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Working Group Discussion 
Research Cycle 4, Saturday December 4, 2010 

2:00pm, 155 Water Street, Brooklyn, New York 
 

 “Engendering the Nation: Women, Islam, and Poetry in Pakistan,” Anita 
Anantharam, Journal of International Women’s Studies 
 
-The poems of Fahmida Riaz and Kishwar Naheed have used poetry “to revise subtly the 
complex relationships between women and men, and gender and nationalism in Pakistan.” 
 
 -Gender and nationalism 
 -Different ideas of self and community 
 
-“As Saba Mahmood (2001) has forcefully articulated, liberal notions of feminist agency, which 
seek to locate a self-actualized subject acting in her own self-interest ‘sharply limit our ability to 
understand and interrogate the lives of women whose desire, affect, and will have been shaped by 
nonliberal traditions’ ” (Anantharam208). 
 
 -What constitutes notions of liberal and the non-liberal?   

-Is there the assumption that those women who engage in more subtle assertions 
of agency are drawing from “non-liberal traditions”?  

 
-“I seek to highlight that the point is to not foreclose Islam, and the women who embrace it, as 
fundamentally at odds with notions of feminist agency, or dismissed because they seem to be 
advocating for a ‘movement that seems inimical to their own interests and agendas,’ especially at 
a historical moment when these women appear to have more emancipatory possibilities available 
to them’ (Mahmood, 2005, p.2)” (209).  
 
 -Is it Islam that constitutes that central concern of Riaz and Naheed’s poetry?  
 -How do we see this idea play out in the examples presented?  

-What does this mean within the larger context of women-led movements and 
efforts? 

 
-“Yet it would not be incorrect to note that the movement for women’s rights in Pakistan has 
remained ‘right from the country’s inception’ in the hands of a ‘miniscule proportion of women’ 
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who predominantly came from the middle-and-upper-middle classes of Pakistani society: these 
women of the ‘urban, educated middle and upper classes’—at least in the nascent stages—‘could 
be counted on the fingers of one hand and almost invariably belonged to political families’ 
(Mumtaz & Shaheed, 1987, p.55)” (212). 
 

-Why is it important to recognize the different experiences of women who come 
from urban versus rural areas? 
-When we talk about “women’s rights movements” in different contexts, what 
sorts of women, socio-economically are we referring to?  

 
-“Since Zia’s Martial Law regime dealt with any affront to the state in the severest manner, 
Riaz’s and Naheed’s strategic use of metaphors became a necessity for translating their political 
visions, and more importantly, crucial to their survival. While both Riaz and Naheed found the 
poetic mode of expression a safe space where they could address some of the larger social debates 
about women and Islam, feminism and nationalism, tradition and modernity, their individual 
poetic voices reflect their distinct political visions” (214). 
 
-“The poems in Fahmida Riaz’s Badan darida (The Body Lacerated) explore the multiple ways a 
female lover experiences eroticism and sensuality—the voice of the ‘lover’ in the poem (as in the 
ghazals of Naheed) is distinctly feminine. A woman’s agency to choose and deny her suitors at 
will is emphasized. To class her work in the most general of ways, her poems in this collection are 
about love” (217). 
 

-How can the use of poetic expression be seen as a subtle form of resistance? 
Does it necessarily have to be considered a “subtle” form of resistance?  
-How do we measure “subtle forms of resistance,” and to what extent does it 
make sense to call it “resistance” in the first place? What do we mean by this? 

 
-“The poetry of these two women makes possible an understanding of the genres of poetry as 
‘conceptual and erotic places’ that facilitate a rewriting of nation and nationalism. In this way, 
women’s voices can be understood as coming out of and embedded in the very political fields that 
define and limit them. I read the poems of Fahmida Riaz and Kishwar Naheed as places where 
battles are waged and won” (223). 
 

-How can this type of argument inspire us to think about the interactions and 
mutually constitutive spaces of the political sphere and women’s voices? 

 
“The Feminization of Public Space: Women’s Activism, the Family Law, and Social 
Change in Morocco,” Fatima Sadiqi and Moha Ennaji, Journal of Middle East 
Women’s Studies 
 
-Argues that the Moroccan feminist movement has greatly feminized and democratized 
the public sphere in the country. “Admittedly, the feminist movement is not the sole actor 
behind the new and spectacular legal reforms, but this movement acted as the major pooling force 
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behind it. This force is attested in triggering unprecedented public debates that preceded, 
accompanied, and followed the new Family Law; these debates involved practically all public 
actors ranging from social, to economic, religious, and political actors and, along with the Family 
Law, shows that women’s feminist ideas and associations were inserting themselves in the public 
sphere, changing the terms of participation in this sphere and making women and gender issues 
a matter of national dialogue and contention for the first time in Morocco’s history” (87).  
 

-What are your thoughts on this overall argument? What are some larger ideas 
we can take away from this that are important to understand and what are some 
of the assumptions behind this statement? 

