized nor
totally abandoned, but duly respected and acknowledged. Hence, a
woman’s family role is not sacrificed to her political role or vice versa. All
forms of pre- and extramarital sex are forbidden, and proper and legal sex-
ual relationships between husband and wife are accepted and considered as
‘ibadah (an act of worship). Marriage is regarded as a sign of God for the
union of husband and wife to dwell in tranquility.* Motherhood is looked
upon as a blessing of God."”

The right of women'’s political participation is acknowledged and sup-
ported. However, political participation is not considered an independent
and isolated issue, one cut off from the rest of a woman's and a society’s
life. The political participation of women and men is a part of the whole
range of life’s activities and involvement. Political participation is not an
end in itself, but a means to a higher end, namely, the establishment of
peace and justice on earth by both men and women as the vicegerents of
God, which should be achieved by noble means. Hence, a woman’s family
role and her political participation are duly respected. One role is not cru-
cified for the sake of another, but the roles are prioritized: family first and
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political participation second. This implies that the family role and political
participation are the legitimate and ethical means for the legitimate and eth-
ical goal. Women'’s political participation and their family roles are seen by
revivalists as essential parts of the whole of life,* not as functions indepen-
dent from the rest and as the purpose and end of life. Based on this holistic
approach to women, they maintain an ethical relationship between means
and ends.

Third, the gender feminists’ conception of all institutions and struc-
tures as patriarchal shows their pessimism. Since Western political
philosophers presented patriarchal structures of both family and state in
their theoretical models and reflected them in practical life, this group has
assumed an attitude that is too pessimistic. Therefore, they look at man as
selfish, egoistic, unreliable, and as one who only aspires to absolute dom-
ination. Based on this pessimism, they not only consider heterosexuality,
marriage, and motherhood as results of a dominant patriarchal culture, but
even consider biological differences between men and women as patriar-
chal assertions against natural facts.

They declare that “biology is not destiny” and ask women to fight
“nature” to overcome biological differences (if any). The emphasis of gen-
der feminists on fighting “nature” can be traced back to the development
of Western epistemological philosophies, particularly since the sixteenth
century. Throughout its development, from rationalism, empiricism, sci-
entism, and positivism to pragmatism, its important purpose remained the
conquest of nature so that man could make himself independent of it and,
eventually, its sovereign.”

It is obvious that, like any other Western theory, the fundamental
problem of gender feminist theory is methodological and epistemological
in nature. The issue of women is approached through *reason” and “sense
perception.” The ultimate object of attaining knowledge is to overcome
different problems through overcoming nature and, thereby, becoming
independent from God. But the problem of gender feminists is much more
difficult and complex. They reject all observations of social and natural
scientists that are based on this methodology, if they present gender dif-
ferences between men and women, claiming that it is all a conspiracy of
the patriarchalists.”

For this reason, they have developed their own epistemology on the
basis of which they have formulated a new set of relationships between sex
and power. It seems that they have applied Foucault’s critique of power for
their own ends.” Looking into his account of the disciplinary practices that
produce “docile bodies” and his explanation of the relationship of the
human body with power, gender feminists demand complete rights over
their bodies. Their demand for reproductive rights in order to legalize abor-
tion is a good example of seeking to empower their bodies for all forms of
nonmarital sex.

Contrary to them, revivalists are neither too pessimistic nor too opti-
mistic, but rather moderate in their conception of man and the relationship
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between man and woman. Although they accept male leadership of the
family and the state, they are totally against male domination in both fields.
They make a clear differentiation between male leadership and male dom-
ination (patriarchy). Although some have labeled male leadership of the
family as patriarchal,” their elaboration of male leadership goes entirely
against the patriarchal family.

Leaving aside the terminological confusion for certain reasons, it is
more essential to emphasize how their explication of the family structure
goes against patriarchy. All revivalists assert that male leadership does not
necessarily mean male autocracy or despotism in the family. They argue
that leadership entails responsibility and governing the govermned, which
demands taking care of the governed and discharging functions with benev-
olence and not with domination and oppression. All of this goes against the
patriarchal family, which entails absolute male domination and women’s
subjugation.”

Such revivalist views are completely in line with Islamic epistemology
and methodology. They approach the issue of woman as any other issue:
through revelation, reason, and sense perceptions. Furthermore, their aim at
attaining knowledge to solve the issue of woman is not to make man inde-
pendent from nature and God, but rather to make him subservient to God
and to work more efficiently as a friend of nature and vicegerent of God,
not as enemies of both.”

Fourth, gender feminists are deconstructionists, as are other post-
modern deconstructionist feminists: Derrida,” Cixous,” Irigary,” and
Kristeva.” They emphasize the necessity of deconstructing gender, fami-
ly and society, the state, the world, nature, and God and reconstructing all
of these based on their own perspective. They argue that all of these insti-
tutions (the world and even God and religion) are structured on the views
of men and for men’s domination of women.” Hence, equal political par-
ticipation is necessary, for through equal political participation women
can gradually overthrow men and establish a dictatorship of women,
which would be a transitory period of settlement giving rise to a sexless
and classless society.

This implies the deconstruction of all previously existing structures
and institutions and the establishment of new institutions having no gen-
der differentiation. As the basic obstacles to women's political participa-
tion, dictatorship, and a sexless and classless society are gender differen-
tiation and the family, they assert that gender differentiation and mar-
riage-regulated family are not biological relations but rather socially con-
structed images that should be demolished. Instead, sexual promiscuity
and a free-sex culture should be promoted in order to deconstruct gender
and family and ascertain women’s political participation.

Revivalists, unlike gender feminists, argue that the deconstruction of
gender differentiation and the family would lead humanity to the brink of
an abyss from which it would be hard to rescue.'” Hence, women'’s identi-
ty and their basic family role are vital for the development of human civi-
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lization. Revivalists assert strongly that women should be encouraged to
participate politically but that they should not forsake their family role or
identity for it.

The problem is that although revivalists support women’s political par-
ticipation and emphasize that women should not neglect their family roles,
they do not suggest any mechanism for it."" The political participation of
women along with the performance of their family role is a challenge for
women, for it will give rise to their double workload problem,'” as men-
tioned by most feminists. The problem cannot be ignored, even though the
different strategies identified by feminists over time (i.e., socialization of
housework and child-care,'” the demand of wages for housework from the
state,'® assimilation and counterassimilation of men and women into the
family and outside work with two part-time salaries,"” and gender and fam-
ily deconstruction'®) may not be acceptable to revivalists. Furthermore,
confining women within the family with no political participation, as sug-
gested by Western political theorists, is not an appropriate solution for
revivalists. However, the latter have yet to provide any concrete strategy or
general framework to overcome the practical problem of women'’s perfor-
mance of their family roles along with their political participation from an
Islamic perspective.

Conclusion

The above analysis of gender feminists and Islamic revivalists suggests
that the former want a few rightful and more unrightful rights at the expense
of the identity of womanhood, whereas the latter seek to achieve the already
granted rights of women through the maintenance of their identity as
women. Gender feminists create an atmosphere of conflict between men
and women and also between the institutions of family and state.
Revivalists, on the other hand, bring men and women together for mutual
trust and cooperation with each other in order to avoid the crisis and con-
flict between them and the family and state. They look at men and women
as copartners in constructing Islamic civilization.
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