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Abstract: Muslim and Western Women: Scrutinising the Other,
Reflecting the Self
This thesis examines the potential for various forms of both
oppression and resistance arising from encounters between Muslim and
Western women. It explores these encounters through an analysis of
ethnographic and autoethnographic texts and through contrasting case
studies of Muslim women's political activism (the Islamist women's wing
of the Pakistani Jamaat i Islami and the secular Revolutionary Association
of the Women of Afghanistan). I discuss the role of Orientalist and
Occidentalist discourses in the identity and activism of these
organisations, and analyse the implications for transnational feminism.
81 083 words

Note on transliteration
For ease of reading, rather than consistently deploy the technically correct
transliteration of Arabic, Urdu, Dari, or other foreign language terms, I
have chosen to use either the transliteration that in is most common usage
in English language texts, or the transliteration used in the book most
prominently featured in the context of the thesis. For example, I refer to
"Huda Shaarawi" because this is the transliteration used by Margot
Badran, whose rendering of Shaarawi's memoirs is the primary source
material for my discussion. I refer to the "burqua" because this was the
transliteration adopted by English language media. In some cases, the
transliteration used here would not ordinarily be the one I would
personally favour.

Introduction
0.1 Introduction
Autoethnography is a strong theme of this thesis, so it seems appropriate
to open with an autoethnographic incident from my fieldwork:

A few weeks after 9/11,1 bought a chador ' in the Khyber bazaar of
Peshawar, Pakistan - a transaction that I subjected to much analysis, both
before and afterwards. In Pakistan (and often in my home country,
Australia), I generally wear shalwar kamzeez - a long shirt and trousers
with a dupatta (a long scarf) that is draped (most importantly) across the
torso and may optionally be drawn across the hair and less commonly the
face. This was a comfortable and familiar mode of dress, although when
in Pakistan I tend to choose more conservative outfits and to wear the
scarf over my head more of the time than I would do in Australia. A few
days beforehand, a group of local (male) journalists had discussed whether
or not it would be safe for me to move around town in the current political
climate; it was generally agreed that I would be fine because "Shakira
wears an excellent dupatta^

But with American bombs falling on Afghan cities and villages only a
couple of hours up the road, the significance of women's dress as a
statement of cultural loyalty had become more powerful than usual.
Outfits that had attracted no comment a year earlier were no longer

' The names attributed to various garments vary across communities. In the context of Peshawar, a
chador generally means a robe or a large scarf that covers most of the body. A burqua (also referred to
as a "shuttlecock burqua") means the all-covering robe with a grille at eye level.
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acceptable. Strangers in the street (usually men but occasionally women)
would hiss at the sight of a strand of loose hair, or a scarf inadequately
draped across one's bust. I found that I was constantly tweaking my
dupatta into place, yet was still left feeling exposed. I did not want to
cover my entire body, but I wanted a more generous covering for my
upper torso - not just for my own sense of security, but also so that I did
not draw excessive attention to the people 1 interviewed and the premises
that I visited. I had worn borrowed chadors before, on excursions with
Afghan friends or research contacts, and at their most simple (a large scarf
that covers the whole of the upper body and like a dupatta may be drawn
across the face) they seemed like oversized dupattas.

However, I could not find the generously sized, but lightweight, scarf that
I had in mind. The shopkeeper produced elaborate dark coverings with
built in face-covers and complicated ties to keep everything in place. This
was not what I wanted, and in any case both the shopkeeper and I were
baffled by the various ties, flaps of material, and slits. I ended up buying a
large white square of heavyweight cotton, which turned out to be too thick
and stiff to drape readily and so was difficult to keep in place (although I
did not cover my face).

I felt ridiculous, and my political nerves were jangling. This was not
primarily because of having assumed a garment widely associated with
patriarchy, but because of the element of masquerade, of cultural
transvestism. The international press had descended on Pakistan in the
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wake of 9/11, but were feeling frustrated at being isolated from the "real"
story in Afghanistan. Women journalists^ were trying on burquas and
writing stories about the insight this experience gave them into the lives of
Afghan women under the Taliban. Such stories, writes Corinne Fowler,
established a "tension between empathetic identification on the one hand,
and its power to qualify him or her to speak for or on behalf of Afghan
women on the other." As one such journalist related:

I was forbidden to speak because in Afghanistan women
are allowed no voice.
For several hours my only sight of the world was
through the fretwork of my enshrouding burqua.
It was a terrible view from the inside of how women
were subjugated (cited in Fowler 2007: 11).

But as I struggled with the unyielding folds of fabric, I was not gifted with
any insights about how it felt to be an Afghan woman. Rather, the sudden,
unexpected flash of empathy that I felt was not with any of the Afghan or
Pakistani women who habitually wear the chador, but with someone for
whom I had never held any sympathy at all: Sophia Lane Poole, sister of
the famous nineteenth century Orientalist scholar Edward Lane (see
chapter two). In particular, I remembered how in her letters from Cairo,
Poole describes the moment when "came the necessity that my sister in
law and I should attire ourselves in Eastern costume."

There was no small difficulty in this ceremony, and
when completed, it was stifling to a degree not to be
^ And not only women journalists - some male journalists engaged in the same exercise, as did the
Afghan-bom novelist Khaled Hosseini, author of the bestselling novel The Kite Runner. (Grossman

2007)
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forgotten.. .Nothing can be more awkward and
uncomfortable than this riding habit, and if I had any
hope of attaining my object without assuming it, I
should never adopt it...(Lane Poole 1846: 63)

Having begun my research with counter-Orientalist intentions, it was
disconcerting, to say the least, to find myself identifying with Poole - and
not only Poole, but the legions of "Western" women who had wrapped
themselves in "Eastern costume" during their Oriental adventures, only to
record bad-tempered complaints about how stifling it was and how little
they wished to wear it. Like Poole, I had chosen to place myself in a site
where a certain form of dress is attributed value; like her, however, I felt
that I wore it not by choice but by necessity - at least if 1 wished to have
"any hope of attaining my o b j e c f . While Poole's object was to gain
access to private space, mine was to navigate public space. Neither of us
came any closer to understanding of "how women are subjugated" merely
through the act of assuming "Eastern costume".

Yet while I could not enter the interior lives of "oppressed Afghan
women" by assuming a particular mode of dress, I could recognise certain
limited similarities in the means by which we engaged with social forces notably the use of "patriarchal bargaining", the process by which women
"strategize within a set of concrete constraints...to maximise security and
optimise life options" (Kandiyoti 1988: 274) - with one such "bargain"
being the trade-off between conservative dress and physical mobility. And
my ethno-religious identity was a relevant factor here. My flash of
empathy with Sophia Lane Poole was of course invisible to onlookers;
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what they saw was a Pakistani-looking woman with a sloppy adherence to
dominant dress codes. Although many visibly foreign women working in
that region report that they feel more comfortable when wearing local
clothes, their primary motive (other than the exercises in cultural
transvestism described above) is that it helps to disguise their
"foreignness" and so deflects attention. In my case, the problem was not
my "foreignness", but my apparent "nativeness ", which meant that I was
expected to adhere to similar standards of cultural loyalty to the "native
women" and was not permitted the small amount of leeway granted to
foreign women, who are known to adhere to a "different" social code.

I open the thesis with this story because it illustrated to me the complexity
of my area of research. This thesis examines Orientalist and counterOrientalist narratives through the voices of women, both Muslim and
Western. In so doing, I draw upon both ethnographic and
autoethnographic texts. My moment of simultaneous identification with
women from both of the categories under examination reveals that due to
my own hybrid identity, the thesis is a work of both ethnography and
autoethnography, whether I am discussing either "Muslims" or
"Westerners". It was also a moment that drew together the discourse
analysis element of my thesis with my fieldwork, illustrating the extent to
which each informed the other.
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0.2 Scope of the thesis
My central purpose is to examine the potential for various forms of both
oppression and resistance arising from encounters between Muslim and
Western women. I argue that through their cultural representations of
Muslim women as helpless victims of their own religion and culture.
Western women have made a significant contribution to the Orientalist
discourse which (as famously documented by Edward Said) is intimately
connected to Western political domination of Muslim societies. The
oppression of Muslim women is not inherent to Islam; it has multiple
sources, some of which lie not in the misogyny of Muslim men, but in the
exercise of RealPolitik by Western elites. While some Muslim women
have accepted Western women as mentors or partners in the fight for
women's empowerment, the role of many Western women in Western
political hegemony has led others to believe that Western women as a
class have no role to play in the "liberation" of Muslim women. Western
women have been labelled (by many Muslim women as well as men) as
arrogant bearers of their societies' political hegemony and lax moral,
social, and particularly sexual values. This hostility has also been directed
against Muslim feminists, who are accused of collaborating with Western
imperialism through their perceived association with a Western
ideological construction of women's rights. I respond to such hostility by
arguing that transnational feminism between Muslim and Western women
is necessary because of the globalised nature of the problems they
confront - patriarchal networks, poverty, war, dictatorship. However, the
terms of this relationship need to be re-negotiated in order to acknowledge
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both the multiple sources of oppression for Muslim (and Western) women,
and the ability of Muslim women to participate in feminist struggle on
their own terms.

Already, the use of certain terminology in this thesis begs the use of
inverted commas. The labels "Muslim women" and "Western women" are
artificial and inadequate, concealing as they do both differences within
and similarities across the two categories. As my opening anecdote
illustrates, they are particularly inadequate at a time when increasing
numbers of women are identifying both as Muslim and Western. As many
previous writers have noted, "Muslim women" and "Western women" are
each highly heterogeneous groups, containing a myriad of different
ideological, class, ethnic and national identities. There is no ideological
boundary separating "Muslim" and "Western" women; there are Western
champions of "Islamic feminism" just as there are Muslim champions of
secular feminism - and of course, there are Western Muslims. Vron Ware
and Mamia Lazreg are among the writers who refer to "Euro-American
feminists" rather than "Western feminists" (Ware 2006; Lazreg 1988).
This has the advantage of being a specifically geographical term, rather
than the problematic ideological concept of "Western", but as an
Australian, "Euro-American" is not an identity that is open to me. I use
the terms "Muslim" and "Western" with ambivalence, deploying them as
a necessary form of shorthand even while attempting to reveal the
complexities they conceal and to analyse the ideological baggage with
which they are loaded.
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The thesis is located in what Mary-Louise Pratt defines as the "contact
zone" between cultures. Contact zones are

...the space in which peoples geographically and
historically separated come into contact with each other
and establish ongoing relations, usually involving
conditions of coercion, radical inequality, and
intractable conflict...A "contact" perspective emphasizes
how subjects are constituted in and by their relations to
each other. It treats the relations among colonizers and
colonized, or traveler and "travelees," not in term of
separateness or apartheid, but in terms of copresence,
interaction, interlocking understandings and practices,
often within radically asymmetrical relations of power
(Pratt 1992: 6-7).

The status of Muslim women has been one of the most contentious issues
in the "contact zone" where Western and Muslim societies intersect. I
have chosen to locate the thesis in the ideological space of the "contact
zone", rather than in a narrowly defined geographical space. However, in
the final chapters the discursive strand of the thesis is anchored to two
specific case studies focusing on Pakistani and Afghan women activists
and their relationships with Western feminism and feminists.

Knowledge production in the contact zone between Western and Muslim
societies has long been dominated by the Orientalist discourse identified
by Edward Said and the numerous scholars who have built upon his work.
Said uses the term "Orientalism" in several senses. His work discusses
Orientalism both as an academic discipline centred in the West but
devoted to the study of "Eastern" cultures and societies; and more
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importantly, as a Foucaudian discourse, articulated not only in academic
scholarship, but also in political debate, literature, popular culture and the
media (Said 1994: 75). Said connects the Western production of
knowledge about Islam to the power which the West has historically
wielded over Muslim peoples. The starting point for Orientalist analyses
of Islamic societies is the creation of a dichotomy between the distinctly
constructed entities of the "West" and "Islam". The West occupies the
privileged position in this dichotomy, being "rational, developed, humane,
superior", where the Orient, including "Islam", is "aberrant, undeveloped,
inferior" (Said 1994: 75). Also implicit in this dichotomy is the belief that
two such radically different entities must entertain a degree of hostility or
at least suspicion towards one another, a belief articulated particularly
starkly in Samuel Huntington's much-cited "clash of civilizations"
paradigm (Huntington 1993).
Orientalism has generated a number of counter-narratives which attempt
to re-describe Islam (and, implicitly or explicitly, the West) upon terms
more favourable to Muslims. The most prominent (and at times violent) of
these has been termed "Occidentalism", a world-view which adopts
Orientalism's juxtapositioning of "Islam" versus "the West", but inverts its
moral hierarchy. In the Occidentalist hierarchy, "Islam" embodies the
civilised qualities that Orientalism ascribes to the West, while it is the
West that is "aberrant" and "inferior". "Occidentalism" is not, however, a
mirror image of Orientalism. It lacks Orientalism's hegemonic power, its
status as an ideology of imperialism or neo-imperialism. Rather, it
17
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legitimates apparent resistance to imperialism. However, by inverting
rather than dismantling Orientalism's moral dichotomies, Occidentalism
limits its emancipatory potential and legitimises its own forms of
oppression. This can be seen in the area of gender relations, where the
rejection of Orientalist claims regarding the status of Muslim women has
led to the validation of patriarchy, sometimes in its most extreme forms.

The "Muslim woman" has long been a particular focus for both
Orientalist and Occidentalist descriptive power. Sometimes cast as victim,
sometimes as heroine, and often as both, she is a central figure in an
interwoven tangle of narratives - colonialism and its civilising mission,
modernity, and cultural and religious nationalism. When individual
Muslim women have engaged in self-description, they have at times
subscribed to one or more of these master-narratives, and at other times
challenged them. They have not, however, been able to write as though
these pre-existing images did not exist. The vocabulary pertaining to their
subject matter is already loaded with meanings acquired in previous
descriptions. Those seeking to develop a feminist politics of resistance in
Muslim societies are therefore faced with a web of overlapping
descriptions and counter-descriptions in which gender, religious, national
and cultural identities are intertwined. In attempting to build a
transnational feminism between Western and Muslim women, the
historical entanglement of feminist or pseudo-feminist analyses with
European and more recently United States' imperialism must be
acknowledged and addressed. To take the most prominent recent example.
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the oppression of Afghan women after the rise of the Taliban was not (and
is not) solely a product of Afghan or Muslim culture and society. It is
transnational in origin, having been profoundly shaped by the political and
military intervention of "outside" actors such as the Soviet Union, the
United States, Pakistan and Saudi Arabia. The need for transnational
action against the Taliban was recognised by American feminist
supporters of Afghan women in their campaign against the construction of
a pipeline by the American oil company UNOCAL. However, Feminist
Majority, the American organisation most closely associated with the
campaign to support Afghan women, was also accused of rendering an
oversimplified account of the suffering of Afghan women which
downplayed or excluded the role of non-Afghan actors, particularly the
United States. Feminist Majority was also charged with failing to
acknowledge the role of Afghan women in their own resistance
movement, instead highlighting the role of prominent Western women
(see chapter 7). If the oppressors are transnational, so must be the
resistance. However, resistance movements that address only gender
identity risk reproducing power imbalances between women of differing
ethnic, national, class and religious identities.

Transnational feminism is often assumed to hold greater potential benefits
for Muslim than for Western women. In part, this reflects a recognition
that at present, "the West" has a much more powerful impact on "the
Islamic world" than vice versa, so that campaigns located in Muslim
societies for the empowerment of women in the West are likely to have
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little impact - indeed, are likely to be regarded as ridiculous. But it also
strongly reflects the unspoken assumption that Muslim women are
"oppressed" while Western women are "free" - that Muslim women
should aspire to the liberation already enjoyed by their Western sisters.
But of course, not all Muslim women suffer significant gender oppression,
and not all Western women are free of it. Western women confronting
issues such as inequality in the workforce or domestic violence may
benefit from the experience and expertise of Muslim women. Nor should
combating Orientalism be seen as beneficial only to Muslims. Orientalist
representations of Muslim women are damaging to Western women too,
since they carry the message that they are already "free" and have no
further need of feminism. This message was made very explicit after the
war on Afghanistan, when numerous articles accused "Western feminists"
of defaming their own culture and betraying their Muslim sisters by
whinging over the negligible shortcomings of Western societies rather
than joining the (Bush-led) battle against Islamic patriarchy, as embodied
by the Taliban (Chesler 2005; Hoff Summers 2007; Hymowitz 2003).

I examine various encounters between Muslim and Western women in the
"contact zone" both through a discourse analysis of first-hand accounts
such as travel narratives and memoirs and through the experiences of
contemporary Muslim political activism, as observed during field studies
in Pakistan. I use two contrasting case studies of Muslim women political
activists to discuss the factors that lead women to variously reject and
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embrace transnational feminism between Muslim and Western women,
and to analyse the consequences of both positions.

I am particularly keen to discuss women as participants rather than simply
as subjects or victims of the discourses under review. Both imperialism
and Islamism are essentially patriarchal enterprises, yet in both cases
(some) women were and are able to be active agents, reinforcing the
discourse and in the process achieving a measure of individual
empowerment, albeit often at the expense of other women.

The first section of this thesis, then, is a discourse analysis examining the
production of the various images of Muslim women. The final two
chapters are case studies which examine the resistance to and the
negotiation and deployment of such images in the politics of two
contrasting Muslim women's organisations.

The thesis takes as its chronological starting point the journey of Lady
Mary Montagu to Constantinople in 1716, the subject of her famous
Turkish Letters. Montagu's claim to "privileged knowledge" of Muslim
women, based on her feminine access to their private space, was echoed
by later generations of Western women travellers, writers, and journalists,
some of whose work is also examined here. I examine the responses of
Muslim women to Western femininity and feminism through the writings
of women such as the early Egyptian feminist Huda Sha'rawi, and
contemporary writers and scholars such as Rana Kabbani, Fatima
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Memissi, and Leila Ahmed and Ayaan Hirsi Ali. I then examine efforts
both to build and to reject transnational feminism through analyses of two
case studies - the women's wing of the Pakistani Islamist party, the
Jamaat-i-Islami, and the transnational campaign in support of Afghan
women under the Taliban. I do not seek to draw any moral equivalence
between these two movements, who hold very different ideological
positions, with very different implications for the lives of women. My
purpose in contrasting these organisations is to suggest that that the
exercise of Muslim women's political agency cannot be contained either
by Orientalist narratives or their Occidentalist counter narratives, even
where these narratives are apparently endorsed by the women themselves.
They also highlight both the difficulty and the necessity of building
transnational feminism between Muslim and Western women.

