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(1) Sagnik Dutta on Zia, Afiya Shehrbano, ‘Faith-based Politics, Enlightened Moderation and the Pakistani 
Women’s movement’, Journal of International Women’s Studies Vol. 11 #1 November 2009

• The article charts the tensions between liberal feminism and Islamic revivalist movements in the 
context of the attempts towards an enlightened moderation during the regime of military dictator 
Pervez Musharraf in Pakistan.

• The article treats the larger question of women’s agency in political processes by linking it to the 
nature of the participation of women and its outcome. 

• Traces  the  appropriation  of  modernist  agenda  to  serve  religious  ends  by  discussing  how 
constitutional changes to ensure increased representation of women in the legislature grants power to 
a political entity (the MMA) that does not contribute to women's empowerment. 

• The academic scholarship, including diasporic analysis, which analyses religious revivalist 
movements as an instance of women exercising their agency, is termed a kind of romanticisation and 
fetishization of Islamist movements

• Cultural prescriptions are often used as an excuse deny equal rights to women and religious 
minorities

• The author argues that a uniform civil code and not religious presciption should be the foundational 
basis to ensure equitable treatment of women

• The article presents an argument in favour of the imposition of an international human rights order 
on Islamic countries so as to ensure the welfare of women

• It does not discuss the possibilities of working within the Islamic framework to initiate an 
enlightened understanding of Islam leading to the integration of human rights concerns within 
Islamic jurisprudence.

Utility of the article:
The contradictions and tensions within the women’s movement

• The article provides a framework for an understanding of feminism not as a universal Western 
phenomenon; the necessity for feminists to coordinate with and organise their strategies of 
emancipation in conjunction with specific socio-cultural perspectives.

• It is very important to look through ideological biases of the author. The utility point I am 
highlighting is that, contrary to what the author says, when one is thinking of questions for reform, it 



is important to consider the role religion plays in the South Asian context. We need to consider 
specific sociocultural perspectives - and consider policies from within.

• For example: Divorce in Islamic law - khula divorce - allows the woman to divorce her husband. 
Provision: Mubarat, consensual act of divorce between two adults. Why not look at these provisions 
that are already existing within Islamic law and try and create a more enlightened understanding of 
Islam? 

• One is reading the article, to also critique the strategy being proposed, challenge it and look at its 
ideological underpinnings. 

When one is taking into consideration multiple identities - religion is not the only identity, but it is an 
important identity - and if you are considering multiple identities, why can’t religion be one of those 
identities? Whilst considering things like socio- economic status, religion should also be taken into 
account. 

Ideological construction of women by the right

SD: Activists can consider to what extent the participation of women in democratic processes constitutes a 
strategy for women’s emancipation; does presence of women necessarily mean that they work for the 
betterment of the lot of women?

“We saw a split in the women’s movement after 25 years, when the right wing women’s movement withdrew 
from the consensus that the discriminatory Zina Ordinance (offence of adultery) contravened the Quranic 
understanding of adultery. Instead, the right wing women reversed their long-standing support from the 
campaign to repeal this law. They actively organised protests and opposed, in Parliament, the efforts of the 
progressives to repeal or reform the controversial Zina laws (prosecute people for illicit sex outside 
marriage).”

The wider ramifications of social movements

SD: When considering questions of agency activists should look at the consequences of such agency and not 
just romanticize forms of women’s agency; what are the wider implications of such agency and what ends do 
they serve?

“Where Jamal (2005) and Iqtidar (2008) stop short in their attribution of agency to
women activists of Islamist parties, is when they do not acknowledge the purpose of the agency and the 
conservative ends towards which it is used.
The political experience in the Pakistani context, however, has shown that faith based agency of women in 
religious parties is not just often used for non-feminist ends but increasingly to actively support a patriarchal 
Islamic agenda.” (P234)

Negotiation with forms of resistance

SD: Activists can explore the possibilities of reform from within through an enlightened understanding of 
Islam; an alternative way of countering the position of the revivalists rather than conceiving of a framework 
that does not consider religious identity at all. Activists should be able to look through the ideological bias in 
suggested strategies of emancipation.

‘If we start accepting non-feminist agendas and lack of active resistance to male domination as acceptable 
agency by women activists of religious parties, then what hope is there of even challenging the patriarchal 
elements within religious discourse? This position of the revivalists defeats the activism of both Islamic and 
secular feminists alike.” (P242)

NL: Sagnik can you clarify what the position of revivalist is?