 
-“Within the tradition of research on Morocco, this approach makes the separation of the public 
and private spaces so rigid that the two spaces are mutually exclusive: the public space is the 
street and the marketplace, where men evolve, and the private space is the home, where women 
live...This view associates the public space with the outside/exterior and the private space with 
the inside/interior, implying that the outside is the place of power where the social constraints 
are produced and the inside is the place where this power is exercised.” 
 
 -What do you think of the dichotomy being created between public and private? 
 -Is the public space really just the outside and the private space really the inside?  

-What are some other ways of demarcating public and private and redefining 
these terms to account for more fluid forms of movement that women are 
engaged in? 

 
-“The two spaces are strictly dichotomized and interact in a dynamic way in the sense that one 
does not exist without the other. It is true that women can be in some public spaces—for 
example, on the street—but cannot stay there as men are encouraged to. Rather, women must do 
their business and move on.  Also ,men generally do not spend any time in the kitchen, for 
example, so the taboo applies to them, too, thought with very different consequences” (88). 
 

-What are your thoughts on this argument? What do you think of this 
breakdown of what forms of power and access to social capital can be found in 
the public sphere? 

 
-“[In the 1960s and 70s] Journalistic discourse, couched in Arabic and French, evolved around 
two major issues, a cult of domesticity and a feminist ideology. The cult of domesticity included 
topics meant to improve women’s health, productivity ,education, nurturing skills, household 
management, childrearing, and ‘how to’ be a better, more effective wife and mother. As for 
feminist ideology, it included selected biographies of national and international feminist 
figures…Both types of journalistic writing aimed at stressing the development of women 
through the development of their gifts while highlight their domestic roles. They were also meant 
to promote the right of women to remain in the work force” (98). 
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-How can this inspire us to think about the larger discourses with in which 
women’s progress and advancement have been inscribed? (i.e. national projects, 
progress of society)  
-Is this a productive way to argue for and understand the importance of 
women’s progress (as important for the advancement of the nation or for society 
as a whole?) 

 
“Feminist ‘Selves’ and Feminism’s ‘Others’: Feminist Representations of Jamaat-e 
Islami Women in Pakistan”, Amina Jamal, Feminist Review 
 
-The general argument is: “In Pakistan, as in many other societies, politico-religious 
movements or so-called Islamist fundamentalist movements are becoming an important site for 
women’s activism…to promote agendas that seem to undermine women’s autonomy. This has 
become a concern for a growing feminist literature which from a variety of political and 
theoretical positions seeks to understand and explain the subject-position of Muslim women as 
politic-religious activists. This paper attempts a deconstructive reading of texts by leading 
Pakistani feminist scholars as they attempt the difficult process of steering between 
fundamentalism and Orientalism in their accounts of ‘fundamentalist’ women in the political 
ideological space of Pakistan” (Jamal 52). 
 
-“Pakstiani feminist scholars appear to be rethinking the assumed dichotomy of secular and 
religious in women’s lives, thereby bringing into question a tradition of women’s activism which 
had upheld secular modernity as the route to women’s empowerment” (53). 
 

-What does it mean for a movement to be secular? What does it mean for it to be 
religious? What are some spaces in between? 

 
-“Women’s activism in religious rightwing movements anywhere (whether Hindu, Christian, 
Jewish, or Islamic) poses theoretical and political dilemmas for feminists at the national and 
transnational levels. For feminists attempting to theorize Muslim women’s mobilization in 
politic-religious parties these issues become further problematic because of the contradictory 
ways in which the notions of ‘Muslim women’s freedom’ are being invoked and mobilized in the 
latest world order” (54). 
 

-What are some of the possible tension that may emerge, in your opinion, 
between movements based on secular worldviews and those that try to evoke a 
religious discourse? 

 
-“I would like to propose that alongside the conventional images of veiled Muslim women there 
is another emergent image of the willfully veiled Muslim woman as compromised activist. While 
in the traditional version of Orientalism the veiled Muslim woman is constructed as the 
oppressed victim of the barbarity of Muslim men and Islamic religion, in the latest construction 
she is problematized as an enigmatic Other who defiantly negates Western liberal notions about 
social development and secular modernity” (55).  
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-How does this speak to ideas about cultural relativism? By always focusing in 
on particular symbols, practices as gendered and as always linked/relevant to 
women’s movements, do we hyper-culturalize women’s strategies—do we 
otherize them too much? 

 
-“In defense of their secular position Pakistani feminist scholars have attempted both to 
recuperate women’s activism as a part of the nationalist anti-colonial project (e.g. see Mumtaz 
and Shaheed, 1987) and to de-legitimate the monopolistic claims of politico-religious parties on 
cultural authenticity (Jahangir and Jilani, 1990; Said Khan, 1994; Rouse, 1996). Thus, they tend 
to refer to all those who espouse a religious rightwing agenda as a ‘fundamentalist’ using this 
term sometimes as a category of analysis (Rouse, 1996) but more often deploying it in its usage 
popularized by Western/global media as a de-legitimated Islamic position when contrasted with 
progressive or modern Islam/Muslims” (57). 
 