0.3 Chapter Outline

Chapter 1 explains the theory and methodology underpinning the thesis,
with an overview of Saidian literature on Orientalism, debates
surrounding the representation of "Third World women" centred around
the writing the Chandra Talpade Mohonty, and debates around the
concepts of "transnational feminism" and "Islamic feminism" - both their
definition and their emancipatory potential or lack thereof

Chapter 2 examines pre-colonial and colonial representations of Muslim
women by Western female travellers, from the pioneer of the genre. Lady
Mary Montagu, through Sophia Lane Poole, Emmeline Lott, and Edith
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Wharton. Through their (real or imagined) privileged access to Muslim
female space, such writers claimed special knowledge of that prime object
of Orientalist curiousity, the Oriental female, and through her, of the
Orient itself This claim of privileged knowledge is still made by
contemporary women writers such as Geraldine Brooks and Christina
Lamb. The knowledge gleaned through female "privileged access" to the
Orient may differ in some regards from masculine perspectives, in
particular denying masculine claims that see the Orient in general and
Oriental female space in particular as an erotic site. However, this does
not prevent women's accounts from being absorbed into the discourse of
Orientalism, where their "first hand" accounts of private and feminine
Oriental space are stamped with a special authority.

Just as nationalists and revolutionaries in colonised societies drew
inspiration from European philosophers ranging from Voltaire to Marx,
many colonised women (as well as colonised men) were inspired by
European promises regarding the status of women. But conversely, the
association between feminism and the West's civilising mission led others
to reject attempts to change the status of women as yet another endeavour
to penetrate the as-yet-uncolonised space of the "traditional" private
home. Chapter 3 discusses the implications for women of the counterOrientalist discourses of nationalism and Islamism from within Muslim
societies. It focuses on the gender debate in Egypt, analysing work by the
nationalist and so-called "father of Egyptian feminism", Qasim Amin, and
memoirs by Huda Sha'rawi (founder of the Egyptian Feminist Union) and
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Zaynab al-Ghazali (ally of the Islamist Hassan al-Banna and founder of
the Muslim Women's Association).

Having examined the genealogy of Orientalist and Occidentalist
discourses on gender, the thesis goes on to discuss relevant contemporary
texts. Chapter 4 analyses several neo-Orientalist narratives of women and
Islam: Betty Mahmoody's Not Without My Daughter, Geraldine Brooks'
Nine Parts of Desire, Jean Sasson's Princess series, and Anne Seierstad's
The Bookseller of Kabul. Geographically, the narratives cover Iran, Saudi
Arabia, and Afghanistan. Politically, they are entwined with three of the
major flashpoints between "Islam" and "the West" - the Iranian
revolution (Not Without My Daughter, Nine Parts of Desire), the first
Gulf War and the dangerous alliance between the United States and Saudi
Arabia {Princess, Nine Parts), and the Taliban regime in Afghanistan (The
Bookseller of Kabul). The chapter discusses the re-inscription of familiar
Orientalist themes of desire and repulsion in these contemporary texts and
sets them in the context of geopolitical encounters between "Islam" and
"the West"

Chapters 5 examine texts by Muslim women writers which negotiate
Orientalist and Occidentalist discourses in various ways. While Rana
Kabbani's Letter to Christendom, written in the aftermath of the Rushdie
affair, inverts "Western knowledge" about Islam and in so doing, falls at
times into Occidentalism, Ayaan Hirsi Ali's Infidel deploys her authority
as a "native informant" to reinscribe Orientalist understandings of Islam.
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Asra Nomani's Standing Alone in Mecca describes her discovery of a
"progressive Islam", but privileges religious identity above other political
and social forces, in particular class. Fatima Memissi's childhood
memoir. The Harem Within and Leila Ahmed's A Border Passage explore
in greater depth the interplay between religion, class, colonialism and
post-colonialism, and nationalism.

Chapters 6 and 7 are case studies of two Muslim women's movements
engaged in contrasting forms of activism with sharply divergent attitudes
towards collaborating with non-Muslim Western women. The two
organisations concerned represent the extremes of a spectrum between
Islamist and secularist movements. Chapter 6 focuses on the women's
wing of the Jamaat-i-Islami (JI). It examines how the women's wing
upholds the JI's claim as the guardian of Islamic and Pakistani morality of which the moral Muslim woman embodied by the JI women themselves
is such a potent symbol - against polluting and aggressive Western moral
hegemony, as well as against other perceived corruptions of or threats to
Islam. It argues that the construction of JI female identity is based around
a rejection of both "traditional", "un-Islamic" forms of South Asian
Muslim identity and of an Occidentalised version of Western femininity
and feminism. By rejecting "traditional" cultural practices, such as honour
killing and swara (the Pashtu custom in which a young girl is given to
settle a tribal dispute) and by championing economic progress, the JI
women are able to engage in programmes for the empowerment of
Pakistani women. However, their commitment to rejecting "Western"

25

26
values of femininity leads them to endorse patriarchal measures such as
the Hudood Ordinances that are highly damaging to women.

Chapter 7 examines the global campaign in support of Afghan women,
focusing on the role of two organisations, the Revolutionary Association
of the Women of Afghanistan (RAW A), and the American Feminist
Majority Foundation. Some writers, notably Valentine Moghadam, claim
that the transnational feminist campaign against the Taliban marks the end
of a period during which feminism was dominated by an ethos of cultural
relativism, according to which "Third World" societies could not be
judged by the standards of the West. The decline of this ethos, suggests
Moghadam, freed Western women to show solidarity with their oppressed
Afghan sisters, unburdened by the fear of being labelled "eurocentric" or
essentialist. However, criticisms made of the Feminist Majority campaign
(including those by Moghadam herself), and the rift which developed
between FM and RAWA in the wake of the Taliban's fall, suggest that
such issues are far from fully resolved. While the need for transnational
feminism is urgent, it should not be built on a quasi-imperialist or
Orientalist foundation, and it must allow scope for agenda setting by a
much more diverse range of women.

0.4 Methodological Approach
This thesis takes a slightly unconventional form, in that I combine textbased discourse analysis with primary research based on fieldwork
conducted among female political activists in Pakistan. I began this
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project as a reasonably straightforward exercise in textual discourse
analysis, an approach that has produced some particularly rich scholarship
in the area of Islam and gender in recent years. However, I came to share
the ambivalence of scholars such as Deniz Kandiyoti towards the extent to
which Saidian-derived textual analysis has come to dominate the field:

This scholarly strategy, especially in disciplines
normally mandating actual fieldwork, might have been a
partial response to the occasionally crippling effects of
having to seek authority for one's authorial voice with
reference to one's positionality, who one is, rather than
the analytic rigour or credibility of the arguments being
elaborated. Indeed, deconstructing texts emanating from
one's own culture - preferably from male authors with
imperial connections - is a much safer enterprise than
having to engage with the far messier realities of
contemporary social life and the perplexing crosscurrents evident in the politics of gender in
contemporary Middle Eastern societies. (Kandiyoti
1996:16)

Such reservations led me to decide to integrate fieldwork into my analysis
of these issues, whilst maintaining a commitment to discourse analysis.
Discourse analysis at its most incisive can reveal the dynamic ways in
which texts intersect with these "messy realities". Edward Said eloquently
describes how the power of texts lies not in their ability to reflect the
objects of their knowledge, but rather in their ability to remake them.
Orientalist texts shapes how their readers experience those societies and
peoples that are imagined as being "Oriental", not because of any close
correlation between description and actuality, but because of the authority
invested in the text.
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...such texts can create not only knowledge but also the
very reality they appear to describe. In time such
knowledge and reality produce a tradition, or what
Michel Foucault calls a discourse, whose material
presence or weight, not the originality of a given author,
is really responsible for the texts for the texts produced
out of it (Said 1994: 94).

As my research progressed, I became increasing interested in the question
of how the discourses produced and reproduced in texts "create" reality,
and in particular, how this discourse-generated reality was negotiated by
Muslim women engaged in political activism. Common themes emerge
across my discourse analysis and fieldwork research - for example, the
way that Muslim and "Western" writers and activists staked their claims
to privileged access and cultural and/or political authenticity. Besides
identifying these themes, I also discuss the ways in which Muslim women
political activists variously appropriate, refute, or invert a range of
discourses. This examination reveals the capacity of discourse (and, for
that matter, discourse analysis) to "leak" from one political and
geographic site to another. For example, anti-racist discourse deployed by
Muslim women living in the West (particularly regarding the right of
women to wear hijab in public spaces) is echoed by Islamist women in
Muslim societies in their justification for regulating the behaviour of
women. Similarly, critiques of patriarchy in Muslim societies are
appropriated to justify the need to discipline Muslim communities in the
West and to promote the case for war upon Muslim societies.

As previously mentioned, in defining the boundaries of the thesis, I
have drawn upon two concepts from Mary Louise Pratt. The first of
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these is the term "contact zone", which Pratt describes as "the space
of colonial encounters, the space in which peoples geographically
and historically separated come into contact with each other and
establish ongoing relations, usually involving conditions of
coercion, radical inequality, and intractable conflict." (Pratt 1992: 6)
She chooses the notion of "contact" because:

A "contact" perspective emphasizes how subjects are
constituted in and by their relations to each other. It
treats the relations among colonizers and colonized, or
travellers and "travelees", not in terms of separateness or
apartheid, but in terms of copresence, interaction,
interlocking understandings and practices, often within
radically asymmetrical relations of power. (Pratt 1992:
7)

This perspective well suits analyses of encounters between Muslim and
Western women, where identities and self-definitions are produced with
reference to the "Other" and where discourses and counter-discourses
overlap and reinforce each other. In tracing these discourses, I locate the
thesis in the space of the "contact zone" rather than in any particular
geographic space. I do not wish to suggest by this that the dynamics of the
contact zone are identical across time and space; one of the purposes of
this free-ranging approach across case-studies is to highlight the
multiplicity of interwoven discourses.

I locate this thesis as an exercise in both ethnography and
autoethnography, in that I identify as both Western and Muslim and share
some (but not all) modes of identity with a wide range of the women
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included in this analysis. I am Muslim, feminist, secular, an Australian
national. I was bom and raised in "the West"; my mother is an Australian
Catholic of Scottish descent. Pakistan - the site of my fieldwork - is the
country of my paternal ancestry, but my relationship with my father is
very remote. I have a university major in Urdu, but it is not my mother
tongue (nor, for that matter, the mother tongue of my Pakistani relatives,
who speak Panjabi as their first language). I am not, then, a "native
informant" (a problematic identity in itself) with regard to Pakistan,
although I must actively resist being conscripted into the role. I can
identify with Shahnaz Khan when she writes "My colleagues in Canada
expect me to do research on Pakistani or other third-world women. In
Pakistan, however, I am not considered Pakistani enough" (Khan 2005). I
am and always will be an "insider/outsider" in Pakistan. In recent years I
have visited the country more often than most of my Western-resident
relatives who were bom and raised there, perhaps partly because I do not
have any firsthand memories associating Pakistan with the hardship that,
after all, drove my family to leave in the first place. I feel a deep sense of
connection to Pakistan, but I also have the reassurance of my Australian
passport. At times, people in Pakistan shared confidences preceded by
remarks like "I can say this to you because you are basically Pakistani."
At other times my opinions are dismissed as that of a naive or arrogant
"Westemer".

Like many other scholars in the field, I consider my research to be
(hopefully) a means of helping to build transnational feminism, as well as
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analyse it. It is therefore important for such research to adhere to the
ethical principles of transnational feminism and to be conscious of the
power dynamics of the relationship between researcher and subject. My
fieldwork consisted of semi-structured interviews with members of the
organisations concerned, as well as observation of their work in the areas
of education, advocacy, and political activism. The women I interviewed
included both Afghans and Pakistanis, and came from an enormous range
of ideological, generational, social and economic backgrounds - from
dispossessed refugees forced from an already impoverished life in an
Afghan village, to members of parliament with very comfortable homes
and postgraduate education. There was therefore no uniform set of
dynamics across the interviews; each research relationship had its own
variables of power, ethics, and ordinary social etiquette to be negotiated.

In the cases of the members of the Revolutionary Association of the
Women of Afghanistan, their clients, and other Afghan refugees, the
interviewees ranged from urban middle class professionals to illiterate
villagers who even before the war had belonged to Afghanistan's most
economically deprived classes. All of them had suffered emotional,
physical and economic hardship after being dislocated from the homes to
become refugees in Pakistan; however this dislocation had not rendered
them all equal. Those with professional skills and social networks linking
them to Afghanistan's exiled middle class were obviously far better
resourced to pick themselves up than those whose subsistence had been
marginal even at the best of times. But of course, there had also been an
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arbitrary element to the damage left by war - some women were more
whole than others simply because the chance nature of death by bombing
and bullets had not exacted as high a price from their families.

If my Afghan interviewees differed among themselves in terms of their
class, ethnicity, age, and their degree of deprivation, the gap between
myself and these women - all of them refugees, and some of them very
poor - was of course even more pronounced. Greater even than the at
times very wide differentials of class, nationality, and ethnicity was the
gap in life experience. Nearly all of these women had experienced the
most extreme traumatic events at close quarters; nearly all had lost
somebody very close to them, and many had experienced several such
losses. In 2000, when I first met with RAWA and with Afghan refugees in
Pakistan, the situation was one of extreme crisis. I had strong concerns
about my own position - about the dangers of "ventriloquism" (Spivak
1988), about negotiating subaltemity, and about whether the value of my
research justified the trust that my interviewees placed in me by telling
their stories. However, the overriding concern for RAWA (as well as for
many other Afghans) at that time was simply to have their stories heard,
and I, too, accepted that this was the immediate need. For the same reason,
I partially assuaged my own concerns about "Orientalisf aspects of the
transnational campaign in support of Afghan women, on the grounds that
the situation was simply too urgent. If that meant that certain ideological
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niceties were set aside, then so be it.^ However, events following 9/11
forced me to revise this position. The Orientalist stereotypes deployed by
some elements of the transnational feminist alliance against the Taliban
proved sadly to be all too easily appropriated for use in the military
campaign in the "war on terror".

The women of the Jamaat-i-Islami (Pakistan) presented an entirely
different scenario. In terms of economics and class, these women were
more privileged than I was - in some cases considerably more privileged.
Most of my JI interviewees are not "subaltern", despite the social
marginalisation of their gender. They occupy a subordinate position in one
of the most patriarchal organisations in a highly patriarchal society, but
their active adherence to patriarchal ideology is nothing so innocent as
false consciousness, nor so cynical as outright personal opportunism. They
live in the "Third World", "the South", but they are members of its ruling
elite - a couple of my interviewees are members of parliament. Much of
the literature concerning transcultural or transnational research analyses
issues arising from the imbalance between the researcher's privilege and
the social and political deprivation of the researched."* Such literature
provided invaluable guideposts in my relationships with Afghan and
Pakistani women who had suffered various forms of deprivation and
violence, but the issues that arose in my relationship with the JI women
3

This had no substantial effect on my own work, beyond the fact that during my fieldwork and
in addressing public forums on the issue when back in Australia, I seldom gave voice to my
reservations.
"
For an exemplary discussion of the dynamics of such asymmetrical relationships in a
Pakistani context, see Khan, S. (2005). ""Reconfiguring the Native Informant: Positionality in the
Global Age"." Signs 30(4).
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were quite different. In class and economic terms, my JI interviewees
easily outranked me, and while I belong to a religious and ethnic "outgroup" in Australia, they belong to the social mainstream of Pakistan. I
believe that I have a more fulfilling life than any that is readily available
to them - a greater range of opportunities, a much higher level of personal
autonomy. But they forcefully deny having any desire for such
opportunities. If there was an asymmetry between us other than that
between describer and describee, it was not perceived by them. The main
gulf between us was ideological, and my main struggle was that despite
my very profound opposition to their politics, and my instinctive recoil
from their position of privilege, I could not help liking many of the
women on a personal level. I am naturally drawn to energetic, intelligent
and articulate women, particularly when (as with the JI women) their
degree of independence and intelligence is underestimated by others. But
my liking for them did not negate the fact that we were, in the end, on
opposing sides of an increasingly fraught debate. At times I recalled the
famous opening sentence of Janet Malcolm's The Journalist and the
Murderer. "Every journalist who is not too stupid or too full of himself to
notice what is going on knows that what he does is morally indefensible.
He is a kind of confidence man, preying on people's vanity, ignorance, or
loneliness, gaining their trust and betraying them without remorse." I did
not hide my personal ideology - though neither did I advertise it - but my
open-ended listening allowed them perhaps to believe that I might have
been open to persuasion. The men's wing were (rightly) a great deal more
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suspicious of me; I felt qualms at the knowledge that the women's wing's
greater openness was in my case, entirely unjustified.

Any expectations that I may have harboured that research in the "real"
world would make discourse analysis seem redundant were entirely
unfounded. Discourse is as active a determinant in the lives of Muslim
women as are more visible factors such as food, schools, shelter, burquas,
or prisons. No matter how pressing the demands of these other forces,
discourse analysis is a vital element of any strategy of resistance.
However, locating discourse analysis within the context of political
activism (as observed during fieldwork) renders it more complex and less
susceptible to appropriation.

0.5 Conclusion
The historic role of Western women in producing Orientalist images of
Muslim women continues to burden attempts to build a transnational
feminism in which "Western" and "Muslim" women participate on equal
terms. Some Muslim women have responded to this entanglement of
Orientalism with feminism by subscribing to a form of Occidentalism,
which circumscribes (though it does not always entirely reject) the
potential for female emancipation. There is potential for women's political
activism on behalf of Muslim women within both Orientalist and
Occidentalist ideological frameworks; however, the data presented here
suggests that the limits of such emancipatory potential are exhausted all
too soon. Successful transnational feminism requires self-reflectiveness
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and an awareness of the role which women play in oppressive discourses
and socio-political movements. Feminine identity, and indeed feminism,
have not prevented women from participating in Orientalist and
Occidentalist discourse. These discourses must be challenged as part of
any struggle for gender emancipation.
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Chapter One Hybrid Monsters: Exposing the boundaries of European
knowledge
1.1 Introduction
The central project of this thesis is to describe the forms of political
response arising out of encounters between "Western" and Muslim
women. Its analysis of such encounters is grounded in postcolonial
scholarship's project of "de-centring" European discourses. In this
chapter, I discuss the work of various scholars in "stretching" Western
discourses to respond to "other" forms of identity, and how these
responses relate to the discourses of transnational and Islamic feminism. I
then discuss more specifically the particular methodology used in this
thesis and my reasons for choosing this particular blend of approaches. In
so doing, I build a framework for the subsequent chapters, which provide
a gendered analysis of Orientalist and counter-Orientalist discourses, and
the ways in which Muslim women political actors variously deploy, invert
or subvert them.