SD: For example, revivalist groups speak about participation of women in religious movements. Academics 
have interpreted this as emancipatory strategy of women.



A non-religious legal system

SD: The idea that a Uniform Civil Code should be the foundational basis for securing women’s rights; how 
useful is this idea? What would be the basis of this uniform civil code in a pluralist and culturally diverse 
society?

“To presume that interpretations can be made in vacuum under some suspended historical period and under 
the pretence that, we are no longer defined by modernist discourse, is an unrealistic political expectation. 
Activism demands strategic alliances, as well as political positioning.” (P240/1)

SD: It is a legal code which is not based on any particular religion. There are obviously difficulties in 
formulating such a code. Which personal legal code do you follow in a culturally diverse and pluralist 
society? It would be difficult to form a uniform code that all faiths would want to follow.

So, essentially, the author’s conclusion is that religious order should not be the foundational basis for 
securing women’s rights. There should be an international human rights order or a UCC. 

Key utility: When we look at the emancipatory strategy proposed by the author, it is also important to 
look through the ideological biases behind what the author proposes.

(2) Anthony Murphy on Gerami, Shahin and  Melodye Lehnerer ‘Women’s Agency and Household 
Diplomacy: Negotiating Fundamentalism’, Gender and Society Vol. 15 No. 5 (August 2001)

Abstract:
• The overall oppressive effect on women's rights of religious fundamentalism has been well 

documented in the literature. When looking at women's resistance to fundamentalism, it is important 
to examine not only organized efforts but individual women's agency in [subverting or co-opting] 
these movements toward their own ends.

• Using a series of narratives, the authors discuss four strategies used by Iranian women to negotiate 
the patriarchal practices of Islamic fundamentalism. These women crafted agency by responding to 
the demands of family and state through collaboration, acquiescence, co-optation, and subversion 
[ and see Quote Five].

• Their narratives of agency show how some women negotiated the economic hardship and gender 
oppression brought on by the Iranian revolution and how these negotiations affected women's 
options when filtered through the rhetoric of Islamic fundamentalism.  

• The purpose of the article is to contribute further to the feminist discourse that has moved beyond 
victimization narratives.

AM: This article provides a micro view of the last article. It talks about individual people operating or having 
to survive within an oppressive system. The complexity of reality is often missed by international NGOs. 
Instead they go there and tell people what should be done without having the manner to enquire from the 
people their strategies for survival. These authors have taken the trouble to understand exactly what is going 
on and look at all sides of the picture as well. 

Utiity:
Modernism and secularism

“Nevertheless, to clarify our understanding of the term "fundamentalism," we refer to active contemporary 
movements organized against a perceived assault on the religious foundation of social order.” (P556)

“A characteristic of these movements is the basic assumption that modernism or secularism is to blame for 
society's moral degeneration. To correct this moral degeneration, the ideal society, which is created 
following divine order, enforces female domesticity and modesty through a protected and private family with 
woman as the functionary and man as the gatekeeper.” (P556/7)



ADM: Sometimes the topic of modernism and secularism are talked about in such narrow ways. I do not 
agree that modernism and secularism are the cause of moral degeneration. People are the cause of it. 
Modernism in itself can’t be blamed. Because by saying that, you are also attacking progress and 
development, new frontiers of knowledge in the science which I think is self-defeating. 

Women make contributions in a lot of areas outside domesticity. And men too have made contributions to 
domesticity. 

Negotiations

[My numbering and emphasis.]
“(1)  Of importance, women have actively participated in the formulation of the Islamic gender 

discourse; they have responded to its oppressive force and have redesigned its contours (Paidar 
1996).

(2)  In addition, women's involvement has taken many shapes, as in their artistic and literary 
productions (A. Naficy 1994; H. Naficy 1994), their active advocacy and agency in the family 
courts (Mir-Hosseini 1993), their collective opposition to mandatory veiling (Tabari and Yeganeh 
1982), and most significantly, their grassroots activism in the 1997 presidential election (Poya 
1999; Rajaee 1999).

(3)   All these acts, whether through open and direct negotiations, collective resistance, subversive 
techniques, individual co-optation, acquiescence, or collaboration, are illustrations of women's 
agency within a fundamentalist framework.” (P557)

“In effect, our research goal is to move past victimization narratives and add to the growing body of feminist 
work that illustrates that the gender terrain in a fundamentalist context, such as Iran, is discursive rather 
than determined (de Groot 1996).” (P558)

“1)    In our study of Iranian women's negotiation with patriarchy, we have identified not one but four 
different strategies: collaboration, acquiescence, co-optation, and subversion.