-Can you think of other examples where certain movements/groups refer to 
other movements/groups using a particular term and characterizing the group 
in a way that is more extreme than their actual work and also using a more 
extreme discourse to describe their actions? How is this a way for activist 
agendas to construct their own identities (in this case, the secular feminists 
construct their identity in opposition to the Jamaat-e Islami fundamentalist 
women). 

 
-Points out that Shaheed and Mumtaz, secular feminists, point out the discord between 
the ideals and experience of Jamaat women and this is reflected in the arguments that 
the latter makes.  “They point out that Jamaat women constantly reiterate that men should be 
the main economic providers for women and, at the same time, demand separate women’s 
universities and segregated places of work in order to accommodate the huge female workforce 
which though willing to work, does not want to work with men” (62). 
 
-“…Shaheed and Mumtaz view Jamaat women’s political activities as a sign of their passive 
submission to the directives of Jamaat men rather than active engagement with the public sphere. 
Thus, they argue that the rise of fundamentalist women in Pakistan should be seen merely as an 
adjunct of male religious parties rather than an autonomous form of activism for women since 
these women have not spoken out in support of women’s representation in the Assemblies nor 
other issues of ‘women’s rights.” 
 

-What are your thoughts on this? What sorts of questions does this bring up with 
regards to women’s autonomy?  
-What do these kinds of demands reveal about the multi-dimensional realities 
that women in Pakistani society have to deal with today? 
-What seem to be some of the tensions between Shaheed and Mumtaz versus the 
strategies of the Jamaat women? 
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“Female Saints and the practice of Islam in Sylhet, Bangladesh,” Alyson Callan, 
American Ethnologist 
 
-The author looks at “how one woman’s saintly status allowed her to resist the virilocal rule of 
residence, a patriarchal structure that is said to underpin women’s subordinate position in 
Bangladesh. Her story demonstrates that Islam cannot be conflated with patriarchy and that it 
may support women’s emancipation from structures of male authority. The meaning of Islam is 
context dependent and revised through practice” (1). 
 

-What if women themselves do not situate their actions within a religious or 
gendered discourse? What if they do not view their actions as necessarily 
gendered or oriented towards the carrying out of religious duties? How do we 
make sense of that? 

 
-“In the absence of a formal system of ordination within Islam, the saint plays a vital 
intermediary role, serving as the human embodiment of a faceless god (Landell-Mills 1998) and 
providing exegesis of the Qur’an, the textual embodiment of Allah’s message, which, like all holy 
texts, cannot be fully comprehensive (Lindholm, 1998).  
 
 -What is the discursive utility of an ethnographic piece like this?  
 
 
General Questions for Informal Discussion: 
 
1. Where do your interests in women's rights and human rights activism stem from? 
 
 
2. When you think about human rights, do you work with any premises in mind? Do 
you think the ideas of human rights come from a particular document or certain 
humanistic concepts/philosophies in general? 
 
 
3. What do women's rights mean to you? Do you have a definition in mind? 
 
 
4. What are your thoughts of cultural relativism playing a role in helping to shape how 
the international discourse of human rights is shaped and how NGOs approach human 
rights work? 
 
 
5. F.I. has been grappling with the idea that we focus on working with organizations 
that help to facilitate women's rights in Muslim-majority societies--we are still in the 
process of trying to solidify why exactly we focus only on Muslim women in Muslim-
majority contexts and not so much on Muslim women in other non-Muslim-majority 



7 
	  

contexts as well as women of other faiths or those who live in other cultural and societal 
contexts. What are some possible lines of convergence we can find in the experiences of 
women from Muslim-majority countries and what are the drawbacks of using and 
constructing this group as the reference point? 
 
 
6. When you think of the Muslim world, what are some of the lines of commonality that 
enables us to call it the “Muslim world,” and is this a useful reference point for the kind 
of work we do? 
 
 
7. When F.I. stresses the importance of facilitating local strategies of finding and using 
power or claiming agency, what do you think about that? For example, what if those 
strategies of locating agency are not necessarily seeking to resist the paradigm of 
patriarchy or conventional gender roles? What if those strategies are seeking to work 
within existing gender roles? 
 
8. How do we grapple with strategies that women use that reinforce forms and 
structures of subordination, but to the women themselves, offer them spaces of freedom 
and mobility that they previously did not have?  
 
 
 
9. What does this all mean in the context of F.I.'s work? Should we work with a set of 
premises of what human rights means or should we always adhere to the idea that 
human rights are what women who are working to promote their own rights say they 
are? Is there a way to reconcile both of these ideas? 
 
 
10. Is there room in our work for looking at the struggles of women from Muslim 
diasporas? What is it that unites women from Muslim-majority contexts that makes it a 
priority for us to help organizational programs that focus on helping the efforts of these 
women? 
 
 
11. To what extent do you think interpretation of religious texts and a devotion to those 
interpretations play roles in the situation of women today in Muslim-majority societies? 
Is it always about how texts or Islamic law is interpreted? To what extent do the 
problems that women face today stem from other kinds of issues (political, economic, 
social changes, etc.) Have any of the articles you explored delve into these issues? 
 
 
 
 