The nexus between knowledge and power has become the site for some of
the most vibrant examinations of colonialism and post-colonialism. It has
been a central concern for writers such as Franz Fanon, Edward Said,
Homi Bhabha, Chandra Talpade Mohanty and Gayatri Spivak. The
importance given to examination of imperialist representational practices
recognises their capacity for violence - a capacity expressed not only in
their facilitation of physical violence, but also in the profound damage
which they inflict on their subjects' sense of self
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The processes by which these subjects may reconstruct the self have also
been subjected to much critical examination. Responses to oppressive
representations may have emancipatory potential. Postcolonial
scholarship positions itself both as an analysis of such resistance and as
part of the resistance itself. However, the colonised subject may also
respond through the construction of identities that are based on an
acceptance of imperialism's binary categories, combined with an
inversion of its moral hierarchy - a worldview that may be as limiting and
oppressive as the ideology that it seeks to displace.

Fanon believed that removing the "white mask" adopted in response to the
coloniser's degradation of blackness would allow colonised people to
reclaim an autonomous and dignified self (Fanon 1970). Female selfreclamation, however, is a more ambivalent project, often constructed as a
balancing act between cultural loyalty and gender emancipation.

This chapter maps the postcolonial discussion on the making and
unmaking of monsters. It begins by looking at the ways in which
postcolonial intellectuals have extended European methodologies in order
to develop a richer understanding of knowledge and power.

1.2 "Stretching" European thinking": Developing a methodology for
(re)describing colonialism

As colonised societies became more deeply implicated in the economic
and political processes of their colonisers, European knowledge systems
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increasingly came to dominate the intellectual life of colonised peoples.
This was partly due to the rise of a new intellectual class educated in
Western thought as part of the drive towards modernity. However, of
more lasting significance was the relevance of European analysts, such as
Marx, in understanding the global spread of European-generated processes
such as capitalism. Having been conscripted by colonialism into European
history, colonised intellectuals found the tools of resistance within
Europe's own self-understanding.

However, many of these intellectuals found that the usefulness of these
tools was limited by the failure of European thinkers to adequately
account for the workings of colonialism. Europeans remained largely
unconscious of their own implication in the colonisation of "other"
societies, and the degree to which this marked both the colonisers and the
colonised. To prove truly useful in understanding colonised societies,
analyses based on European methodology had to address this blindness
and move beyond the limits it imposed.

In one of the most significant examples, Fanon finds that classical Marxist
thought did not explain the way in which an ideological concept such as
race could be so deeply implicated in colonial economic relations.

When you examine at close quarters the colonial
context, it is evident that what parcels out the world to
begin with is the fact of belonging to or not belonging to
a given race, a given species. In the colonies the
economic substructure is also a superstructure. The
cause is the consequence; you are rich because you are
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white, you are white because you are rich. (Fanon 1963:
40)

Fanon concludes that Marxism therefore needed to be "somewhat
stretched" in the context of colonised societies. The entwining of race
with class meant that ideology was not simply part of the "superstructure"
- it was deeply embedded in the material "base". Fanon seeks to move
Marxist understanding of colonialism beyond the materialist analysis that
saw it chiefly in its role as the bearer of capitalism. For Marx, the selfinterested and violent nature of colonialism did not negate its function as a
progressive force in the colonised societies. By overturning the stagnant
Oriental order in India, Britain had served as the "unconscious tool of
history", bringing the subcontinent closer to revolution (Marx and Engels
1959: 47). On the other hand, Marx understood colonialism as intertwined
with capitalism, and therefore morally corrupt and historically doomed.
Anti-colonial intellectuals such as Fanon have found great value in this
element of Marxist analysis. However, Fanon revises the key Marxist
tenet of class struggle as the primary force for social change. As an
"object" of colonialism, Fanon cannot dismiss non-class identities, such as
race, as so much false consciousness, bound up as they are in the way the
world is "parcelled out". In rewriting the Marxist relationship between
the material and the ideological elements of power, he addresses not only
the economic and physical but also the psychic effects of colonialism.

In Black Skin, White Masks, Fanon draws on his background as a
psychotherapist in providing an analysis of the trauma which results when
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the colonised subject is taught to aspire to a colonial essence - "whiteness"
- that he can never attain. Here, Fanon's framework comes not from Marx,
but from Freud, Lacan, and other "fathers" of psychoanalysis. Again,
Fanon "stretches" the limits of his (European) methodological source in
order to encompass an analysis of race.
Race, for Fanon, provides a more relevant field of inquiry into mental
disturbance among colonised subjects than do "European" phenomena
such as the Oedipus complex. The black self is profoundly damaged by
colonialism's denigration of blackness and the resulting (doomed)
struggle to become white. In the attempt to acquire whiteness, blacks
alienate themselves from family and culture, and associate themselves
with whiteness through their choice of language ("the Negro of the
Antilles will be proportionately whiter - that is, he will come closer to
being a real human being - in direct ratio to his mastery of the French
language"(Fanon 1970: 13), manner, and lovers. Black men and women
lose caste by mating with each other; they gain it through sexual
association with whites ("lactification").
By thus severing themselves from their black identity and acquiring
signifiers of whiteness, blacks can become white in their own eyes and in
the eyes of other blacks. But this carefully constructed identity can be
erased in an instant by the coloniser's refusal to see him/her as anything
other than black. The failure of the attempt to become white becomes
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particularly pronounced when the black subject travels from the colony to
the metropolis, and finds that his "whiteness" has not travelled with him.

Salman Rushdie, too, has described the crisis of identity triggered by the
journey to the colonial "centre" in terms reminiscent of Fanon. Fanon
writes of the obliteration of identity that results when he is exposed to the
white gaze and forced "to experience his being through others": "Look! A
Negro!" (Fanon 1970: 77-79) Rushdie writes of the shock that he feels, as
a member of India's Anglophile upper class, when he arrives in England
to discover that he is "not-white". (Greenwood 1990) The experience of
finding themselves named as (only) black or Asian is an experience of
negation.

Fanon's work, or more exactly, a particular reading of his work by Homi
Bhabha and others during the 1980s and 90s, holds an important place in
discussions of the ideological aspects of colonial power, both for its
eloquent articulation of what it means to be the object of colonial
description, and for its "stretching" of Marxist methodology regarding
colonialism (Bhabha 1993: 168).

Anthony Alessandrini compares Fanon's "stretching" of Marx to Said's
expansion of Foucault, both of which extend European methodologies
beyond their Eurocentric limits (Alessandrini 1999: 308). Foucault, like
Marx, has proved highly influential among anti-colonial intellectuals; but
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as with Marx, some of these intellectuals have expanded on Foucault's
work in ways that expose its European confines (Gilroy 1998; Said 2000).

By understanding the degree to which knowledge may be a force for
oppression, rather than emancipation, and truth bound up in relations of
power, Foucault's work provides a valuable means of articulating the
experience of colonised people, who have experienced the oppression of
colonial knowledge and long been the objects of colonial truths.
However, many anti-colonial intellectuals have highlighted what Said has
termed "the discrepancies between his basically limited French evidence
and his ostensibly universal conclusions" (Said 2000: 300).

Some of these criticisms have focused on Foucault's contention that
modernity has rendered power diffuse. Power - European power - is not
diffuse in regard to colonised societies. Colonial power (at least in some
times and in some places) is centralised, imposed from above, and in
highly visible and physical forms - massacres, arrests, torture, famines.
Foucault's analysis of European power is incomplete because it restricts
itself to the zone within Europe's borders, and ignores the power that
Europe directed externally, to its colonies.

Similarly, Paul Gilroy describes Foucault as "an inspiring but frustrating
guide" in conceptualising issues such as the imagination of racial
difference. Gilroy contends that while Foucault's work offers a means by
which we can approach the biopolitics of race, it does not take full
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account of the ways in which modernity set up categories of racial
difference even as it developed the singular and supposedly universal
subject of "man":

... [Foucault] moved too swiftly towards a sense of
modem humanity unified in its immiserating passage
from sanguinity to sexuality. He, too, failed to
appreciate how the fervent belief that Africans and their
new world descendants were less than human, might
have affected this transformation and its epistemic
correlates...the extensive debate as to whether Negroes
should be afforded membership of the family of
mankind (a debate whose particularity was inaugurated,
proved, produced and celebrated by the transformed
relationship between ideas and things that crystallized at
the end of the eighteenth century) was more central to
the formation and reproduction of the modem episteme
than Foucault appreciated (Gilroy 1998: 8 4 7 ) '

Foucault's work enters analyses of (neo)colonialism most powerfully
through Edward Said's Orientalism.

Said draws upon Foucault's analysis

of the connections between knowledge and power to illustrate the intimate
relationship between Westem knowledge of "the Orienf and the exercise
of Westem power of "Oriental" societies. For Said, Orientalism is neither
an objective body of knowledge, nor even simply a flawed or biased mode
of understanding an actually-existing reality. Rather, it is a Foucauldian

^ Foucault's most significant exploration of the world beyond Europe's borders is his reportage on
the Iranian revolution for Le Monde and Nouvel Observateur, which has to a large extent been
"bracketed out" of later analyses of his work. However, it has received renewed attention with the
recent publication of a book of critical essays, which include the original essays translated into
English in their entirety for the first time (Afary and Anderson 2005)
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discourse, itself an exercise of power and a means of extending such
power:

My contention is that without examining Orientalism as
a discourse one cannot possibly understand the
enormously systematic discipline by which European
culture was able to manage - and even produce - the
Orient politically, sociologically, militarily,
ideologically, scientifically, and imaginatively during
the post-Enlightenment period. (Said 1994: 3)

In naming Orientalism as a "discourse", rather than as a body of more or
less objective (if sometimes misplaced and/or biased) observations, Said
finds it to be more profoundly shaped by the West's own self-image and
its relationship with Islamic societies than by any externally existing
"Orient". For Said, knowledge cannot be separated from the political and
historical context in which is produced. The context of Orientalist
scholarship (and contemporary Middle Eastern studies, which Said claims
has adopted the world-view of earlier Orientalism while eschewing its
emphasis on language training in favour of a social sciences approach) is
the history of European colonialism and United States' hegemony.
Orientalist scholarship is charged with perpetuating that hegemony by
providing both the necessary practical tools for dominance and the belief
system to make such dominance seem natural.

Said also writes that Orientalist scholars too readily resort to "Islam" as an
explanation for a wide range of cultural, social, political and economic
forces. "Oriental" societies are not seen as complex, muhidimensional,
and subject to change over time. Rather, their "Islamic" character serves
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as a fixed determinate governing social relations. Other potential frames
of analysis, such as politics and economics, are instead viewed as subject
to the governing force of "Islam".

Said believes that a distinctive feature of Orientalist scholarship is that
many of its practitioners hold the culture which is their chosen subject in
slight regard and even contempt. This disregard serves an ideological
purpose, for if Islamic culture is seen as inadequate and unsuited to the
modem world, then Western intervention in Muslim societies can be seen
as a form of redemption (Said 1994: 294-5). Those who have taken it
upon themselves to represent Islam to the West often choose merely to
reinforce a sense of superiority in "Western" culture and denigrate the
society whose essence they claim to have discerned.

Critiques of Said have come from various directions. Predictably,
Orientalists such as Bernard Lewis have defended the possibility of
"objective" scholarship on Oriental society, and attacked Said over
various issues of emphasis and exclusion which they claim undermines his
thesis (for example, too much weight given to the Arab world generally
and to Palestine in particular; no discussion of the German Orientalists)
(Lewis 2000). Robert Irwin expanded on such criticisms in a robust
defence of classical Orientalism published after Said's death. In a chapter
titled "An Enquiry into the Nature of a Certain Twentieth Century
Polemic", Irwin accuses Said not only of making numerous factual
inaccuracies (a point conceded by many of Said's supporters) but also of
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acting in bad faith: "Said libelled generations of scholars who were for the
most part good and honourable men and he was not prepared to
acknowledge that some of them at least might have written in good faith."
(Irwin 2006: 295) However, Irwin's defence of Orientalist scholars as
primarily driven by a pure "lust of knowing" does not address the ways in
which this enterprise both facilitated, and was facilitated by, the enterprise
of imperialism.

Others, including many postcolonial writers, have criticised Said for his
use (or according to some, eg Clifford (1980) and Ahmad (2000), his
misuse) of Foucault. Ziauddin Sardar (in a book mischievously titled
Orientalism), attributes Said's success in eclipsing earlier critiques of
Orientalism such as A.L. Tibawi to his harnessing of a European
intellectual fad which offers no emancipatory potential to actual, living
'Orientals". Just as Foucault is accused of allowing no site for resistance
against power. Said is accused of rendering Orientalism as a totalising,
crushing force against which there can be no resistance:

In Said's vision there is no place for alternatives and
there is no place for Islam or Muslims to exist by their
own definition. While all Islam, for Said, is a figment of
someone's imagination, 'acts of will and interpretation',
secular humanism emerges in his thought as something
real and concrete that he employs with all the force of
neo-colonialism...This is why any notion of resistance is
so conspicuously absent from Orientalism (Sardar 1999:
74).

In his later work. Said himself addresses the problem of resistance (or its
absence) in Foucault's writing. However, even in Orientalism, his most
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Foucauldian work. Said departs from Foucault over the question of
authorship. While Foucault claims that discourses of power render the
identity of particular authors irrelevant. Said believes that in the case of
Orientalism ("and perhaps nowhere else"), certain individuals were able to
stamp the discourse with their particular imprint. Alessandrini compares
this conclusion of Said's to the moment when Franz Fanon describes how
Marxism needs to account for the entanglement of race with class
(Alessandrini 2000: 436).

In his essays on Foucault, Said addresses Foucault's Eurocentrism, so
complete that it is as though ""history" itself took place only among a
group of French and German thinkers" (Said 2000: 196) and his
pessimism regarding the possibility of emancipation. From his standpoint
of intellectual and moral engagement with a range of political issues, most
notably Palestine, Said cannot afford such pessimism. He charges
Foucault with "[underestimating] the relative success of these counterdiscursive attempts first to show the misrepresentations of discursive
power...and then afterwards to begin the difficult, if not always tragically
flawed, project of formulating the discourse of liberation."

While Orientalism undertakes the first of these counter-discursive
projects, works such as his writings on Palestine, Middle East politics, and
American foreign policy, address the second. While Said's understanding
of power owes much to Foucault, he also believes that "Foucault's
imagination of power is largely with rather than against it" (Said 2000:
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242). Said, in contrast, is interested in the intellectual's role in imagining a
politics of resistance.

Edward Said concludes Orientalism with an explicit warning against the
dangers of responding to Orientalism with an equally problematic
discourse:

Above all, I hope to have shown my reader that the
answer to Orientalism is not Occidentalism. No former
"Oriental" will be comforted by the thought that having
been an Oriental himself he is likely - too likely - to
study new "Orientals" - or "Occidentals" - of his own
making. If the knowledge of Orientalism has any
meaning, it is in being a reminder of the seductive
degradation of knowledge, of any knowledge, anywhere,
at any time. Now perhaps more than before (Said 1994:
328).

Some "former Orientals" have built upon Said's critique by engaging in
counter-discursive political writing and action, intended to undermine
binary categories; however, others have been "seduced" into
Occidentalism. While this has caused some damage to "Occidentals", it is
the "former Orientals" who have suffered the most, and "former Oriental"
women have been the most vulnerable of all.

The "stretching" of European knowledge by writers such as Fanon and
Said not only exposes the exclusions and silences of such knowledge, but
also provides a space in which alternative modes of thinking are possible.
Among the many voices now occupying that space are those of feminist
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intellectuals engaged in the twin processes of "gendering" colonial and
postcolonial knowledge, and "de-Orientalising" feminism's own grand
narratives.

1.3 Orientalism and women

The figure of the Muslim woman provides Orientalism with one of its
favourite metaphors - that of veiling and unveiling - in which the Orient is
the seductive, veiled object of the Western project to unveil and reveal.
Muslim women serve as a site for transgressive Orientalist fantasy, and as
an object for Orientalist rescue. It is unsurprising that military conquest of
the East should be mirrored by the imaginary possession of Eastern
women, even though consensual, non-commercial relationships between
Muslim women and European men were relatively rare during most of the
history of colonial encounter. "Through Algerian women, French male
writers could satisfy their own desires to penetrate Algerian men's
intimate lives by having their wives and daughters as spoils of conquest."
(Lazreg 1994: 39)

Although Said recognises in passing the gendered nature of Orientalism
(which he represents as a masculinist discourse), this theme has been most
fully developed in the work of scholars such as Rana Kabbani, Judy
Mabro, Raina Lewis and Mohja Kahf These writers have highlighted the
function of the Oriental/Muslim woman as the symbol of forbidden,
hostile Oriental space (the harem), resistant to the civilising influence of
Western modernity, and able to perpetuate Oriental values through their
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role in child-rearing. In "gendering" Orientalism, writers have highlighted
the need to elaborate upon certain areas of Said's thesis (such as that of
chronology), as well as questioning what some claim is his tendency to
homogenise Orientalist discourse.
For example, Mohja Kahf writes that Muslim women do not conform to a
fixed archetype in the Western imagination, but rather that their
representation has been a "changing, evolving phenomenon" (Kahf 1999:
4). In examining pre-Enlightenment European literature, Kahf finds many
examples of lively, independent and intelligent Muslim heroines. These
feisty women are invisible in Enlightenment and post-Enlightenment
literature, replaced by passive, submissive houris. Kahf points out that this
transformation in European imagery of women cannot be explained by
imperialism alone, since it pre-dates European colonisation of Oriental
societies: She raises the question of chronology: "...to keep applying the
Saidian critique of Orientalism farther and father back in history pushes
the premise of Western cultural hegemony over the Orient beyond its
verifiable boundaries" (Kahf 1999: 177).
Rather, Kahf suggests. Orientalist images of "imprisoned" Muslim women
emerged alongside European discourses on liberty:
In the seventeenth century, as soon as it entered the
Western discourse on Islam, the seraglio/harem began to
be an oppressive place. In the eighteenth century, the
Muslim woman becomes its inmate definitively - and
the seraglio inmate's lack of liberty turns into an issue in
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a century veering towards revolution (Kahf 1999: 1123).

As European imperialism gained strength, such tropes of passive,
oppressed Muslim women were available to serve as its ideological
foundation: "the narrative of the Muslim woman is intimately connected
to dramas unfolding within "the West", as well as between the West and
the Islamic Other..." (Kahf 1999: 8)

Feminist readings have examined women as both subjects as well as
objects of Orientalism. Writers such as Rana Kabbani, Lisa Lowe, Raina
Lewis and Billie Melman have examined the role of imperialist women in
colonial discourse, with varying conclusions. While Rana Kabbani claims
that such women took on the role of "honorary men" while in the Orient,
and so only reinforced colonial knowledge, Lowe, Lewis and Melman
claim that women writers provided a gendered as well as racialised
Orientalist discourse (see chapter two). (Kabbani 1988; Lowe 1991;
Lewis 1996; Melman 1992)

The ambivalence that many feminist writers hold towards Said extends to
the body of work he initiated. Deniz Kandiyoti describes Said's work as
"inspiring", but names several problematic aspects of post-Orientalist
scholarship on gender issues. These include the dominance of textual
analysis (primarily of Western texts) at the expense of fieldwork, and the
focus on "the discursive hegemony of the West... to the detriment of more
self-referential analyses of culture and society which should inform local
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feminist criticism." (Kandiyoti 1996: 17) Feminist critiques of oppressive
local practices and politics are too often and too easily dismissed as so
much Orientalist propaganda. Yet feminism needs to be alert to the power
of Western discursive hegemony, and to its entanglement with local
patriarchies.