2)    In narratives of Iranian women, we show that some women collaborated with the regime by aligning 
their interest with those of the state's agenda, whereas others submitted to family demands and state 
authority.

3)    In contrast, there were women who manipulated both of these forces or played one against the 
other.

4)    Finally, we identify subversion as a strategy in which women undermined these forces.” (P558)

“(1) Our division of secular and Islamist, or anti- and pro-regime, women may not be applicable cross-
culturally to all settings, but where women negotiate the demands of a patriarchal family and an 
authoritative state, we expect that similar strategies may be observed.
(2) The "pro-regime" in former Soviet republics may take the form of female "apparatchiks" or, in Chile, the 
pro-Pinochet women of the 1980s.
(3)  In contrast, professional Chinese women who subverted the state's dress code and its cultural 
revolution ideology may have a lot in common with secularist Iranian women.
While the case of Iran is unique, our categories may be applicable to similar cases of women's 
empowerment.” (P559)

AM: Universal truths in strategies, as discovered by Iranian women.

“1)    The first author of this article, Gerami, is Iranian, was educated in both Iran and the United 
States, and annually visits family and friends in Iran. This feature of personal biography is 
perceived as an asset among feminist researchers because it merges personal interest with the 
"need to know" (see Reinharz 1992, 258-93).

2)    Between 1978 and 1995, Gerami made a series of trips to Iran to record women's responses to the 
Islamic state and, most important, their responses to the changes that took place between 1985 and 
1995. During this time, Gerami met with focus groups and conducted in-depth inter-views.” (P559)

AM: Narratives were very inspiring. And can be used in other settings to inspire women and men who find 



themselves struggling in a restricted situation. 

“(1) Since Deniz Kandiyoti identified women's agency in responding to patriarchal structures, a myriad of 
research as created a lively discourse. Following this path, we have delineated women's tactics to 
manoeuvre around patriarchy and manipulate its agents.
(2)  The 1979 revolution and the Islamic Republic hegemonized a fundamentalist code advocating 
domesticity and modesty for women. Faced with oppressive state policies and fluctuating family pressures, 
Iranian women had to negotiate a sense of self at two levels of interaction: societal and familial. Some 
collaborated with the state while others co-opted its ideology or subverted.” (P570)

AM: Examples in the article show women negotiating a sense of self. Everyone tries to negotiate a sense of 
self - for these women to do this within challenging circumstances was admirable and effective for 
themselves and families. They were challenged and then triumphed. 

“(1) Previous studies of power have analyzed and valorized men's negotiation tactics. In contrast, we 
have proposed analytical categories for documenting women's negotiation strategies.

(2) Women's strategies differ from men's because men have access to authority in the Weberian sense 
and women's access to power is often through indirect tactics.

(3) When men cooperate, women must contrive, and when men collaborate, women scheme or subvert. 
We want to expose this devaluation of women's empowerment.

(4)  Therefore, by offering these categories, we acknowledge women's power and their innovative tactics.
(5)  In the words of Comaroff, Iranian women "in their everyday production of goods and meaning, 

acquiesce yet protest, reproduce yet seek to transform their predicament" (1985, 1).
(6) We have demonstrated that in crafting their agency, Iranian women negotiate between the 

fundamentalist state's agenda and their family's patriarchal authority.
(7) Our four categories are neither inclusive nor exhaustive. Women's narratives did not always fit 

neatly into one and only one category. Indeed, women changed strategy and reworked their plans as 
they strived to forge an identity.

(8) As Read and Bartkowski indicate, "Identity negotiation" is a process formulated through "everyday 
practice that is fraught with ambiguity, contradiction and struggle"( 2000, 398).

(9)  Our classification lays the groundwork to further explore and document women's expression of 
agency at both the familial and societal level of social interaction." (P571)

AM: Cross section of all kinds of women who sought to succeed over their predicament and successfully did 
so. 

Overall Utility - NGOs would have knowledge of who their beneficiaries are (in Iran) and support 
their efforts for identification and search for meaning.

NL: Can some of these women be seen as under some kind of false consciousness?

AM: I am slightly worried by this proposal, that they may be acting out of false consciousness. Consider all 
strategies as a negotiation and if the objective of the negotiation is empowerment of the self and family, one 
would assume that the greater good of society is achieved through that empowerment.