1.4 "Stretching" feminism

Like Marxism, Western-centred feminism has been "stretched" by
postcolonial writers seeking to maximise its relevance and emancipatory
potential for "Other" women. Feminism names patriarchy as a source of
oppression (as Marxism names capitalism), but some of the various forms
loosely gathered under the banner of "Western" have failed to adequately
account for the multiple forms in which power is expressed. This failure
has led some "Western" feminists to appropriate for themselves the power
to name, categorise, and describe "Other" women.

Chandra Talpade Mohanty examines the mechanics of these processes in
her landmark essay "Under Western Eyes: Feminist Scholarship and
Colonial Discourses" (Mohanty 1984). She describes how when faced
with the reality of difference, "Western" feminisms' universal category of
"woman" collapses into a dichotomy between "Western" and "Third
World" women. Making feminism "global" therefore translates into
acknowledging the existence of "Other" women, and the "different" forms
of their oppression (veiling, genital mutilation, etc), while binding them
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into the universal category of "woman" by asserting that the basic source
of their oppression is a singular institution - patriarchy.^

Like Western Orientalism (with which it shares considerable overlap).
Western feminism therefore organises its "Others" into a unified category,
in this case the category of "Third world women". Like Orientals, "third
world women" are represented in opposition to their Western
counterparts. In Mohanty's words, women of the "third world" are
"ignorant, poor, uneducated, tradition-bound, religious, domesticated,
family-oriented, victimized", as opposed to "the (implicit) selfrepresentation of western women as educated, modem, as having control
over their own bodies and sexualities, and the 'freedom' to make their
own decisions." (Mohanty 1984: 337) (There is a paradox here, in that
most "Western feminists" would not describe the position of women in
Western societies in this way except when comparing themselves with
"Other" women.)

The second half of the "Third world woman" label distinguishes Third
World women from third world men. Implicit here is the notion that third
world women are united by their similar experience of patriarchy, and that
they share more in common with each other than they do with men of
their own class, society, and community. Gender is the base line measure
of oppression in this analysis, which does not fully account for forms of
oppression shared by both "third world" men and women. Conversely, of
®
Mohanty specifies that the dynamic she describes is not limited to Western feminism: "the
critiques I offer also pertain to identical analytical principles employed by third-world scholars writing
about their own cultures." (Mohanty 1984: 334)
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course, it cannot adequately explore the issue of oppression by rather than
of Western women (or Third World women, for that matter).

In feminisms' own Western/Other dichotomy, Western feminists share
with Western Orientalists the privilege of being the subjects rather than
the objects of knowledge. They own the "power of description", the
ability to determine what is important, or even real. And like Marxism as
critiqued by Fanon, the result is a discourse which, while situating itself
against existing power structures, serves to reproduce colonial power
relationships by its blindness to all but one category of identity (class in
the case of Marxism, gender in the case of feminism).

This has consequences both at the analytical and normative levels. At the
analytical level, the assignment of "third world women" to a single
category erases the highly varied nature of their relationship to power,
instead casting them more or less automatically in the role of victim. The
binary nature of the label masks the multiplicity of identities that may
exist within a single individual, never mind a whole range of societies and
communities. Western feminisms' universalist underpinnings mean that it
does not need to engage with "Otherness" in discussing "third world
gender issues" such as female genital mutilation, veiling, or honour
killings, since these are simply "differenf manifestations of the familiar
problem of patriarchy. Yet not only do these practices variously arise from
specific and differing contexts, but individual practices do not have a
stable and unchanging meaning across time and space. Mohanty is only
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one of many analysts to cite veiling in this regard, as a practice which has
variously manifested as a form of oppression forced upon women, and as
a form of resistance adopted by them (see for eg Mohanty 1984: 28;
Lazreg 1994; Mir-Hosseini 2007).

Analyses such as Mohanty's are often read as being "relativist" accounts
that refuse any possibility of collaboration between "Western" and "Third
World" women. Revisiting her famous essay in 2003, Mohanty rejects
such readings:

I did not write "Under Western Eyes" as a testament to
the impossibility of egalitarian and noncolonizing crosscultural scholarship, nor did I define "Western" and
"Third World" feminism in such oppositional ways that
there would be no possibility of solidarity between
Western and Third World feminists (Mohanty 2003:
502).

Rather, Mohanty continues, she wishes to focus on "an anticapitalist
transnational feminist practice - and on the possibilities, indeed on the
necessities, of cross-national solidarity and organizing against capitalism'
(Mohanty 2003: 502).

Vron Ware writes that Mohanty's revisiting of her germinal essay:

signals the end of the road for a trenchant form of
identity politics, hopelessly identified with an
imperialising agenda from the north... Mohanty accepts
that allocating fixed identities to groups of women along
the lines of race, ethnicity, and national origin is no
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longer sufficient to explain their political location and
outlook. (Ware 2006: 534)

This rejection of the categorisation of women according to fixed identities
(often rendered as divisions or barriers) facilitates the building of
transcultural feminist alliances. However, as Ware acknowledges,
critiques such as Mohanty's have made feminist universalism redundant in
the eyes of many women, whether Western or non-Western. The
challenge for feminists - both "Western" and "Third World" - is to build
effective transnational alliances that do not reproduce other forms of
inequality.

For Muslim women, there are serious risks in allowing "feminism" to
become synonymous with its Western incarnations and identities.
Feminist organisations in Muslim societies are frequently accused of
being a "fifth column" for the West; of using women's rights as part of an
attempt to introduce "Western" sexual norms (in the form of promiscuity
and family breakdown) and facilitate Western political hegemony. In this
climate, feminism is often characterised (or caricatured) as an alien and
hostile force. In the words of Lila Abu-Lughod:

it is...strategically dangerous to accept this cultural
opposition between Islam and the West, between
fundamentalism and feminism, because those many
people within Muslim countries who are trying to find
alternatives to present injustices, those who might want
to refuse the divide and take from different histories and
cultures, who do not accept that being feminist means
being Western, will be under pressure to choose, just as
we are: are you with us or against us? (Abu-Lughod
2002:788)
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Muslim women have resisted this pressure to "choose" both by creating
activist networks within their own communities, and by building networks
that link Muslim and non-Muslim women across transnational boundaries.
However, some Muslim women have responded by accepting the
supposed antipathy between Islam and feminism, participating in
Occidentalist and patriarchal political movements.

1.5 Muslim women's social and political activism

The other major contemporary framework besides transnational feminism
for discussing Muslim women's feminist activism is Islamic feminism.
Transnational feminism and Islamic feminism are not mutually exclusive.
While some versions of Islamic feminism are forms of religious
nationalism that explicitly reject the possibility of collaboration with nonMuslim and specifically Western women, some of those named as
"Islamic feminists" identified by Miriam Cooke are actively engaged in
transnational politics and are as well known in "the West" as they are in
their own societies. In chapters 6 and 7,1 discuss Islamic feminism in
relation to the women's wing of the Jamaat-i-Islami (Pakistan) and
transnational feminism in relation to the Revolutionary Association of the
Women of Afghanistan.

The most basic definition of transnational feminism defines it as referring
to global networking among individual women and women's groups in
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order to address gender issues. Feminism that transcends national,
religious and cultural boundaries is nothing new - international feminism,
including feminism linking Muslim and Western women, was a
discernible trend from the nineteenth century. An iconic moment in Arab
women's movements was Huda Shar'awi's removal of her face-veil on
her return from the International Feminist's Union congress in Rome in
1923, a gesture that crystallised an existing social trend towards deveiling
(see chapter 3). Val Moghadam points to the 1980s, and particularly the
Nairobi conference of 1985, as an important time period, during which
increased dialogue between women from the North and South was to
serve as the foundation for building formal and informal networks, often
facilitated by the United Nations (Moghadam 2002: 6). Recently,
transnational feminism has been further enabled by the growth of global
media and communications, especially the internet, which was to play a
key role in the feminist resistance to the Taliban (see chapter 7). Like
other transnational social movements, it has also developed in response to
the growth of repressive transnational social and political forces, such as
neoliberal economics. Val Moghadam also identifies extremist Hindu and
Islamic political movements among the global forces that have generated
the rise of transnational feminist response (Moghadam 2005: 7).

However, most theorists of transnational feminism define it not only as
feminism that traverses transnational geographic space, but as being
characterised by a particular awareness and ideological agenda.
Transnational feminism is distinguished from "international" feminism by
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its self-reflexivity, its awareness of the multiple modes of identity among
women and the unequal relationships this produces between them; and the
potential reproduction of such inequalities within feminist movements.
(Moghadam 2005: 82) It therefore creates a space for Muslim and other
"Third World" women as active participants rather than merely as objects
of rescue.

Transnational feminism also recognises that the forces that oppress
women are not only local in origin, nor are they necessarily grounded in
any particular cuhural or religious "tradition" or identity. For an Afghan
woman dispossessed by war, or an Indonesian factory worker surviving on
sweatshop wages, geopolitics and neoliberal economics are more relevant
sites than is "Islam" in any discussion of oppression. While recognising
the importance of the local and particular, transnational feminism
recognises that where oppression is transnational, so must be the
resistance.

While transnational feminism seeks to cross cultural, national and
religious boundaries, some Muslim women activists seek to ground their
work within their religious identity. A growing number of Muslim
women's movements attempt to challenge the moral authority of Islamist
patriarchy by grounding their discussions on women's rights on a
religious foundation. They dispute the basis of discriminatory laws and
social practices by questioning the extent to which they can truly be
regarded as "Islamic", and they offer alternative and (they maintain) more
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authentic interpretations of "Islam" that are consistent with the principles
of gender equity. For example, the Malaysian NGO "Sisters in Islam"
describes itself as "believ[ing] in an Islam that upholds the principles of
equality, justice, freedom and dignity"(Sisters in Islam). The organisation
acts on this belief by publishing books, lobbying, and running educational
and research projects that seek to promote "the rights of women within an
Islamic framework." Similar religiously based movements have arisen
across the Muslim world, many of them focused on developing women's
religious scholarship and breaking the masculinist monopoly on the
interpretation of Islamic texts.

The term "Islamic feminism" came into circulation during the 1990s,
initially among scholars of Middle Eastern gender studies, before entering
more widespread use. As a concept, it holds many attractions, suggesting
as it does that feminism is not the sole preserve of "Western women" and
that Muslim women, too, have access to a history and a discourse of
women's rights. Many Muslim women are uncomfortable with claims
made on behalf of feminist universalism, with which feminism as a whole
has come to be popularly associated. As Badran and Cooke write, for
many Arabs (as for many Muslims) feminism is seen as "western - the
cultural arm of imperialism or neo-imperialism out to destablise local
society and to destroy indigenous cultural identity; anti Islamic" (Badran
and Cooke 1990: xx) Modifying the word "feminist" with "Islamic" preempts the reflexive hostile response that may otherwise be evoked.
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However, this creates new questions and problems, and does not fully
resolve the old ones.

"Islamic feminism" as a term is highly contested, not least by many of the
women who are supposed to be its practitioners. Miriam Cooke defines it
in very sweeping terms:

Whenever Muslim women offer a critique of some
aspect of Islamic history or hermeneutics, and they do so
with and/or on behalf of all Muslim women and their
right to enjoy with men full participation in a just
community, I call them Islamic feminists. This label is
not rigid. It does not describe an identity, but rather an
attitude and intention to seek justice and citizenship for
Muslim women (Cooke 2000: 61).

By this definition, she includes as "Islamic feminists" women from an
extremely broad range of ideologies - from the doctor and writer Nawal
el-Sadaawi (who as an alleged "apostate" faced court attempts to dissolve
her marriage), to Zaynab al Ghazali (Egypt's most important woman
Islamist and a supporter of the Muslim Brotherhood). While women at
one end of this ideological spectrum may object to being referred to as
"Islamic" (even if they identify as Muslims), women at the other end
vociferously reject the label of "feminisf, with all the association with
"Western" ideology it is thought to imply.

The term "Islamic feminist" is often seen as having been imposed upon its
subjects by "outsiders" - non-Muslim feminist scholars based in the West
who use the term to "categorize, label, and name Muslim women" (Abou-
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Bakr 2001) However, one such scholar, Margot Badran, writes that she
originally encountered the term in the work of Iranian women (Badran
2002), and more and more Muslim women are adopting the term with
regard to their own work. The fact that many "Islamic feminists" do not
regard themselves as such, or indeed are actively hostile to the term, does
not in itself invalidate it. It is quite usual for people's self-understanding
and self-definitions to differ from the viewpoint of the scholars who
analyse them. However, there are problems with the term that go beyond
the rejection it has encountered from some of those it supposedly
describes. As defined by Cooke, it encompasses such a broad range of
women, united only by their gender and by what is in some cases only a
tenuous affiliation with Islam, as to make its usefulness seem very
doubtful. Abou Bakr questions Cooke's "strange" decision to include
Sadaawi under the banner of Islamic feminism due to her occasional
adoption of an Islamic speaking position (Abou-Bakr 2001).

In contrast, Margot Badran's definition of Islamic feminism places much
greater emphasis on its theological dimension. She describes it "as a
feminist discourse and practice that derives its understanding and mandate
from the Qur'an, seeking rights and justice within the framework of
gender equality for women and men in the totality of their existence."
(Badran 2006) This definition certainly strengthens the "Islamic" side of
the definition and clarifies how it is distinct from "non-Islamic" feminism.
However, this more narrowly-focused definition raises problems of its
own, in that by validating the enterprise of "Islamic feminism", it risks
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labelling as "non-Islamic" those Muslim women engaged in nontheological forms of feminism. It is only a small step from being "nonIslamic" to being "unlslamic", a highly dangerous label to carry in
contemporary Muslim societies. To date, this risk has been limited
because "Islamic feminism" has itself been regarded by religious
conservatives as an alien force (since they consider "feminism" of any
description as a Western concept). However, the term is gaining more
widespread use among Muslims, and in so doing is becoming associated
with a religious-validated cultural "authenticity", at the expense of other
forms of feminism.

Similar criticisms have been made not only of the term "Islamic
feminism", but also the practice it describes. As Val Moghadam
summarises: "Islamic feminists and their expatriate academic supporters,
[critics argue], either unconsciously or unwittingly delegitimize secular
trends and social forces." (Moghadam 2002) Such critics claim that by
accepting the basic premise of using theology as the foundation for social
norms, "Islamic feminists" reinforce the patriarchal power structures that
they claim to challenge. Female empowerment, it is claimed, requires the
wholesale removal of religion from public life.

However, the distinction between "secular" and "Islamic" feminism is
often a somewhat artificial one, in that (as noted by Margot Badran)
Islamic feminism is generally represented as a practice rather than an
identity, and as such it is not necessarily incompatible with other feminist
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practices. Some prominent "Islamic feminists", such as Fatima Memissi,
have been "secular feminists" at an earlier stage of their careers, and many
continue to practice both forms of feminism in recognition of the fact that
the problems confronting Muslim women are only partially theological in
origin. As Moghadam points out "most Islamic feminists^ combine their
religious reinterpretations with a recognition of universal standards, such
as the UN's Convention of the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination
against Women (CEDAW)."

Much valuable work has been done by some of those women who have
been designated (either by themselves or by others) as Islamic feminists.
In Indonesia, Fatayat, the young women's wing of the major Islamic
movement Nadhlatul Ulama, has a wide range of initiatives aimed at
"gender empowerment", including education, healthcare, crisis support,
and family planning. They have also tackled the issue of religious
endorsement of domestic violence. The NU network of pesanteran
(religious schools) use classical texts, the Kitab Kuning ("yellow books")
as the basis of their teaching. These texts have been widely criticised
(including by many NU women) for their patriarchal concept of gender
relations, including such assertions such as the claim that Muslim men
have the right to hit their wives for disobedience and other alleged
misconduct. Members of Fatayat participated in a project to publish
critical analyses of some of the most popular texts, with commentaries

7

According to Moghadam's definition - this statement would not hold true for some of the
women named as Islamic feminists by writers such as Miriam Cooke, who use a broader definition o f
the term.
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disputing those passages that endow men with power over women
(Srimulyani 2007).

With the global rise of Islamist movements, a feminist discourse that
challenges the religious legitimacy of gender oppression is a legitimate
and arguably a necessary response. However, it is vital that such an
approach should not be exclusive, but should continue to work in
conjunction with other forms of feminism. Despite the care of its major
theorists to name "Islamic feminism" as a strategy rather than an identity,
tagging theologically based feminist discourse with the adjective
"Islamic" reinforces already existing perceptions that other forms of
feminism are alien to Muslim societies. Although it is less succinct, it may
be less divisive to use a more specific description, such as "feminist
exegesis". This more clearly describes a particular task that may be
integrated into a larger strategy or strategies, rather than a worldview
entire in itself.

There is also the question of whether women who may indeed be working
for the uplift of their gender in one sphere of activity (eg education) can
necessarily be regarded as "feminist" when their driving ideology may
simultaneously be causing enormous harm to the status of women in
another sphere (eg legal). I explore this question further in Chapter 7,
where I analyse a group of women - members of the Pakistani Jamaat-iIslami party - who could be regarded as "Islamic feminists" by Cooke's
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definition, but who pursue a profoundly anti-feminist ideological agenda
which has caused enormous damage to the lives of Pakistani women.

In the case of the women's wing of the Jamaat-i-Islami, the "encounter"
with Western women is not a "real" encounter, but rather an ideological
confrontation with an imagined construct of Western feminism and
femininity. By focusing on this element of the Jamaal's ideology, I do not
mean to suggest that the party's worldview consists only of its rejection of
"the West". The Jamaal's political philosophy is deeply rooted in a
particular (modem) reading of Islamic history and theology, as well as in
subcontinental Islam's encounter with Hinduism. Some of the Jamaat
women's more "feminisf standpoints (for example, rejecting anti-female
practices such as swara (also known as vani), in which a girl or woman is
given as payment in a tribal or family feud) are couched in terms of
rejecting "unlslamic", "pre-Islamic" or "Hindu" cultural practices that
have tainted Islam. However, the allegation that various proposed social
or legal measures would result in a "Western-style" decline in the status
and morals of Pakistani women remains a central force behind the party's
policies and rhetoric.