SD: Negotiation of the self - identity negotiation is fraught with contradiction and struggles. The sense that I 
get is much more nuanced understanding of women’s agency. Anthony also talked about how these personal 
narratives can be inspiring. It is an interesting utility.  NGOs have to look at all sides of the perspectives and 
take into the consideration the contemporary social realities. There can be different forms of identity 
negotiation and how women imagine themselves with respect to the patriarchy. 

NJ: This article looks at several more subtle forms of resistance which work within and/ or against the 
patriarchal system these women live in. A few of the case studies outline how women play the role of 
enforcer of conservative laws in the public sphere. They are only allowed to be in the public sphere (and go 
to school, college etc) because they are playing this enforcer role. The previous article seemed to say that this 
kind of agency is not actual/”real” agency because ultimately it is women oppressing other women. Do you 
think this is a valid route to agency?



NS: In the first article, certain forms of agency on a personal level can be conceived as having a negative 
effect. But it is important when speaking of women’s rights, to understand how the individual feel 
themselves - whether they personally feel empowered. 

SD: We need to consider the wider implications of each negotiation. It is important to look at the various 
ways women interpret agency and if there are some forms of agency that result in the feeling of being 
liberated, then this counts as empowerment.  

AM: I am going back to the point that this is a negotiation - where the ultimate result is one where the 
woman herself feels satisfied. It may appear that at first the women did not get a good bargain or had to 
bargain within very restrictive parameters. But we need to consider the ultimate impact to each individual 
life. 

NS: Fruitful way of looking at the interaction by the individual with state and family. It speaks in egalitarian 
terms in attempting to balance one’s rights and desires with the state interest. 

Commonalities and gaps I
NL: Is there a commonality between the strategies suggested in the two articles?

AM:
- 1st article shows a split in women’s movement between different political groups.
- In the 2nd article, the split was analyzed as the difference in strategy between women in different social 
classes.
- The split can be perceived as a weakness between groups within the movement.

SD:
- In the 1st article there are different notions of agency and concepts of negotiation. We can get a 
comprehensive view of agency within the movement in the long run and its adverse impact on women’s 
rights.
- But second article has a more nuanced understanding of agency and negotiation at the level of the 
individual.

ADM: The two articles as a combination is very useful. It informs us of the variety and complexity of the 
women's movement and the individuals within it. 

SD: Individual reality v women's movement- one needs to negotiate between these two in order to create a 
framework for the women’s rights movement. We need to be cautious about one particular ideology - 
identify the risk! Bringing together these two articles might help expose the risks. One article will expose the 
gaps of the other. 

NS: Bring two of them together in order to take one step forward. Open the gaps of each others analyses and 
provide a more comprehensive and informed approach that avoids the weaknesses of both. 

NJ: They are both looking at and critiquing religious feminism vs. secular feminism and the interplay of the 
different forms of resistance available to women. I think the next article also goes one step further and shows 
how these different forms of feminism can work together.

(3) Naureen Shameem on Ahmadi, Fereshteh ‘Islamic Feminism in Iran: Feminism in a new Islamic 
Context’, Journal of Feminist Studies in Religion, 22.2 (2006)

• In this article, Fereshteh Ahmadi argues that post-revolutionary Iranian feminists are rethinking 
gender in Islam. This grassroots movement to reconstruct gendered Islamic discourses, arising from 
contemporary struggle against local patriarchal structures of power, has been largely overlooked by 
Western feminists. She suggests that the development of a new discourse on feminism and Islam 



became inevitable once Islam became a state power and had to regularly address ‘modern problems’ 
and its self-identity as a modern state. Further, as Iran has never been under colonial rule, Islamic 
feminists in Iran lack a sense of adherence to an ‘original’ Islam and ‘authentic’ indigenous culture 
and hence retheorize gender in Islam in new and radical ways by looking to the theories and 
methodologies of both Islamic and secular feminists. Iranian Islamic feminists, she argues, also 
benefit from the globalization of the feminist movement in their struggle to reconceive the role of 
women in a contemporary Islamic society. They seek to create gender-equitable interpretations of 
Islamic law and traditions from sources of Islamic law.

• She demonstrates that Iranian feminists strategically incorporate and ‘inside force’ or ‘from within’ 
religious approach so as to alter dominant fundamentalist discourse. Feminist discourse and practice 
articulated within an Islamic paradigm characterize this method, which is inclusive both of Muslim 
women activists who self-define as Islamic feminists and those who do not. Ahmadi suggests that 
Islamic feminists in Iran work to reformulate Islamic concepts and laws from a feminist perspective. 
This process benefits from the thought of post-fundamentalist scholar Abdol Karim Soroush. 

• Soroush’s doctrine of the accidentals of history and the doctrine of expansion of Prophetic 
experience provide a useful analytical instrument for Iranian Islamic feminists emphasizing the 
historical context of sacred texts. Ahmadi also notes that Soroush’s affirmation of social pluralism 
has empowered Islamic feminists to radically expand the domain of interpretation of Islamic sources 
and challenge the clergy’s monolithic interpretational power. 

• Finally, as Iranian Islamic feminists do not subscribe to the idea of exclusive categories of feminism 
and cultural authenticity common in many Arab nations, they break with Westphobia and look to 
forge useful connections with Western feminism.

Utility:
The concept of Islamic feminism

NS: Strategically useful where exclusively secular strategies face institutional blocks. A broad definition can 
contain multiple associations by women, including Muslim activists who self-define as feminist and those 
who do not. Use the term where beneficial whilst being aware of the dangers of focusing on the separateness 
of each category and the general issue of conflicting identities within feminism.

The use of postmodern strategies in Islamic women’s movement includes that of multiplicity and fluidity. 
Incorporating this in Muslim women’s discourses is useful in breaking down essentialism – in particular, 
tackling the commonly held idea of an essential nature of women and concomitant legal systems developed 
around such defined role. Such conceptual tools also work on a broader base in allowing activists to liberate 
themselves from methodological constraints and use a broad base of discourses and interpretative techniques, 
strategically picking amongst them to address specific women’s issues in specific socio-historical 
circumstances. Multiple modes of reinterpretation are also at issue – reinterpreting not only current laws but 
sacred texts, their language and the culture which informs them within a feminist framework.

Disengage with certain ideas and appreciate that women can be perceived in different ways.

Multiple truths

NS: Iranian Islamic feminists’ collaboration, debate and exchange also opens up techniques employing the 
hybridity of religious and secular discourses. Aside from straightforwardly secular or religious frameworks, 
activists can effect the intersection of Western and indigenous feminisms in Islamic contexts – can use 
secular methods in a religious state (such as the Muslim Family Ordinances in Pakistan); can utilize different 
levels of religious analysis to determine law (instances in Tunisia and Morocco regarding polygamy). This 
stands in contrast to projects of entirely secular legal reform (Turkey).

Multiplicity and combination of that multiplicity. 
Tunisia - fairly uniform code but underlay by Islamic law, but conceptually not drawn out - doesn’t 
necessarily draw from sharia.
Morocco - look at more modern approaches sensitive to women’s issues and describing them on ad hoc basis 



by Islamic jurisprudential concepts.
Turkey – big contrast to Pakistan.

• The differentiation of historically contingent forms of Islam from a revealed essence is an important 
analytical tool for Muslim feminist activists engaged in debate and reinterpretation or re-reading of 
Islamic texts to unread oppressive patriarchal constructs. The socio-cultural context is key.

• Utility of the application of the doctrine of social pluralism to Islam. Such an approach opens up the 
scope of debate within the religion and can stand against the use of Islam as ideology or its 
presentation as monolithic entity to impose patriarchal/oppressive order. The discourse of pluralist 
reason spurs debate and the argument that Islam itself has promoted pluralism of thought may lend 
this approach greater credibility, employing another ‘from within’ perspective.

• Noting the seemingly paradoxical benefits of Islam as state power. The struggle against oppressive 
frameworks creates opportunities for women’s agency and greater creative and radical thinking. Also 
note that the state now is forced into greater engagement with the processes of modernization and 
continual rethinkings of women’s issues whilst dealing the contradictory aims of a modern Islamic 
state. This flux allows for openings for a breadth of reinterpretation.

• The postmodern heritage employed by Iranian Islamic feminists may also be useful to activists in 
perception of and focus on the ideological forces that authorize and sustain relations of domination. 
A closer analysis of these structures can help critique and destabilize or unseat them. It can 
undermine the religious ‘natural’ theory of gender relations when analytical approaches show 
normalized systems of domination and subordination at play.

The article uses a pragmatic approach which utilizes a combination of secular/religious techniques 
within the purview of religious/Islamic feminist perspective. 