In the case of RAWA, the encounter with Western women was a "real"
one, in the form of RAWA's role in the transnational campaign in support
of Afghan women against Taliban oppression (RAWA also denounced
other misogynist warlords, but this was not nearly such a prominent
element of the transnational campaign). The transnational campaign
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enabled RAWA and other Afghan women's organisations to draw
Western media and political attention to the plight of a society that had
fallen into obscurity since the Soviet withdrawal. It was also immensely
important to RAWA itself, since it rendered the organisation much better
known in the West than it had hitherto been among Afghans. This
international success fed back into RAWA's profile among Afghans.
However, RAWA's international self-presentation has been criticised as
Orientalist (Azarbaijani-Moghaddam 2004), and perceptions that RAWA
was not treated as an equal partner in the campaign led to public
acrimony.

1.6 Conclusion

This thesis engages in "gendering" both Western/Orientalist and
Muslim/Occidentalist discourses, as well as "racialising" gender-based
discourse. In so doing, it examines women's role as participants as well as
"victims" of oppressive discourses and political movements, as well as
their role in formulating strategies of resistance. It therefore rejects any
universalising feminist tendency to categorise women as forming a
monolithic identity or interest group. However, in acknowledging identity
as multi-layered and fluid, it is alert to the danger of limiting the scope for
women's resistance by corralling them into narrow identity formations
while denying the possibilities for boundary crossing and collaborative
endeavour. The articulation of one form of identity carries with it the
intentional or unintentional potential to delegitimise other modes of being.
This not only hampers attempts at transnational feminism between
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Muslim and "Western" women; it also leads Muslim women to contend
among themselves for the role of the "authentic" informant.
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Chapter Two: "Emergency Men" or Sisters? Western women in the
harems of the Orient

2.1 Introduction

Even before European colonisation of the Middle East, the "Muslim
woman" was constructed in Orientalist thought as an object variously of
desire, contempt, or pity. Her body, whether veiled from head to toe or
exposed in an attitude of languid "Eastern" sensuality, served as a
metaphor for her entire culture. The barbarity with which she was (and is)
supposed to have been treated by Muslim men has provided justification
for the civilising influence of Western hegemony. Many of Orientalism's
central narratives - of Oriental cruelty, sensuality, and mystery - were
woven around her. Her incarnations in the Western imagination included
the storyteller Scherazade, the odalisques of Matisse, and the shadowy
black-veiled figures in a multitude of travellers' tales.

The task of "gendering Orientalism" is two-fold, requiring analysis of
women as both subject and object of Orientalist descriptions. This
chapter examines Western colonial and postcolonial representations of
Muslim women, placing the texts and debates to be discussed in later
chapters into their historical context. It discusses both continuities and
disruptions in this imagery, and argues that despite the resilience of
certain tropes, the Western imagining of Muslim women has mutated
along with changing gender discourses within Western societies and
alongside the West's changing relationship to Muslim and "Oriental"
societies. What has remained stable, however, is the role of the Muslim
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woman as the "Other" to the (imagined) archetype of Western femininity.
Gerome's Almeh (with Pipe) leaning against a doorway, her breasts
exposed with casual eroticism, is linked to the veiled woman on the cover
of Princess by their common function as the backward Other to the West's
free, progressive woman.
The chapter focuses on the role played by Western women in producing
Orientalist knowledge, and particularly knowledge of Oriental women.
Since Western men were denied access to Muslim female space, Western
women played a particularly important role in producing images of
Muslim women for Western consumption. These female cultural
producers were often the relatives of famous Orientalists - Edward Lane
commissioned his sister, Sophie Lane Poole, to write a "female" appendix
to his Manners of the Modem Egyptians; Isabel Burton "rewrote for the
'angel of the house' what [her husband Richard Burton] had produced for
the gentlemen's club" (Kabbani 1988: 7). Here, I focus on the accounts of
Lady Mary Montagu. Sophia Lane Poole, and Edith Wharton, arguing that
each of these writers is bound to the Orientalist enterprise, albeit in
different forms: Montagu by her voyeuristic desire to penetrate and reveal
Turkish female space. Lane Poole in her role as female "auxiliary" to the
masculine Orientalist enterprise, Wharton by her justification of France's
civilising mission in Morocco.
2.2 Male Orientalists and the Oriental woman
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"Rescuing" the Muslim woman from the barbarity of her own religion and
culture has formed a central element of the West's civilising mission even
before colonialism. Many of Orientalism's distinguishing characteristics its construction of a self/Other dichotomy, its tendency to attribute social
conditions to "Islam" without reference to political or economic factors are most starkly evident in its discussion of Muslim women. The lack of
substantial contact between Westerners (particularly of course Western
men) and Muslim women made them particularly well suited as subjects
for the representation of the Other as an exercise in self-definition. Rather
than hindering the production of knowledge, the infrequency of direct
encounters with their subjects allowed Western writers greater freedom to
impose their own meaning on the most remote and momentary glimpses
of "Eastern" femininity. Distant laughter, a fleeting glimpse of a pair of
dark eyes, wafts of perfume, were all fodder for interpretation and
metaphor. Many writers constructed their own lack of knowledge as an
aspect of their subject's character: she was unknown to her Western
writer/possessor because she was essentially unknowable, mysterious and
enigmatic. In this, as in so many other regards, she was seen as a symbol
of her society, or indeed, the whole of the exotic East.

The relationship between coloniser and colonised was often expressed in
terms of sexual conquest, as befitting colonialism's essentially patriarchal
nature. Mamia Lazreg describes how the popular nineteenth literary theme
of an "imprisoned" Algerian woman in love with a French male reflected
the much more violent reality of the widespread rape and murder of
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Algerian women by French colonisers (Lazreg 1994: 39). The brutality of
conquest is masked by the trope of seduction; the conquered consent to
their conquest, which is, after all, a form of liberation.

The act of coming to "know" the Orient is also expressed in sexual terms.
The famous nineteenth century Orientalist Edward Lane described his
arrival in Egypt as a wedding ceremony in which he is the bridegroom,
about to unveil his bride for a first glimpse of "the features which were to
charm, or disappoint, or disgust him." (Ahmed 1978: 1) (Lane himself
would later educate and marry a Greek Egyptian slave-woman.) The
metaphor comparing the exploration of a society to the unveiling of a
woman retains its appeal today, as is attested by the popularity of "behindthe-veil" titles for books on Islamic societies.^ The Oriental "bride" is,
naturally, the passive partner in such transactions. As Edward Said writes:

There is very little consent to be found...in the fact that
Flaubert's encounter with an Egyptian courtesan
produced a widely influential model of the Oriental
woman; she never spoke of herself, she never
represented her emotions, presence, or history. He spoke
for her and represented her. He was foreign,
comparatively wealthy, male, and these were historical
facts of domination that allowed him not only to possess
Kuchuk Hanem physically, but also to speak for her and
tell his readers in what way she was "typically Oriental"
(Said 1994: 6).

^
See, for example. Lifting the Veil: Life in Revolutionary Iran, by John
Simpson and Tira Shubart, Behind the Veil: An Australian Nurse in Saudi Arabia,
by Lydia Laube, Behind the veil : Islamic activism and social change in modern
Egypt, by Steven Hicks among many others
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Helen Pringle has discussed how women were among the most prized
souvenirs for Western travellers to the Orient - souvenirs that were
generally transported as "story or image" rather than in the flesh (Pringle
1996). And in his letters from Egypt (1849-1850), Flaubert makes such a
souvenir of his encounter with Kuchek Hanem. He describes her in the
minute detail typical of Orientalist accounts: her coffee-coloured skin, her
"apple-shaped" breasts, the spray of white flowers in her hair, the "one
upper incisor, right, which is beginning to go bad", the gold bands on her
wrist, her "large tarboosh, ornamented on the top with a convex gold disk,
in the middle of which was a small green stone imitating an emerald: the
blue tassel of her tarboosh was spread out fanwise and fell down over her
shoulders" (Flaubert and Steegmuller 1972: 114). More intimate details
are souvenired, too - the way "[h]er cunt felt like rolls of velvet as she
made me come", how "her mound warmer than her stomach, heated me
like a hot iron". (Flaubert and Steegmuller 1972: 118)

As Said points out, Flaubert claims access to Kuchuk Hanem's psyche as
well as her body, assuring his lover Louise Colet:

Be convinced that she felt nothing at all: emotionally, I
guarantee; and even physically, I strongly suspect...The
oriental woman is no more than a machine: she makes
no distinction between one man and another man.
Smoking, going to the baths, painting her eyelids and
drinking coffee - such is the circle of occupations within
which her existence is confined. As for pleasure, it must
be very slight, since the well known button, the seat of
same, is sliced off at an early age (Flaubert and
Steegmuller 1972: 220).

74

75
In Flaubert's description, Kuchuk Hanem is reduced from a woman to a
machine, whose component parts - clothing, jewellery, teeth, genitalia are possessed through copulation and categorisation. Flaubert took
physical as well as literary souvenirs of Egyptian women. As he relates:

I buy the hair of two women, together with their hairornaments. The women being shorn weep, but their
husbands, who do the shearing, make ten piastres per
head.. .This must have been distressing to the poor
women, who seem to prize their hair greatly (Flaubert
and Steegmuller 1972: 146).

Several contemporary writers (Mabro 1991; Ahmed 1982; Kahf 1999)
have analysed how the image of nineteenth century Western women as
free, sexually modest, and enlightened was reinforced by defining Muslim
women as imprisoned, sexually licentious, and backward. The dichotomy
went beyond representing the former as mobile and visible while the latter
was locked away and hidden behind the veil. The freedom of Western
women was supposed to have been accompanied by the discipline of
civilisation - self-control, an understanding of social boundaries, a respect
for propriety, especially sexual propriety. The Muslim woman, on the
other hand, was theorised as being barbarically ignorant, a creature of
limitless and unnatural appetites. Since she lacked the self-discipline of
her enlightened European sisters, she was controlled by the crudest means
possible - locked doors and barred windows. Imprisonment, however,
only heightened her determination to engage in deviant behaviour. Hence
the enduring trope of the cucumbers which had to be sliced before they
could be taken into the harem, for fear of misuse, a story cited by writers
from Alexander Pope in his letters to Lady Mary Montagu (cited in
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Pringle 1996), to the twentieth century travel writer Eric Newby (Newby
1984: 152). In a similar vein, Richard Burton takes a voyeuristic delight in
relating how the women of the harem would induce the eunuchs to have
sex with them (cited in Penzer 1965: 148-9).

But of course male writers such as Flaubert and Burton had to base their
descriptions of Muslim women on encounters with prostitutes, fleeting
moments of voyeurism on more "respectable" women, and second-hand
accounts or fantasy of what women might become when "imprisoned" in
the harem. For "first hand" accounts of life "behind the veil". Western
readers turned to that group of travellers who had the greatest ease of
access to Muslim female space - Western women.

2.3 Privileged Access: Western women unveil Islam
The interplay between gender, religious and racial identity in colonial
women's writing has been variously interpreted. For Rana Kabbani, there
is no substantial difference between such women and their male
counterparts. They share the same steady imperial gaze (Kabbani 1988).
However, writers such as Lisa Lowe (1991), Billie Melman (1992), and
Raina Lewis (1996) use colonial women's cultural production to argue
that Orientalism is a more heterogeneous discourse than Said allows.
Lewis claims that this multilayered understanding of Orientalism reveals
those contradictions and fissures within the discourse which offer the
possibility of resistance. Imperial women, she claims, provide a counterhegemonic narrative strand within Orientalism, subverting its patriarchal
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and racialised underpinnings: "an analysis of the conflicts inherent in a
discursive formation marked by the terms of gender and race would allow
for a glimpse of points of resistance within the fantasised unity of
Orientalist discourse." (Lewis 1996: 19) Melman claims that European
women "domesticated" the Orient (especially the Oriental trope of the
harem), rendering it "normal" rather than exotic, emphasising sameness
and equivalencies, rather than difference (Melman 1992: 137).

However, Meyda Yegenoglu refutes such suggestions by referring to
Said's distinction between "manifest" and "latent" Orientalism. While
authorial differences may occur at the level of "manifest" Orientalism, the
discourse remains stable at a "latent" level, in large part due to its
"Stationary nature". The constant cross-referencing between texts
produces the Orient as an object of European knowledge, a body of work
that is no less unified for the fact that it is not monolithic. Female
contributions to the discourse, Yegenoglu suggests, perform the function
of "supplementing the Orientalist lack" - expanding the masculinist
discourse into feminine space (Yegenoglu 1998: 68).

The debate over the positioning of Western women's writing is especially
significant given the frequent female claims to special understanding of
the Orient due to their ability to penetrate private Oriental space. Implied
in the claim of "women's access" to the harem is not simply physical
access to the Muslim female realm, but psychological access to the
Muslim female mind - insofar as it is acknowledged that such an entity
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exists. Interrogations of this claim have relevance for contemporary
feminisms, raising as they do questions over the entanglings of cultural,
class, and gender identities, which are the subject of continuing debate.

2.4 Lady Mary Montagu
Lady Mary Wortley Montagu, in her Turkish Letters of 1716-28, was
among the earliest and most prominent writer-travellers to stake a claim
for the particular authority of women's eye harem accounts, referring in
her title to "Sources that Have Been Inaccessible to Other Travellers".
Such assertions of privileged physical access to Muslim women have
some basis in reality, though such access was not (and is not) universal,
was generally of limited duration, and was heavily circumscribed by
boundaries of language, class, religion, culture and race.

Lady Mary Montagu, an English aristocrat with a notable profile in
literary and political circles, travelled to Constantinople as the wife of the
British ambassador to Turkey. Her letters, in their final form, are selfconsciously "public" representations of the Orient, carefully crafted and
revised after her return to Britain, privately circulated though never
published in her lifetime.

Montagu had a keen awareness of the restrictions placed upon the lives of
upper-class Englishwomen, having been the object of her father's refusal
to allow her to marry the partner of her choice, a protracted battle which
ended in her eventual elopement into an unhappy marriage. She appears

78

79
to have been superior to her husband in intellect and character, and to
have been active in the advancement of his career, but of course, it was
the husband, and not the wife, who was granted the position of envoy,
thus bringing the couple to the Orient. She brought to Constantinople the
impulse to explore the status of women in her own society, through an
investigation of the site of Oriental alterity, with little inclination to
privilege English values over Turkish.

However, she also brought a thorough grounding in Orientalist
knowledge, having read all the texts available to her before departure,
notably the "Thousand and One Nights", newly translated into French.
She brought, also, an eagerness to contribute to the field herself, to
"master" it (and by extension, the Orient itself) through skill in languages,
and through the exploration of its "inaccessible" spaces and sources. She
appears to have been keenly aware of her Letters' status as (in Melman's
description) "the very first example of a secular work by a woman about
the Muslim Orient" (Melman 1992: 2), and the opportunity this gave her
to mark out her own representation as new, different, and uniquely
informed. She also shows herself to be acutely aware of the boundaries
imposed by previous accounts on such new representations. The author's
desire to stamp her own mark on the discourse had to be weighed against
the reader's reluctance to stray too far from the familiar:

We travellers are in very hard circumstances. If we say
nothing but what has been said before us, we are dull
and we have observed nothing. If we tell anything new,
we are laughed at as fabulous and romantic...(Montagu
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andHalsband 1965-1976: 167)

Montagu manoeuvres adroitly between these twin dangers, but is perhaps
especially careful to avoid the first. She must, after all, illustrate the value
of her "privileged access" by writing representations different to, and
more detailed than, those of her male predecessors.

For Montagu, writing in the early eighteenth century, the rigid hierarchy
between colonising West and colonised East did not yet apply. The
Ottoman empire was feared and reviled, and already in the early stages of
decline, but it was still a long way from being the despised "sick man of
Europe". Lady Mary's Muslim world is heathen, exotic, "Other", but not
subjugated. She romanticises Istanbul, writing that the Arabian Nights are
"a real representation of the manners here" (Montagu and Halsband 19651976: 167), and she sees Eastern and Western moral and social value
systems as highly distinct. But she does not see the Muslims that she
describes as either intellectually or religiously inferior. For Lady Mary,
the key social distinction is that of class. Her Letters are explicitly elitist,
addressed in both their original and their revised form to her own social
peers, and her "privileged access" is access not only to Turkish women,
but also to the Turkish elite. In chiding previous writers for their
inaccurate denigration of the Orient, she explains that they had only
witnessed the customs of the lower orders - the lower classes in any
society being less civilised than their social betters.

Unencumbered by the intellectual superiority complex of her
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descendants, and the religious superiority of many of her contemporaries,
Lady Montagu is able to display a degree of gender empathy, at least with
women of her own class. Some of her Letters present the harem as what
Mary Louise Pratt calls a "femitopia" (Pratt 1992): a space where women
enjoy personal autonomy and pursue pleasure. She inverts the usual
perception of Muslim women as prisoners of their men in her famous
bathhouse scene, in which she becomes an object of sympathy because of
the confines of her corset:
The Lady that seem'd the most considerable amongst
them entreated me to sit by her and would fain have
undress'd me for the bath. I excus'd my selfe with some
difficulty, they being all so earnest in perswading me. I
was at last forc'd to open my skirt and shew them my
stays, which satisfy'd 'em very well, for I saw they
beleiv'd I was so lock'd up in that machine that it was
not in my power to open it, which contrivance they
attributed to my Husband (Montagu and Halsband 19651976: 314).

This encounter can be variously interpreted. For Srinivas Aravamudan,
Montagu's gesture in showing her corset is a feint designed to avoid both
offending her Turkish hosts, who wished to undress her for the bath, and
shocking her English readers, who would have been horrified had she
disrobed (Aravamudan 1995). For Helen Pringle, this display is another
move in the seduction which Montagu, in Oriental guise, performs upon
her readers (Pringle 1996). For Judy Mabro "both [Montagu and her
hosts] could see the other as prisoners - and of course they were both
right." (Mabro 1991: 23) It says much about the multi-layered nature of
the encounter that each of these interpretations has some validity.
Montagu is certainly out to seduce, to tantalise; but here she uses the
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bodies of the Oriental women as the main course, while her own (preempted) undressing by the bathers provides a useful tease.

In a similar scene, Montagu denies the assertions by previous (male)
travellers that Oriental women are immoral or sexually "unnatural",
finding "not the least wanton smile or immodest Gesture" among the
naked bathers. Again, this assertion has many levels. At one level,
Montagu is once more asserting the greater truth-value of her account over
that of male writers who could only fantasize about what might go on in a
bathhouse full of naked women. ("Tis no less than Death for a Man to be
found in one of these places." (Montagu and Halsband 1965-1976)) But
- like her quick-witted avoidance of undressing - her assertion that no
"wanton" behaviour occurs in the bathhouse also protects Montagu from
any guilt by association which might ensue from her visit to a site of such
marginal respectability.