Extracts:
“Regarding the use of the term “Islamic feminism” I am in accordance with Moghissi, who stresses that, 
“today, feminism has grown large and includes many brands, both conservative and radical, religious and 
atheist, heterosexual and non-heterosexual, white and non-white, issue-oriented and holistic, individualistic 
and community-oriented; and feminists hail from the North and the South. So the question, whether we can 
affirm a new brand of feminism which is self-identified or identified by others as ‘Islamic feminism’ is 
rather superfluous.” (35)

Global phenomenon

“…a global phenomenon. It is not a product of East or West. Indeed, it transcends East and West. . . . 
Islamic feminism is being produced at diverse sites around the world by women inside their own countries, 
whether they be from countries with Muslim majorities or from old established minority communities. 
Islamic feminism is also growing in Muslim Diaspora and convert communities in the West. Islamic feminism 
is circulating increasing frequency in cyberspace.” (36)

“…such a [feminist] approach became even inevitable when Islam no longer was part of the oppositional 
discourse, but in power. This is so because when the custodians of the Shari’a became the basis of the 
legalistic system of an Islamic state, they had to deal with contradictory aims: on the one hand, upholding 
the family and restoring women to their “true and high status in Islam, and, on the other hand, upholding 
men’s Shari’a prerogatives. This still becomes more problematic when the Islamic state dealt with so-calld 
modern problems and identified itself as modern, as we see in Iran.” (36)

“Well-known scholar of gender and Islam Margot Badran has noted that “Islamic feminist discourse in 
Iran draws upon secular discourses and methodologies to strengthen and extend its claims.” Iranian 
Islamic feminists have opened up the domain of interpretation to nonbelievers and non-Muslims, insisted on 
equality of women and men in all domains, and disconnected “natural/ created differences” between women 
and men from cultural and social constructions of womanhood and manhood.” (45)

“…what we are witnessing in Iran is not an Islamic feminism that only works from within the frame of Islam 
to reinterpret sacred texts and bring them in line with Muslim women’s new demands in our time, but it is, as 



some studies show, a movement that attempts to constitute a new discourse of women, albeit on religious 
grounds, by working from both inside and outside the Islamic legal and theological discourses.” (50)

“Multiple truths, multiple roles, and multiple realities are part of postmodern feminists’ focus. Iranian 
Islamic feminists favor postmodernists’ rejection of an essential nature of women. That postmodern feminism 
offers a useful philosophy for diversity in feminism because of its acceptance of multiple truths and rejection 
of essentialism is just what Islamic feminism needs for legitimizing itself in the feminist discourse.” (48)

“According to Arjomand, Soroush’s doctrine on accidentals of history “offers a radical critique of 
contemporary Islamic thought for mistaking the historically contingent forms of Islamic religion for its 
revealed essence; and for disregarding religious pluralism as the inevitable result of the reading of revealed 
texts in specific human languages and socio-historical contexts.” (40)

“Soroush argues that any claim to the absolute truth of Islam transforms it from a religion to an ideology. 
Soroush accepts the doctrine of “social pluralism” and affirms that “a pluralistic society is a non-
ideological society—that is, [a society] without an official interpretation and [official] interpreters—and 
founded on pluralist reason.” Likewise, he characterizes the view of the ruling clerical elite as “the fascist 
reading of religion” and presents them as the “bearers of religious despotism.” (41)

“The immediate result of Soroush’s arguments on “accidentals of history” and “expansion of Prophetic 
experience” is that Soroush classifies many laws considered fundamental in Islam as accidental instead.  
Examples of such are the law allowing Muslim men to marry four women and laws that give automatic 
rights of divorce and custody of children to men…Soroush, referring to the concept of interpretative 
reasoning in Islam, stressed that rules on women’s issues “are accidentals” which can be subjects of 
discussion [ijtihad]” (41)

NS: These ideas come from discourse outside of the mainstream - run into certain clashes with religious 
authorities, taken as contrary to Islam.

Allows for debate, lead to re-reading and unreading patriarchal constructs.

“Iranian Islamic feminists go so far in their demand that they argue not only that Shari’a needs to be 
reinterpreted on the basis of a feminist approach and new laws deduced according to contemporary needs 
but also that such revisions should be carried out in light of contemporary schools of philosophy and 
thought. What makes this openness possible is their claim to being part of a wider movement, feminism.” 
(43)

“One essential point in postmodern feminist critique is that it focuses not only on the power hidden in 
relations of domination, which many face in everyday life, but also on the ideological forces that authorize 
and sustain these relations of domination.” (48)

Commonalities and gaps II

NS: The final article presents/adds on and points to some gaps in the first article. It takes on aspects of 2nd 
article and expand on the ways in which women can express their engagement with movements through the 
individual space. 