Montagu also disputes the notion that Muslim women are imprisoned by
the veil, asserting that on the contrary, they enjoy greater freedom because
of it. The veil, she claims, is an instrument of subterfuge, allowing women
the anonymity to wander the city unrecognised and unmolested, and so
make assignations with their lovers^:

' This trope was to prove durable across space as well as time. Mary Louise Pratt points out the
similarity between this passage and Flora Tristan's 1830s account of the Peruvian sayay manto - an
outfit that concealed the face except for one eye and which Tristan describes as a liberating device:
"When the women of Lima want to make their disguise even more complete, they put on an old bodice,
an old manto and an old soya... This is a recognised form of disguise and is known as disfrazar. A
disfrazada is looked upon as eminently respectable, so nobody ever accosts her." (Pratt 1992: 167)
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Tis very easy to see they have more Liberty than we
have, no Woman of what rank so ever being permitted to
go in the streets without 2 muslins, one that covers her
face ail but her Eyes and another that hides the whole
dress of her head and hangs halfway down her
back... You may guess how effectually this disguises
them, that there is no distinguishing the great Lady from
her Slave, and 'tis impossible for the most jealous
Husband to know his Wife when he meets her, and no
Man dare either touch or follow a Woman in the Street.
This perpetual Masquerade gives them entire Liberty of
following their Inclinations without danger of Discovery
(Montagu and Halsband 1965-1976: 328).

However, Turkish women do not enjoy complete sexual autonomy, else
such subterfuge would be unnecessary (a point Montagu leaves largely
unexplored). Elsewhere Montagu describes, with a somewhat necrophiliac
aesthetic, the fate of a young woman apparently discovered exercising the
"Liberty" to follow her inclinations:

About 2 months ago there was found at day break not
very far from my House the bleeding body of a young
woman, naked, only wrapp'd in a coarse sheet, with 2
wounds with a knife, one in her side and another in her
Breast. She was not yet quite cold, and so surprizingly
Beautifull that there were very few men in Pera that did
not go to look upon her, but it was not possible for any
body to know her, no woman's face being known
(Montagu and Halsband 1965-1976: 407).

Muslim women, as portrayed by Montagu, are constrained by the same
social prohibitions that govern European women - the veil simply acts as
a tool in successfully breaking them. "Freedom", in these terms, is the
freedom to pursue sexual pleasure without the fear of gossip or social
censure. Montagu, who elsewhere stresses the civilised nature of Turkish
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gender relations, reverts to the trope of Oriental cruelty in describing the
consequences if a woman's ruse should fail:

Tis true the same customs that give them so many
opportunitys of gratifying their evil Inclinations (if they
have any) also puts it very fully in the power of their
Husbands to revenge them if they are discover'd, and I
don't doubt but they suffer sometimes for their
Indiscretions in a very severe manner (Montagu and
Halsband 1965-1976: 407).

In her letters, Montagu claims to have made use of this device h e r s e l f not in order to visit a lover, but so as to facilitate a different variety of
transgression: the exploration of the Oriental city, without the explorer
being identified as foreign.

Elsewhere, Montagu elaborates on this notion of Turkish female
"freedom", as freedom from care, and the pursuit of pleasure:

Turkish ladies, who are (perhaps) freer than any Ladys
in the universe, and are the only Women in the world
that lead a life of uninterrupted pleasure, exempt from
cares, their whole time being spent in visiting, bathing,
or the agreeable Amusement of spending Money and
inventing New fashions (Montagu and Halsband 19651976: 406).

Montagu's elitist frame of reference scarcely needs to be pointed out here;
obviously these "pleasures" were the luxury of a privileged few. The
passage may tell us little of the lives of most (or perhaps any) Turkish
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women, but it is highly revealing of Montagu's own concept of freedom: a
space in which social, bodily, and financial impulses could all be freely
exercised without interference.

Not only does Montagu relate the "freedom" wielded by women in
Turkey; she also relays their claims to supernatural powers:

.. .they pretend to the knowledge of secrets that by way
of Enchantment gives them the Entire Empire over
whom they please (Montagu and Halsband 1965-1976:
369).

Montagu dismisses the idea, stating that she "cannot find faith for this",
but continues to toy with the notion, finishing her letter: "I leave you to
figure to your selfe the extreme Court that will be made to me at my return
if My travells should furnish me with such a usefull piece of Learning."
(Montagu and Halsband 1965-1976: 370) Like the use of the veil to
enable secret rendezvous, the use of "Enchantment" highlights the role of
secrecy and deceit in facilitating the freedom and power exercised by
Montagu's characters.

Lady Montagu, then, uses her access to the harem to offer up sensual
portraits of Muslim women and discourses reflecting her thoughts on
sexuality in her own society, but not to inscribe beliefs about the
superiority of Western women over their Muslim sisters. Rather, she uses
difference to highlight hypocrisies and absurdities in her own culture,
conscripting the Orient into the role of the fantasy space in which to
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explore alternative ways of being - a role which it also played in
Montesquieu's Lettres Persanes (1721). In highlighting what she claims
are the positive aspects of Ottoman culture, Montagu aims to provoke, but
the provocation lies in her assertion that Turks are not deviant, rather than
in any defence of deviancy per se. She contradicts those travellers who
had seen the bathhouse as a den of vice; she claims that common Western
beliefs about the sexual servitude of Muslim women (for example, the
dropping of a handkerchief by the Sultan to indicate which concubine was
required to service him) are simply untrue. As an intelligent and
independently-minded woman who had chafed at her own economic
bondage to firstly her father, and later her husband, she was particularly
impressed by the fact that Muslim women had property rights (to the point
of overlooking the extent to which such rights existed in law rather than
practice).

However, there are problems in claiming Lady Mary's Letters as a
counter-hegemonic strand in Orientalism. Her claim to privileged
feminine access supports a subjectivity which is, if anything, more
pronounced than that of many of her male counterparts, granting her
account a truth-value which she contrasts against the "inventions" of other
travellers. "You will perhaps be surpriz'd at an Account so
different from what you have been entertaind with by the common
Voyage-writers who are very fond of speaking of what they don't know"
(Montagu and Halsband 1965-1976: 343). She distinguishes herself from
male writers less through the nature of her representation, than through the
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access, and therefore the authority, granted to her female body. She may
go where they may only imagine, into the Orient's secret, female
sanctums. Her eagerness to enter this zone, and to represent it to others,
binds her securely to the Orientalist enterprise. The Orient exists in order
that she may know it, and write that knowledge for others.

It is at times unclear whether Montagu is the seducer (of her readers) or
the seduced (by Turkish women such as Fatima, of whom Montagu wrote
"I have seen all that has been call'd lovely either in England or Germany,
and must own that I never saw any thing so gloriously Beautifull, nor can
I recollect a face that would have been taken notice of near hers."
(Montagu and Halsband 1965-1976: 349-50) Her descriptions of Turkish
women are suffused with desire, both Montagu's own and the anticipated
desires of her readership, for which she acts as a willing conduit. As Helen
Pringle relates, Alexander Pope responded to Montagu's Turkish
correspondence with elaborate fantasies in which Montagu abandons
European morality for Oriental sensuousness. In Pope's fantasy,
Montagu's travels in the Orient have left her unencumbered by a "soul" (a
conceit based on the Christian misconception that Muslims do not believe
in the soul), and therefore without the shame that would ordinarily
overshadow such transgressions (Pringle 1996). In one of Montagu's most
elaborate descriptions, she recounts the act of cultural transvestism in
which she herself becomes (temporarily) Turkish by the donning of
Turkish clothes. She carefully describes each item of the costume:
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The first piece of my dresse is a pair of drawers, very
full, that reach to my shoes and conceal the legs more
modestly than your Petticoats. They are of a think rose
colour damask brocaded with silver flowers, my shoes
of white kid Leather embrodier'd with Gold. Over this
hangs my Smock of a fine white silk Gause edg'd with
Embrodiery. This smock has wide sleeves hanging halfe
way down the Arm and is clos'd at the Neck with a
diamond button, but the shape and colour of the bosom
very well to be distinguish'd through it...(Montagu and
Halsband 1965-1976:326)

Montagu's bathhouse scenes in particular employ her female access in the
service of a voyeurism not particularly different to that of her male
counterparts. In visiting the bathhouses and directing the Western gaze
(not only her own, but her readers') upon the bathers, Montagu can be
seen as successfully realising two of Orientalism's most coveted fantasies
- the penetration of the most intimate Oriental space, and the stripping of
the Oriental body. Her "real", feminine, encounter with the bathhouse
serves a similar aesthete to masculine, "imagined" scenes - a room filled
with gorgeous, nude women to fill an artist's every dream."'

To tell you the truth, I had wickedness enough to wish
secretly that Mr Gervase [an artist of the time, who had
painted Montagu's portrait] could have been there
invisible. I fancy it would have very much improv'd his
art to see so many find Women naked in different
postures, some in conversation, some working, others
drinking coffee or sherbet, and many negligently lying
on their Cushions while their slaves (generally pritty
Girls of 17 or 18) were employ'd in braiding their hair in
several pritty manners (Montagu and Halsband 19651976:314).

Lady Mary's assertion that the women in the bathhouse were completely naked contradicts
the genera! opinion that then, as now, Turkish women covered themselves with a cloth when bathing.
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She differentiates herself from previous writers by insisting that the
bathhouse is a social realm - "the Women's coffee house, where all the
news of the Town is told. Scandal invented, etc" - rather than a site for
"unnatural" sexual liaisons between women, but her description is no less
erotically charged for that. The juxtapositioning of exotically naked
bodies with everyday social activity proved irresistibly seductive to the
Western imagination. Unsurprisingly, the male artists who could not "be
there invisible" used her account as a template for their work. Ingres'
1863 Le Bain Turc is one of many works informed by her Letters, though
it reinscribes the theme of bathhouse lesbianism, showing languid
fondling among the nude women.

Mayda Yegenoglu refutes claims by Lisa Lowe and others that Montagu
represents a destabilising feminist intervention in Orientalist discourse by
pointing to her participation in its "Stationary process", the endless crossreferencing between texts that reinforces the discourse's underlying unity,
despite its apparent surface differences (Yegenoglu 1998: 91). Montagu is
both citator and citatee, drawing upon previous writers (even if to
reinforce her own claim to superior access) and providing rich fodder for
later writers and artists, notably Ingres, whose Le Bain Turc depicts
women "heaped up like cushions. These women, incapable of moving of
their own volition, are the ultimate playthings for the male voluptuary."
(Bade 1999:23)
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As Teresa Hefferaan points out, white skin is an essential element of this
aesthetic sensibility, and Lady Mary heightens the desirability of the
Oriental women by bleaching their complexions to an appropriate
paleness (Heffeman 2000). (This is a common theme among Orientalist
artists, who displayed a particular fetish for "Circassian" slaves, whiteskinned against their Oriental surroundings.) '"Tis not easy to represent to
you the Beauty of this sight, most of them being well proportion'd and
white skinn'd, all of them perfectly smooth and polish'd by the frequent
use of Bathing" (Montagu and Halsband 1965-1976: 407) Later in her
travels, outside Carthage, Montagu finds no similar beauty in African
women, and associates their physical Otherness with intellectual
inferiority:

Their posture in sitting, the colour of their skin, their
lank black Hair falling on each side of their faces, their
features and the shape of their Limbs, differ so little
from their own country people, the Baboons, tis hard to
fancy them a distinct race, and I could not help thinking
there had been some ancient alliance between them
(Montagu and Halsband 1965-1976: 427).

Beneath both veil and corset lies the "sameness" of white (or whitened)
skin; when confronted with the radical difference of dark skin, Montagu is
unable even to see these "other" women as belonging to the same species
as herself. Her empathy fails to cross racial as well as class lines.

Lady Montagu's claim to privileged female access to the private zone of
Oriental bathhouses and beauties remained an inspiration to the imperial
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women travellers who followed her. Her letters also provided source
material for generations of male Oriental writers and artists who were
denied such access themselves. However, while her themes of Oriental
opulence and sexual mischief were repeated by nineteenth century writers,
the tone of such descriptions became increasingly disapproving. These
predominantly middle-class writers also took issue with Montagu's
aristocratic snobbishness (although their own class and caste
consciousness was no less exclusionary), in some cases stating that rank
of the "Lady Ambassadress" had hindered rather than facilitated her
access to the "real" Orient.
2.5 Colonialism, the middle class, and the harem: Sophia Lane Poole
and Emmeline Lott
With Europe's colonisation of Muslim societies, the boundary between
"the West" and "Islam" hardened, and the West's dominant position in
this hierarchy became firmly established. Many imperial women show a
degree of contempt and antagonism to their Muslim counterparts which is
wholly absent from Lady Montagu's writing. The multiple and complex
relationships between imperial women and the colonial project have been
the subject of much recent scholarly scrutiny, not least because of the
perceived continuities between the cultural production of imperial women
and contemporary Western feminism (see for example Burton 1998). Such
scholarship is part of a wider project which has attempted to add texture
and depth to the reading of colonial discourse, by emphasising its
heterogeneity - the ways in which it varied across time and space, and
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according to the identity of both coloniser and colonised.

Antoinette Burton refers to the "holy trinity" of identities - gender, class
and ethnicity - which come into play when discussing imperial women
(Burton 1998: 559). The colonial space was a zone which allowed
imperial women to transgress the usual confines of their gender and class
roles. In participating in the masculine exercise of colonialism, they could
become, in Rana Kabbani's description, "emergency men" (Kabbani
1988: 7), but in so doing, they could not easily afford to identify with
Muslim women, or indeed, with any other women at all. Disraeli's line,
famously quoted by Said on the front page of Orientalism - "The East is a
career" - held true for a few women as well as many men, at a time when
fulfilling career opportunities for women were extremely limited.

Although imperial women writers - Isabel Burton, Sophie Lane Poole,
Gertrude Bell - were exceptional in terms of both privilege and intellect,
their writing often carries the subconscious implication that they are
somehow typical of Western womanhood. Class, so potent an element of
Lady Montagu's writing, is subordinated to other modes of identity, with
the middle-class Victorian woman becoming the model against which all
Muslim women - urban and rural, rich and poor - are to be judged and
found wanting. Sensuous tropes, such as the bathhouse, remained popular,
but were far more prudishly described. While Montagu had embraced
"Oriental" sensuality (while denying any "perverted" interpretation of that
sensuality), later writers described her themes of Oriental opulence and
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sexual mischief in tones of shocked disapproval. For example, Montagu's
assertion that there was nothing immoral or distasteful about communal
bathing was disputed by later, more fastidious writers. Melman identifies
a class shift underlying this shift in moral tone, with nineteenth century
middle class travellers to the East taking a dim view of decadence,
whether of the Oriental or European aristocracy. Prostitution, widespread
in Victorian Britain, is characterised as a particular vice of the Orient. And
difference, artfully used by Montagu to critique her own society, becomes
a means of self-glorification. The shift in tone is exemplified by
comparing Montagu's Letters to those of Sophia Lane Poole more than a
century later.

Like Montagu, Lane Poole visited the Orient in the role of companion to a
male relative - her brother, the famous Orientalist Edward Lane. Lane had
won great acclaim for his An Account of the Manners and Customs of the
Modern Egyptians (1836), as well as a translation of the Thousand and
One Nights. However, Modern Egyptians had originated as a section of a
much larger work, the Description of Egypt, which had failed to find a
publisher. In addition. Lane had been unable to fully survey Egyptian life
because his gender disqualified him from access to (female) domestic
space. Lane maintained an Egyptian-style household and had educated
and married Nafeesah, an Oriental (Greek Egyptian) slave woman. Yet
without access to Egyptian households, his data was not complete.
Nafeesah was presumably an unsuitable intermediary from both the
Egyptian and the English perspective. As a former slave she could not
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have entered middle and upper class homes as an equal or a superior, as
did Poole; as an Oriental she could not provide an English readership with
a domestic perspective on the exotic East. Lane and his sister therefore
had a very specific agenda when she and her young sons set out to join
him in Egypt in 1842 after the breakdown of her marriage; she would visit
the female spaces that were inaccessible to her brother, and she would
interweave her accounts of her adventures with his unpublished
manuscript:

The opportunities I might enjoy of obtaining an insight
into the mode of life of the higher classes of the ladies in
this country, and of seeing many things highly
interesting in themselves, and rendered more so by their
being accessible only to a lady, suggested to him the
idea that I might both gratify my own curiosity and
collect much information of a novel and interesting
nature, which he proposed I should embody in a series
of familiar letters to a friend. To encourage me to
attempt this latter object, he placed at my disposal a
large collection of his own unpublished notes, that I
might extract from them, and insert in my letters
whatever I might think fit...(Lane Poole 1846: vi)

The result was The Englishwoman in Egypt: Letters from Cairo, written
during a residence there in 1842, 3 & 4, with E. W. Lane Esq., Author of
"The Modern Egyptians. " By His Sister. (Poole's own name does not
appear.)

Although written in a female voice, then. The Englishwoman in Egypt is a
work of joint authorship and cannot be read solely as an artefact of female
cultural production. Lane Poole frequently refers to her brother's authority
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on the subject under discussion, and extensive passages from Lane's
Description of Egypt are reproduced in Lane Poole's boolc, either word for
word, or with "my brother" substituted for "I" (Thompson 1996: 574).

Lane's own scholarship followed a participant-observation method that
extended to every area of his life. As described in the Preface to Manners
and Customs:

I have lived as they live, conforming with their general
habits; and in order to make them familiar and
unreserved towards me on every subject, have always
avowed my agreement with them in opinion whenever
my conscience would allow me, and in most other cases,
refrained from the expression of my dissent, as well as
from every action which might give them disgust;
abstaining from eating food forbidden by their religion,
and drinking wine, &c.; and even from habits merely
disagreeable to them; such as the use of knives and forks
at meals. Having made myself acquainted with all their
common religious ceremonies, I have been able to
escape exciting, in strangers, any suspicion of my being
a person who had no right to intrude among them,
whenever it was necessary for me to witness any
Muslim rite or festival (Lane 1842: x-xi).

These measures were necessary. Lane informs us, in order to gain the trust
of his Egyptian informants:

The Muslims are very averse from giving information
on subjects connected with their religion or superstitions
to persons whom they suspect of differing from them in
sentiments; but very ready to talk on such subjects with
those whom they think acquainted with them... (Lane
1842: xi)
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Lane relates that he was able to imitate Muslim "sentiments", dress, and
manners so successfully that those unacquainted with him thought him to
be Turkish, and even some of those who knew his identity were prepared
to regard him as a Muslim:

He remarked, that, by my conforming with many of the
ceremonies of the Muslims, I tacitly professed myself to
be one of them; and that it was incumbent upon him to
regard me in the most favourable light, which he was the
more willing to do because he knew that I should incur
the displeasure of my King by making an open
profession of the faith of El-Islam, and therefore could
not do it (Lane 1842: xviii).