Women’s movements in post-revolutionary iran - concept of struggle arises and this spurs on new 
productions, new movements/organization, but there can be more examples on an individual basis. It feeds 
onto the synthesis. 

Approaches to women’s rights in Islam - in an Islamic context (like an Islamic state). I would suggest that 
this is largely theoretical and in some sense is focused on feminist strategies, allied with the cause of 
feminism rather than cause of women's rights altogether including those who don’t identify it as much. For 
instance the 2nd article speaks about individual resistance against family and state, but little about using an 



'Islamic framework' or 'Islam' was mentioned.

SD: This last article points to the possibilities - from within the context of Islamic feminism, the strategies of 
postmodernism. It addresses the polarities found in the previous articles between secularism and Islamic 
feminism. So it is interesting to see a more post-modern approach to the issue and bring up a pragmatic 
approach for those between the polarities. 

This last article also talks a lot about the doctrination of pluralism within Islam (and hegemony of the elite). 

Possible gaps:
• The first article did a fairly good job of explaining appropriation and competition between NGOs and 

the government. 
• Relationship between women’s agency and women’s resistance? There needs to be different answers 

to this. Must be contingent. Article 1: problematic because women's agency can be utilized counter to 
women’s emancipation. Art 2: resistance on a negotiation level through the use of agency. Art 3: 
equates to two. But it does so in a delimited framework. It discusses women's agency but it doesn't 
mention that the agency is used within a particular ideological framework like secularism or Islam.

• What the role does the state play? Need to be taken consideration. The state comes out in every 
article - about how state determines the reality of its people. Pakistan: dictatorship/military. Look at 
politics that inform social movements. First article talks a lot about the state and flashes out the 
relationship between political and social and impact of military dictatorship on people as a whole. 
But the last article talk about particular individuals themselves vis à vis the state. 

• How successful were the interactions with the state? The different approaches (linguistic of the term 
rajal) relation with ability of women to run for office but never addressed how effective the methods 
are. The 2nd and 3rd article does not articulate the impact of methods. They only describe it. 

• Perhaps the agency of women is romanticized in article 3. The first article was too strongly against 
romanticization and 2nd and 3rd does not critique enough the impact of women's agency. 

• 2nd article: We don’t hear of the success of these things. We hear that they have survived - perhaps 
that is a success. What has happened to all the people being studied? 

SD: Important to talk about gaps, important to look at the flaw at how article approaches the issue of wr and 
the biases informing the argument, Looking at the gaps help us to string together different arguments and 
develop a more pragmatic approach.

Other Comments - NL
Women’s Agency and Household Diplomacy: Negotiating Fundamentalism by Gerami and Lehnerer

• Gender symbolism in pre-revolutionary Iranian discourse - hallmark of Republic legitmization 
rhetoric.

• Understanding what symbolism is being capitalized upon to abbreviate ideology as a way of 
ensuring memorable consciousness of that ideology amongst the public.

• That strategizing against a certain set of constraints varies over time and according to caste, class and 
ethnicity. The patriarchal bargains impacts different women differently (thus shaping women’s 
gendered subjectivity). So the nature of gender ideology varies accordingly, in different contexts.

• Important to create analytical categories to expand our own understanding of women’s agency; how 
women collaborate, acquiesce, co-opt and subvert with, for and against the state authority and family 
demands.

• Appreciate that these categories are not inclusive or exhaustive. Women’s narratives did not always 
fit neatly into any one or only one category. In fact women were readily changing their strategies in 
response to the particularity of an arising situation. So we see a process of identity negotiation taking 
place - and this negotiation as author Bartkowski suggests is fraught with ambiguity, contradiction 
and struggle.

• Move past victimization narratives even in the narratives of women who acquiesced to the family or 
collaborated with the state - there is a sense of decision-making influenced by a sense of purpose.

• For example Ziba. She came from a middle class, secular family who encourage their daughters to 
acquire a college education and pursue a career. She refused to submit to family expectations and 



recalled the state’s emphasis on marriage and motherhood in order to secure her living as a 
bureacrat’s wife and raise children.

• When we think of resistance, we often think of the resistance of non-governmental organisations (a 
select few) denying ordinary accounts of ordinary people in daily realities, and denying the subtleties 
of resistance that collectively contribute towards the negotiation of bargains between women and the 
patriarchal family and women and the patriarchal state.