As Edward Said observes. Lane is carefiil to note that this observance of
Muslim "ceremonies" was only a means to a scientific end, rather than a
genuine expression of faith:

As mediator and translator, so to speak, of Muslim
behaviour. Lane ironically enters the Muslim pattern
only far enough to be able to describe it in sedate
English prose...What matters is that the report seem
accurate, general, and dispassionate, that the English
reader be convinced that Lane was never infected with
heresy or apostasy, and finally, that Lane's text cancel
the human content of its subject matter in favor of its
scientific validity (Said 1994: 160-1).

Lane's biographer, Leila Ahmed, however, maintains that Lane's
adherence to Egyptian "manners" went beyond the masquerade necessary
for his research, and became his preferred mode of behaviour. She cites
his habit of signing himself "Mansoor" (his Arabic name), his reported
discomfort when sitting in European style in chairs, and his addiction to
smoking the nargeeleh (Ahmed 1978: 32-3). It may be, then, that Lane's
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research was just as much a pretext for his masquerade, as the masquerade
was a pretext for research. In this reading, Lane engages in a double
masquerade - the guise of "dispassionate EngUshman" he adopts in his
writing being as false as the "Muslim" guise he adopts during his research.
This does not entirely absolve Lane of the "bad faith" of which Said
accuses him, for regardless of his own motivation, he nonetheless delivers
up his Egyptian subjects in voyeuristic details that manage to be both
prudish and salacious.

This ambivalent response is particularly evident in his discussions of
Egyptian women. For Lane, as for many of his colleagues, viewing and
representing women was a vital component of his research. He describes
them with his habitual intricate detail - their dress, "manners", jewellery
(an entire appendix is devoted to "female ornaments"), tattoos, use of
henna, and physiques:

From the age of about fourteen to that of eighteen or
twenty, they are generally models of beauty in body and
limbs; and in countenance most of them are pleasing,
and many exceedingly lovely: but soon after they have
attained their perfect growth, they rapidly decline; the
bosom early loses all its beauty, acquiring, from the
relaxing nature of the climate, an excessive length and
flatness in its forms, even while the face retains its full
charms; and though, in most other respects, time does
not commonly so soon nor so much deform them, at the
age of forty it renders many, who in earlier years
possessed considerable attractiveness, absolutely ugly
(Lane 1842:48).

Here is another form of Oriental female deception: the youthful body.
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which appears to promise so much, but which so swiftly decays into
repulsiveness. Lane pre-empts the reader's query as to how he obtained
his information about Egyptian women:

For a person who has become famihar with male
Moos'lim society in Cairo, without marrying, it is not so
difficult as might be imagined by a stranger to obtain,
directly and indirectly, correct and ample information
regarding the condition and habits of the women. Many
husbands of the middle classes, and some of the higher
orders, freely talk of the affairs of the hharee'm with one
who professes to agree with them in their general moral
sentiments, if they have not to converse through the
medium of an interpreter (Lane 1842: 322).

Furthermore:
A man may also enjoy opportunities of seeing the face
of an Egyptian lady when she really thinks herself
unobserved; some times at an open lattice, and some
times on a house-top (Lane 1842).

However, these indirect methods of information-gathering could not
provide the intimate detail of first-hand, close-up observation. Hence the
necessity of Sophia Lane-Poole's forays into female space, to gather the
"interesting" information "accessible only to a lady".

Poole adopted the participant-observation method favoured by her brother,
living in his Egyptian-style household, along with her children and
Nafeesah (who by now was married to Lane), dressing in Egyptian
clothes, adopting Egyptian "manners". Leila Ahmed quotes one of Lane's
Egyptian acquaintances: "[The household] of Sheykh Lane, consisted of a
wife and sister.. .Both always wore the Egyptian dress, and never left the
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house except heavily swathed and veiled. The Sheykh al-Dessouki, who
frequented Lane's house regularly, never saw their faces." (Ahmed 1978:
34) The Lanes' preferred title for The Englishwoman in Egypt was Letters
from an English Hareem in Egypt, and an "English Hareem" seems an apt
description for the residence of the veiled and secluded, but still
determinedly English, Lane Poole.

Poole's primary enterprise in Egypt was to research the local women, but
her interest of course lay in women of a particular class. She devotes some
space to those women who are immediately visible, such as the village
women by the side of the Nile, who are reputedly very beautiful but of
whom Poole says "The lower orders are mostly, I think, remarkably
plain". (Lane Poole 1844: 52) And she describes her own maids, who with
a single exception are dirty and lazy (Lane Poole 1844: 78). However,
these readily available research subjects are not the focus of her attention.
Rather, she is intent on gaining access to the "invisible", secluded middle
and upper-class women, thus penetrating space that was inaccessible to
male researchers such as her brother, and required female researchers to
engage in elaborate strategies.

She describes the moment upon her arrival in Cairo when "came the
necessity that I and my sister-in-law [Nafeesah] should equip ourselves in
Eastern costume" - a "stifling", all-enveloping Egyptian riding habit Like
her brother, she emphasises the instrumentalist nature of her masquerade:
"in English costume I should not gain admittance to many hareems" (Lane
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Poole 1844:63).

However, Poole is not willing to forego the status of her caste and class by
entirely abandoning European costume. As she relates, while it is
acceptable to wear Turkish dress when visiting "ladies of the middle
class", she must signify her Englishness (and therefore her superior status)
in her encounters with upper class women:

In visiting those who are considered the noble of the
land, I resume, under my Eastern riding costume, my
English dress, thus avoiding the necessity of subjecting
myself to any humiliation. In the Turkish in-door
costume, the manner of my salutation must have been
more submissive than I should have liked; while, as an
Englishwoman, I am entertained by the most
distinguished, not only as an equal, but generally as a
superior. (Lane Poole 1844: 210)

Poole does not attain her central objective - entry to an Egyptian harem until letter xv: However, the wait proves to be worthwhile, both for Poole
herself and for her readers: "You know how much I desired to gain access
to respectable harems, as well as those of the highest as those of the
middle classes, and now that my hope has been realised, I find that I did
not desire what would disappoint my expectations." (Lane Poole 1844:

206)

Both Montagu and Poole engage in cultural transvestism through their
adoption of Eastern clothing, but their rationales for doing so are quite
different. Montagu needs no further justification than the beauty of her
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Turkish costume; Poole must justify her cross-dressing in instrumentalist
terms, as a vital element of her research methodology. And while the
aristocratic Montagu can rely on her class status alone to guarantee an
appropriate reception from upper-class Turks, Poole must emphasise her
Englishness in order to assert her rank.

Initially Poole appears to venture further in her exploration of bathhouses
than does Montagu, since unlike her predecessor, she herself participates
in bathing. However, while Montagu revels in her proximity to so much
naked female Oriental flesh, Poole recoils:

On entering this chamber a scene presented itself which
beggars description...imagine my astonishment on
finding at least thirty women of all ages, and many
young girls and children, perfectly unclothed. You will
scarcely think it possible that no one but ourselves had a
vestige of clothing. Persons of all colours... conversing
while fully undressed, with perfect nonchalance, while
others were strolling about, or sitting round the fountain.
I cannot describe the bath as altogether a beautiful
scene; in truth, in some respects it is disgusting; and I
regret that I can never reach a private room in any bath
without passing through the large public apartment
(Lane Poole 1844: 173).

Once safely in her private room, Poole is able to undress and take pleasure
in bathing, writing that "I am persuaded that the Eastern manner of
bathing is highly salubrious, from its powerful effect upon the skin" (Lane
Poole 1844: 175). This contrasts starkly with Montagu, for whom, of
course, the main point of the bathhouse was the scene in the public
apartment, rather than the bath itself, which she did not use. Poole and
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Montagu use differing strategies in fulfilling their "feminine desire to see
and violate, but keep chaste" (Abdel-Hakim 2002). Poole maintains
chastity, while flirting with transgression, by undressing only in private.
Montagu's flirtation is more tantalising; she exposes only her corset, but
she does so for all to see. And while Montagu is frank about her own
voyeurism, Poole writes that "the eyes and ears of an Englishwoman must
be closed in the public baths in Egypt before she can fairly enjoy the
satisfaction it affords, for besides the very foreign scenes which carmot
fail to shock her feelings of propriety, the cries of the children are
deafening and incessant." (Lane Poole 1844: 173)"

Nor does Poole accord Islam the respect it is granted by Montagu, with
her later letters in particular denouncing the religion and asserting the
superiority of Western Christianity in no uncertain terms. In her earlier
writing, she echoes her brother's tone of supposed objectivity, attempting
to allow her readers to make their own judgement of the scenes described.
However, the final volume of her Letters displays a "narrative
breakdown" (Bemaske 2000), as she abandons all pretence at neutrality to
deliver a savage denunciation of Muslim and Egyptian social norms,
particularly in regard to gender. Faced with such a radical conflict in
values. Lane Poole explains, objectivity is impossible to maintain:

In examining the effects of the peculiar position in
" Montagu and Poole are unusual in their descriptions of women bathing naked. Most travellers
reported that the women kept themselves covered with a cloth. Julie Pardoe wrote that "I should be
unjust if I did not declare that I saw none of that unnecessary and wanton exposure described by Lady
Mary Montagu. Either the fair Ambassadress was present at a peculiar ceremony, or the Turkish ladies
have become more delicate and fastidious in the ideas of propriety. Pp 136-7 (Pardoe 1837pp 136-7)
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which females are here placed, I have endeavoured to
divest myself of prejudice; but altogether to lose sight of
our English standards of propriety has been impossible;
and as every state of society in the world has its defects,
to avoid comparisons would be unnatural. (Lane Poole
1846:5)

In comparing the morals of English and Egyptian women. Lane Poole
concludes that "virtuous women are far more common in Christen Europe
than in the Eastern Hareems." (Lane Poole 1846: 7) This is in part due to
the Eastern women's lack of contact with men, which promotes
"indelicate" language and conduct. However, a more profound defect lay
in the women's religious identity:

Until enlightened by the truths of the Gospel, no
important reformation can be effected in the Hareem
system, nor in the general morals of the East.. .There is
one truth alone which can revise such a state of things one holy influence - it is, and must be, Christianity
(Lane Poole 1846: 12).

Her missionary zeal extends to Coptic Christians as well as to Muslims,
however. Relating stories about violence against women commited by
Coptic men, she reflects:

Much are they mistaken who say "What need is there of
missionaries here to instruct the Copts, who are a
Christian people?"...The English Institution in this city,
the chief object of which is to introduce among the
Copts that sound knowledge which is the first requisite
to improve their moral and religious condition, I look
upon as one of the most useful of all the establishments
of the Missionary Society (Lane Poole 1846: 96).
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The class shift in nineteenth century travel literature is even more visible
in the writing of Emmeline Lett, who stayed in Egypt as a governess to
the son of the Viceroy Ismael Pacha. Like Montagu, Lott claimed that her
class enabled her to see the "real" Orient - but it is a very different Orient
to that experienced by Montagu. Lott opens her Preface by comparing
herself to Montagu:

.. .her handsome train, Lady Ambassadress as she was,
swept but across the splendid carpeted floors of these
noble Saloons of Audience, all of which had been, as is
invariably the custom, well "swept and garnished" for
her reception. The interior of those Harems were to her
Ladyship a terra incognita, and even although she passed
through those gaudy halls like a beautiful meteor, all
was couleur de rose..Aht social manners, habits, and
customs of the Creme de la Creme of both Turkish and
Egyptian noblesse, and the Star Chamber of Ottoman
intrigue, were to her all unexplored regions (Lott 1866:
vi-vii).

"A humble individual like myself, as Lott describes herself, was far better
positioned than an aristocrat such as the "Lady Ambassadress" Montagu
to describe the "real" harems of the Orient, which were altogether more
squalid places than the rose-coloured vistas described by the "Princess of
Female Writers", (as Lott terms Montagu). Just as Montagu claimed that
her aristocratic lineage granted her access to the "real" Orient, Lott claims
that her "humble" station as a governess provided her with a more
authentic worm's eye view.

In front of the divan, behind, and on each side of me,
stood a bevy of the ladies of the Harem, assuredly not
the types of Tom Moore's "Peris of the East," as
described in such glowing colours in his far-famed
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"Lalla Rookh," for I failed to discover the slightest trace
of loveliness in any of them. On the contrary, most of
their countenances were pale as ashes, exceedingly
disagreeable; fat and globular in figure; in short, so
rotund, that they gave me the idea of large full moon;
near all were passe. Their photographs were as hideous
and hag-like as the witches in the opening scene of
Macbeth, which is not to be wondered at, as some of
them had been the favourites of Ibrahim Pacha. But que
voluex-vous? It is their "kismet" to remain for ever
within the four walls of the Harem. It has descended to
them from primeval days - the days of the Patriarch
Abraham. (Lott 1866: 75)

Like Lane Poole, Lott is concerned that her class signifiers should not be
lost in translation, but given her employment as an employee of an
Oriental household, she had a great deal of trouble in maintaining her
class status. She is horrified to find that she is expected to eat with the
German maids, and has to explain that she is not to be regarded as one of
the servants.
Lott's lurid description of the harem did not meet with the approval of a
contemporary New York Times reviewer, who regarded her work as an
"indelicate" treatment of "offensive" subject matter:
Harem life is not a subject about which ordinary readers
want to know much, and its general features are quite as
well known as it is advisable that they should be...we
cannot recommend for public perusal her continual
references to the black guardians of the harem, "these
spectres of their sex", as she is never tired of calling
them, nor the reasons which induced her, on one
occasion, to keep her bedroom door locked while in
their vicinity. We confess that we think it would have
been better to have omitted the story of the Frenchman
who penetrated the secrets of the harm in female
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disguise. Within certain limits naivete is charming, but
the epithet can scarcely be applied to Mrs Lett's
narrative of her visit to the Viceroy's bedroom, or her
reflections on the suspicions thereby caused among the
inmates of the harem (New York Times 1867).

As a resident of a harem, and a subordinate to her Oriental subjects, Lott
occupies a far more liminal position than the aristocratic Montagu or the
respectably middle class Lane Poole. She is a subject for harem gossip and
scandal; even her own bedroom is under threat of penetration by black
slaves. It is necessary, then, for her to place far greater rhetorical distance
between herself and her Oriental characters than is displayed by female
travellers writing from a more solid class base. She is in constant danger
of contamination both by her class inferiors, such as the German maids,
and her racial "others". She must therefore constantly reiterate her
difference to her Oriental surrounds in order to establish that she was
never in any danger of losing her own class and racial identity.

Poole, Lott, and other nineteenth century women writers were much more
careful than was Montagu in establishing that in their boundary crossing
into Oriental space, they had not been contaminated by the Orient.
However, they reiterate Montagu's claim of privileged feminine insight by
virtue of their access to female space, a claim that they reinforce by
reference to the advantages of their particular class perspectives.

2.6 Edith Wharton and Lyautey's Morocco

Edith Wharton stands at a remove from the patriarchy of European
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colonialism for her American nationality as well as her gender. She was,
however, an uncritical admirer of France and of French colonialism, and a
champion of the French civilizing mission in Morocco. At the time of her
1917 visit to Morocco, she had lived in France for several years,
witnessing the hardship of World War I and campaigning and fundraising
on behalf of French causes.
Wharton's essay "The New Frenchwoman" expounds on the differences
between American and French women in ways that help to contextualise
her response to Moroccan gender relations. French women, Wharton
pronounces, are "grown up"; in comparison "the average American
woman is still in the kindergarten" (Wharton 1919: 101). She attributes
this difference in maturity to the fact that after marriage, American
women experience far less social interaction with men. French women are
their husbands' business partners, household managers, and intellectual
companions; American women live in a female social zone. "The long
hypocrisy which Puritan England handed on to America concerning the
danger of frank and free social relations between men and women has
done more than anything else to retard real civilisation in American."
(Wharton 1919: 112) Unsurprisingly, Wharton was even more stem in her
analysis of Moroccan gender segregation.
Wharton's travels in Morocco echo Montagu's journey to Constantinople
in several regards. Both Montagu and Wharton were granted access to the
native elite by virtue of their class status; both were independently minded
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women who were capable of making sharp observations on the lives of
women in their own societies. But the differences are perhaps more telling
than the similarities. Montagu visited a Constantinople which was still at
the centre of an empire. Wharton visited a Morocco which had been a
French protectorate for six years; her book is shot through with references
to the French administration. She travelled at the invitation of the
Resident-General, General Lyautey. In Morocco is dedicated to him and
to his wife, and contains an entire chapter praising his work. While
Montagu describes a culture at more or less full strength, Wharton's
Orient is in need of European "protection" from inevitable cultural
dilution and loss. And where Montagu turned her gaze back upon herself
to question the values of her own society, Wharton's gaze is turned
resolutely outwards.

Wharton opens In Morocco by locating the time (1918) and boundaries,
both spatial and intellectual, of her journey. She acknowledges the
limitations imposed by time constraints (her travels lasted only a month)
but believes these to be

.. .more than offset by the advantage of making my
quick trip at a moment unique in the history of the
country; the brief moment between its virtually complete
subjection to European authority, and the fast
approaching hour when it is thrown open to all the
banalities and promiscuities of modem travel (Wharton
1920: viii).

Like Edward Lane, Wharton finds the "mystery" of the Orient embodied
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in a female form on her arrival:
More exciting still is the encounter of the first veiled
woman heading a little cavalcade from the south. All the
mystery that awaits us looks out through the eye-slits in
the grave-clothes muffling her." (Wharton 1920: 10)
The metaphor here is suggestive not only of Oriental secretiveness, but
also Oriental decline. Wrapped in "grave clothes", the Oriental woman is
made into the walking dead; a corpse that has not yet realised the fact of
its own death.
Both Montagu and Wharton emphasise to their readers the pioneering
nature of their journey, Montagu relating (with a degree of poetic licence)
that she had "past a Journey that has not been undertaken by any Christian
since the Time of the Greek Emperours" (Montagu and Halsband 19651976: 310), while Wharton writes that in visiting Morocco she had landed
in "a country without a guide book.'" (Wharton 1920: 3, emphasis in text)
Wharton, however, is able to predict that with the end of the war, journeys
such as hers will soon become commonplace, making her not only one of
the first travellers from her society to encounter Morocco, but one of the
last to see it in its pristine and unspoiled state:
In spite of the incessant efforts of the present French
administration to preserve the old monuments of
Morocco from injury, and her native arts and industries
from the corruption of European bad taste, the
impression of mystery and remoteness which the
country now produces must inevitably vanish with the
approach of the "Circular Ticket" (Wharton 1920: ix).
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The encounter with mass Western travel, then, will degrade Morocco from
its "true" mysterious self, but at the same time it is the West, in the form
of the French administration, who most appreciate that essence, and seek
to preserve it. Western tourism here appears as a greater threat to
Moroccan society than does Western imperialism. The "native arts" are
simultaneously "corrupted" and "preserved" by Europeans; the natives
who have created them being erased from both processes. In the writing
oi In Morocco, Wharton herself is of course deeply implicated in both the
"corrupting" process of tourism and the process of "preservation" by the
colonial administration.