• Narratives of women who undermined the state’s lifestyle restrictions. Band of women from the 
upper class who brought the fashion market underground and into the homes of wealthy people. 
They had an extensive network of buyers and sellers; they travelled to Europe, Turkey and Singapore 
and this provided much needed-incomes to family.

• Also note that in segregated societies, women start to take the roles of providing healthcare, 
education and other amenities to other women. So a female-led and exclusively female industry is 
created. Men were banned from majoring in women’s health care thus allowing women’s 
unprecedented dominance in health care profession. Some women utilized this to acquire higher 
education, pursue a career and avoid the full-time responsibility of a wife and mother.

• Is there a commonality in terms of the strategies used between the articles that have positively 
impacted women?

• Afiya’s article on agency - how women have used agency to collaborate with the regime and aligning 
their interests with the state agenda -- but Gerami’s article still define them as agency. The agency is 
a method of surviving in the situation and responding to it as they went along --- same with the case 
with right wing female members in zina laws

• Contrast between Afiya’s article talking about women in politics and Gerami’s article talking about 
women in the household. --but both responding to the same thing: state policies and laws.

• This article looks at several more subtle forms of resistance which work within and/ or against the 
patriarchical system these women live in. A few of the case studies outline how women play the role 
of enforcer of conservative laws in the public sphere. They are only allowed to be in the public 
sphere (and go to school, college etc) because they are playing this enforcer role. Sagnik’s article 
seemed to say that this kind of agency is not actual/”real” agency because ultimately it is women 
oppressing other women. Do you think this is a valid route to agency?

Zia, Afiya Shehrbano; Faith-based Politics, Enlightened Moderation and the Pakistani 
Women’s movement

• Broaden the utility by adding that strategies of emancipation should at the very least be aware of the 
politics behind women’s movement, and seek to circumvent the politics and engage a form of 
politicking that reposition women’s rights outside the politics or ensure the idea of women’s rights 
arises above the politics. This may require alternative strategies of organization, agendas, new 
figures, methods of lobbying, new alliances etc

• Ideological construction of women by the right: the question of women’s agency: activists can 
consider to what extent the participation of women in democratic processes constitutes a strategy for 
women’s emancipation; does presence of women necessarily mean that they work for the betterment 
of the lot of women?

• Better success indices to measure the betterment of women.
• Indices of success concentrate not on the ‘who’ (solely defined by gender) but on the ‘how’ and 

‘what’
• Reframing how women’s rights is evaluated.
• What other articles talk about manifestations of women’s agency - what forms of agency are 

suggested?
• Do other articles talk about women’s agency in the sense of their participation in formal Democratic 

processes/political leadership?
• When examining questions of agencies - what forms/what mode does agency take -- what other 

articles discuss this?
• Do the articles talk about the need to discuss more the purpose of the agency - by considering the 

ends which it meets rather than just discussing agency by the very fact that is being held by women.
• Do other articles romanticize agency? Has there been a demonstration in the other articles of 

demeaning the question of agency such that formal and not substantive agency is discussed 



thoroughly as a show of women’s agency? Is agency situated within a context of how it has been 
used and what practical ends were met?

• Afiya Zia puts forward the importance of a UCC (Uniform Civil Code)- what are the ‘solutions’ 
(tangible, not abstract) that have been put forward by the authors of other articles?

• Religious order should not be the foundational basis for securing women’s rights. Do other articles 
put forward this?

Ahmadi, Fereshteh ‘Islamic Feminism in Iran: Feminism in a new Islamic Context’, Journal of 
Feminist Studies in Religion, 22.2 (2006)

• How would you situate Ahmadi’s article (and the tools she suggest) within the discussion of the 
common theme between all the articles? Where would it be situated?

• Concept of using Islamic discourses (contrast to Afiya - in opposition, and Gerami who makes no 
mention).

• Concept of pluralism in Islam - contrast to Afiya.
• If we say that the 2nd article gives a micro level narrative of women’s struggles against family and 

state and the first article shows macro struggle of movements against state --- then where does this 
article lie between these two pieces?

• Is the 3rd article by Ahmadi a showcase of tools, the question of “how” - using discourse rather than 
a description of the what is that is happening?

Next Working Group Discussion will be on formation of a toolkit
• Objectives for a toolkit
• Content to be included
• Format of how the information could be arranged to meet those objectives and increases the 

accessibility of the text to a wider public
• Mode of the toolkit (Step-by-Step Guide, Methods of Interpretation, Briefing Paper, A Survey of 

Debates between scholars, Methods of Advocacy etc...