Elsewhere, Wharton describes an Oriental space which has been emptied
of Orientals - a Madersa (religious school) which has been converted into
a museum. Again, Wharton's response is double-edged, regret for the loss
of the Medarsa's original function and meaning offset by approval of its
physical preservation by Europeans:

...if one is tempted to mourn the absence of life and
local colour, one has only to visit an abandoned Madersa
to see that but for French intervention, the charming
colonnades and cedar chambers of the college of the
Oudays would by this time be a heap of undistinguished
rubble...(Wharton 1920: 21-2)

But Wharton refers, too, to the physical damage wrought elsewhere by
Europeans upon Magrebi towns, and to the arrogance underlying it:

The modem European colonist apparently imagined that
to plant his warehouses, cafes and cinema-palaces
within the walls which for so long had fiercely excluded
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him was the most impressive way of proclaiming his
domination (Wharton 1920: 22).

Though she continues "[u]nder General Lyautey such views are no longer
tolerated", Wharton leaves no doubt as to Lyautey's domination over
Moroccan space. Lyautey's vision was no less grand for taking into
account the "preservation" of existing streetscapes. His policy of building
new, European quarters outside cities such as Rabat did not simply
preserve Moroccan architecture from destruction; it also created racialised
space where the French could live apart from Moroccans. The new urban
plans were also designed to consolidate and centralise French power, and
to attract French colonists (Wright 1991: 96-8).

The terms under which land was acquired for the new city were
contentious:

.. .although the land required for the French city was
acquired legally from Moroccan owners through the
introduction of modem urban planning laws, Moroccans
were often cheated or dispossessed...the resources in
land, labor and money that Moroccans contributed to the
Building of French Rabat burdened them in an unfair
and inequitable way (Hoisington 1995: 113).

Failure to adequately allow for population growth also led to
overcrowding in the Arab cities, compared to their spacious European
twins. And while, as Wharton relates, the "native arts" were encouraged
by the French administration, native artisans were less fortunate. Their
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wages were kept to a minimum in order to contain the cost of building,
despite French admiration for their skill (Wright 1991: 112).
Like Montagu before her, Wharton is delighted with the visual novelty
and richness she encounters in the Orient, and like Montagu she describes
it in lengthy and intricate detail. Architecture, clothes, and scenery are all
carefully recorded. Wharton, too, finds the Orient to be a living
representation of images previously encountered in texts and artefacts "Greek art" (Wharton 1920: 161) or (like so many Western travellers,
including Montagu, before her) the Arabian Nights. Both Montagu and
Wharton delight in the discovery that artists and writers of past eras had
not "invented" their creations, but simply set down the world as they saw
it - a world which still existed in the Orient. Montagu relates to
Alexander Pope that she has read his translation of Homer with especial
interest now that she is in an environment that so reflects the text: "I never
see (as 1 do very often) halfe a dozen old Bashaws with their reverend
Beards siting basking in the Sun, but I recollect Good King Priam and his
Councellors." (Montagu and Halsband 1965-1976: 333) Wharton writes
that:
.. .the intimate harmony between nature and architecture
and the human body that is revealed in Greek art was not
an artist's counsel of perfection but an honest rendering
of reality... (Wharton 1920: 161)
The Orient here exists not on its own terms, but in relation to its position
in the European imagination. By her detailed cataloguing of Moroccan
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artefacts, Wharton parallels Lyautey's duel processes of conquest and
preservation.

Wharton, like Montagu, had "privileged access" on the grounds of class as
well as gender. Her status as the guest of General Hubert Lyautey, the
Resident General of Morocco, was a fact which was at least as important
as her gender in granting Wharton access to the harems of the Moroccan
elite. This access to the elite, Wharton tells us, allowed her to see
Morocco in its true essence:

...it is only on rare occasions, and in the court
ceremonies to which so few foreigners have had access,
that the hidden sumptuousness of the native life is
revealed (Wharton 1920: 162).

As a Western woman, Wharton is able travel back and forth across
gendered space, attending court ceremonies as an 'honorary man' ("...as a
rule no women are admitted to these ceremonies" (Wharton 1920: 164)
before visiting Moroccan women in the harem in the company of Mme
Lyaughty.

Wharton shares the common Western fixation with the Oriental harem.
While In Morocco describes numerous encounters with women, most of
these are with women outside Wharton's social caste, as "it is rare, in
Morocco, to see in the streets and bazaars any women except of the
humblest classes". Wharton does not attempt to engage these women.
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though she describes any exotic features pertaining to them: the "graveclothes" in which some are wrapped, the jewellery and indigo body paint
of the Rif women, and in a village "inhabited entirely by blacks", barebreasted women surrounded by children "like a swarm of gnats" (Wharton
1920: 43). It is only on entering the harem that Wharton attempts any
conversation with Moroccan women.
Wharton's rendering of the harem follows conventional Western tropes in
showing the harem as a prison in which women's intellect and spirit are
allowed to wither away, while their bodies are at the service of a single
(generally unworthy) male. Wharton's harem women appear as pretty but
vacuous creatures, with whom Wharton herself has little in common. They
are described variously as "a princess from an Arab fairy-tale", "houris",
and "hummingbirds". These pretty and childlike creatures are for
ornamental purposes only, however. They have nothing of substance to
say, and Wharton is frustrated in her attempts to engage them in
conversation.
As Wharton herself acknowledges, her attempts to communicate with
Moroccan women were hampered by the lack of a common language or
an adequate translator. Yet she still feels confident in pronouncing that
women confined to a harem have nothing to say that is worth hearing. She
does not consider the possibility that the women may not have been
habitually dull, but rather rendered silent by a combination of language
barriers, ordinary shyness, and Mme Lyautey's elevated rank. Given her
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firm views on the need for women to be exposed to male influence in
order to be fully adult, Wharton's encounter with secluded women seems
only to have confirmed her pre-existing beliefs.
By contrast, Leila Ahmed acknowledges the harem as a space within
which women are confined, but refutes the perception that such women
are therefore mute or passive. Instead, she writes:
[In the harem] women share living time and living
space, exchange experience and information, and
critically analyse - often through jokes, stories, or plays
- the world of men (Ahmed 1982: 529).
Unlike Montagu, Wharton does not indulge in any blurring of cultural
boundaries by the adoption of Oriental dress. Although she refers more
than once to the "excessive ugliness" of European clothing in comparison
with some forms of Moroccan dress, there is no question of Wharton
destabilising her firmly Western identity through any act of cultural
transvestism. And unlike Poole, she does not need to adopt Oriental dress
in order to gain admittance to harems; her association with the Lyauteys is
sufficient. And unlike Montagu, she lacks the desire to assume such
outfits for aesthetic reasons, however attractive she may find Moroccan
dress.

Wharton's engagement with the French colonial project is at its most overt
in the chapter-long hagiography of General Lyautey. Lyautey, Wharton
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writes, has "twice saved Morocco from destruction", once by "rebellious
tribes" and secondly by Germany at the outbreak of World War I.
Wharton's commitment is not simply to colonialism; it is to French
colonialism, and more specifically to the variety of French colonialism,
involving government through local collaborators, favoured by General
Lyautey. Lyautey's triumph, as described by Wharton, did not stop at
military conquest. It encompassed, also, a civilising mission which both
introduced modernity to a backward society, and preserved that same
society's past cultural treasures. To showcase the first of these aims, he
held a series of exhibitions in Moroccan cities, in which European
industry was displayed to its best advantage (Wharton 1920: 219). In
pursuit of the second aim he "found time to gather about him a group of
archaeologists and artists who were charged with the inspection and
preservation of the national monuments". Traditional crafts were
"carefully collected and classified", absorbed into European knowledgesystems. Moroccan culture was thereby safely contained; assigned, along
with the artefacts unearthed by archaeologists, and however reluctantly, to
the realm of the past. The present and future, of course, belonged to the
modem world displayed in Lyaughtey's exhibitions.

2.7 Conclusion

Despite the masculinist nature of Orientalism, Western women such as
Montagu, Lane Poole, Lott, and Wharton were active participants in the
discourse, producing a feminine (if not feminist) reading of the Orient that
was sufficiently distinct from that of their male colleagues to make them
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much more than "emergency men" (in Kabbani's description). They were
able to access private (female) Oriental space - often, as in the case of
Sophia Lane Poole, having been explicitly despatched there in order to
"supplement the Orientalist lack" (Yegenoglu 1998). However, even when
acting as emissaries on behalf of men, they were determined to
communicate that their reports of this space should not merely replicate
the products of male speculation and fantasy. The "real" harem, they
emphasised, was nothing like the harem of the male imagination, being
either more squalid, or less sexually perverse, or less exotic. But women
writers were equally intent on explaining that their vantage point provided
them with a privileged view of the Orient that was unavailable either to
men or to other women. For Montagu, it was her aristocratic pedigree that
enabled her to see the "real" Orient, through the access it provided her to
the Ottoman elite; at the other end of the spectrum, Emmeline Lott
believed that her "humble" rank gave her a worm's eye view that shattered
any romantic illusions of Oriental splendour. Between Montagu's sojourn
in Constantinople and Wharton's tour of Morocco, the status of the Orient
had fallen from that of a flourishing site of difference to that of a tamed,
regulated museum piece. However, the role of the Western woman as
privileged informant remained intact, if hotly contested among the
informants themselves.
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Chapter Three: From Unveiling to Reveiling: Muslim responses to
Orientalist tropes

3.1 Introduction
Just as European Orientalists had used Muslim women as symbols of
their entire societies, so the various emerging Muslim discourses also used
(and continue to use) the condition of women to diagnose wider social
issues. For modernists, traditionalists, secularists, and Islamists, social ills
and ideals alike were embodied by women - veiled "backward" women,
modem progressive women, mini-skirted "Westoxified" women, modest
Islamist women. This positioning of women as bearers of identity carried
the promise of emancipation, but after brief moments of liberation, has
more often proved to be restrictive and burdensome.

These indigenous narratives did not develop in isolation from Orientalism
- they variously refer to, invert, subvert, or draw sustenance from
Orientalist discourse. The position of the Islamic world as the West's
subservient "Other" has been a central preoccupation for Muslim writers,
scholars, and activists throughout the colonial and post-colonial periods.
Attempts at self-expression have been framed by the need to address the
issue of Western political, economic and cultural hegemony.

This chapter discusses the various Muslim discourses on the "woman
question" in terms of their relationship to Orientalist and neo-Orientalist
discussions of the same issue, using as its base three autoethnographic
texts from Egypt: Qasim Amin's Tahir al-Mara (1899) (the only maleauthored text discussed in such depth in this thesis), and the memoirs of
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the Egyptian feminist Huda Shaarawi, and "Islamic feminist" Zaynab alGhazali (1977).'^ Taken together, the texts trace the rise of modem
nationalism and the challenge posed to it by Islamism, through evolving
debates on gender.
I position these texts as autoethnographic regardless of the fact that they
do not all entirely fit the criterion (as described by Pratt) of having been
written for a heterogeneous readership. All three books were written in
Arabic (though all have since been translated in English), although for one
of the writers, Huda Shaarawi, this choice of language made the task of
writing much more difficult. Shaarawi was much more fluent in written
French than in written Arabic. Her commitment to writing her memoirs in
Arabic required her to seek assistance from her secretary. The books'
intended primary readership, then, was "literate sectors of the speaker's
own social group" rather than "metropolitan readers" (Pratt 1992: 7).
However, all of the books are at least in part a response to "metropolitan"
representations of "native" culture - Qasim Amin, for example, had
written an earlier book in response to the Orientalist work of the Due
D'harcourt, (Cole 1981: 393) and his later work on women makes
frequent comparisons between Egyptian and Western social norms. And
while their authors originally deliberately choose to vwite in their "own"
language (which as the case of Shaarawi illustrates, was not necessarily
entirely their own), the texts have since achieved a heterogeneous
Both Shaarawi's and al-Ghazali's works carry substantially different titles in their English
translations to the Arabic originals. In the case of Shaarawi's work in particular, this change of title has
been highly criticised as part of a wider debate on the overall adequacy of the translated edition - see
later discussion.
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readership through translation. A1 Ghazali actively sought a linguistically
(if not necessarily a religiously) heterogeneous readership and encouraged
the translation of her memoirs into Persian, Turkish and Urdu "with the
explicit goal of sharing with other linguistic groups within the larger
Islamic umma the experiences of Egyptian Islamism as well as her own
experiences" (Hatem 2006). In this chapter, the books are discussed in
their most "autoethnographic" form (that is to say, their English language
translations) - a form that may differ substantially to the form in which
they were originally published (see later discussion).

For the emerging nationalist movements of the late nineteenth and early
twentieth centuries, the liberation of women was an important element of
the transition from the "traditional" societies which had fallen under
colonial domination to "modem", independent nations. Unveiling Muslim
women was an important symbolic rejection of "tradition" for both men
and women of the indigenous, modernising elite. For many nationalists,
as for their colonial rulers, the feminine ideal was based on the model of
the middle-class European woman, an ideal that Juan Cole identifies as
being part of a wider process of "status usurpation" (Cole 1981: 391). The
"traditional" Muslim woman, as exemplified by the veiled woman, was
seen by many "modem" men and women as a constraint on development
and modernity, holding her husband and sons to the "old ways", refusing
to let go of the past.
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However, this "usurpation" of an Orientalist world-view was always
contested, and was substantially discredited by failures in post-colonial
development and nation-building. The most visible sign of this
disillusionment has been the growth of Islamist movements throughout
the Muslim world. Such movements had their origins in the same
historical circumstances that had given rise to the modernists, and now
addressed themselves to modernism's failures. These movements were not
simply a reassertion of tradition - indeed, they shared modernism's
suspicion of many local cultural practices (such as pilgrimages to worship
at the shrines of local saints, and magical practices derived from preIslamic belief-systems), which they believed to have tainted "true" Islam.
However, while modernists had limited the role of religion to ensuring
that their concept of social practice was compatible with Islamic
principles, thus allowing for innovation wherever new ways of thinking
did not actually clash with religious texts. Islamists claim that Muslims
already have an ideal model for the good society in the Quran and the
Hadith. These texts should not merely be consulted to eliminate that
which is not permissible - they should be the primary source of social
values. This belief had particular relevance to the issue of women's rights,
with Islamists insisting that Muslim women had been granted full rights in
the seventh century and therefore had nothing to learn from women (or
men) in the West. Once again, the veil is an important symbol, assumed
by women activists in order to signify their rejection of "Western" values.
It is not, however, the same "veil" that was cast off by Huda Shaarawi and
other early Egyptian feminists. Shaarawi "unveiled" her face; Islamist "re-
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veiling" generally refers to covering the hair. A1 Ghazali, like Shaarawi,
left her face uncovered.

The distinction between modernists and Islamists is not a dichotomy
between progress and tradition. Islamism itself is a modernising force,
despite its emphasis on seventh century texts (a trait it shares with
classical Orientalism). It rejects the version of Islam which Ernst Gellner
has termed "folk Islam", in which Islamic beliefs and practices mingle
with "un-Islamic" elements such as mysticism, magic, and local preIslamic beliefs (Gellner 1992: 11). It also seeks to detach "Western"
scientific and technical knowledge from broader Western culture, so that
modem technology - most notably communications technology - has
played a significant role in the dissemination of Islamist ideology.

Despite the often violent confrontation between "modernist" and
"Islamist" forces in states such as Turkey, Egypt, and Algeria, the two
discourses converge in several important areas: the rejection - or at least
questioning - of "traditional" culture, the belief that the "true" Islam of the
sixth century has been distorted by cultural practices, the invocation of
"real" Islam (variously defined) to ground contemporary political
practices. Indeed, modernism and Islamism compete for the same
ideological space to the extent that the same figures and ideological
lineage may be claimed by both sides. For example, Ghada Osman
describes how Huda Shaarawi, generally placed in the modernist camp,
has also been appropriated by young Islamist women, who point out that
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her famous de-veiling consisted of the removal of her face-veil, not her
head covering, and cite photographs of her wearing "hijab" after her 1923
de-veiling (though other photographs show her in full European garb). As
Osman writes:

.. .despite her spirited move to remove her face veil,
Shaarawi wore a headcover for her entire life. In other
words, she maintained the same mode of Islamic dress
that the majority of Egyptian Muslim women wear
today. They [contemporary Muslim women adopting the
hijab] are therefore emulating, rather than moving away
from, Shaarawi's example. In this way, Shaarawi can be
looked upon as the proto-Muslim feminist, setting the
example of a liberated Muslim woman of this model
(Osman 2003: 75).

For many of those involved in the various nationalist movements of the
colonial period, it was self-evident that simply asserting the "traditional"
values of their society would never lead to freedom from European rule.
Those values were believed to have given rise to social and intellectual
stagnation, allowing the more dynamic Western societies to take
advantage of their weakness. They were aware that this did not need to be
the permanent order, since in bygone eras, Egypt, Turkey and other
Islamic societies had achieved heights of civilisation unknown to
European societies at that time. However, they believed that Muslims had
much to learn from Europe's post-Enlightenment values and scientific and
technical knowledge.

At the same time, such writers rejected the Orientalist essentialism which
saw Islam as the root cause of social and intellectual backwardness. For
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writers such as Muhhamed 'Abduh, Taha Hussein, Qasim Amin and Sir
Sayed Ahmad Khan, "true" Islam was a dynamic and progressive force.
However, Muslim societies had deviated from this ideal and tainted Islam
with backward cultural beliefs and practices. A reinvigorated Muslim
society, therefore, would not only draw upon the best of "Western"
civilisation but also return to the original and progressive spirit of Islam.
Women were seen as bearing a crucial responsibility as agents of change
in this ambitious social and intellectual transformation.
By the early twentieth century, the emancipation of women was a central
issue for many of the various nationalist movements emerging throughout
the Islamic world. These movements embraced Western modernity while
rejecting Western political hegemony. They accepted the Orientalist
critique of Muslim societies as stagnant and backwards, but believed that
modernity could be acquired through imitation and through the adoption
of key Western symbols. Prominent among these symbols was that of the
new, modem woman - educated, progressive, and unveiled. As Leila
Ahmed writes:
In perceiving the status of women as perhaps the single
most important aspect of their society in need of reform.
Middle Eastern thinkers were therefore to some extent
accepting and endorsing the diagnosis of their societies
arrived at by Western men (Ahmed 1982: 158).

The veil, in its various forms, often became a symbol of the backwardness
which the nationalists were determined to cast off. As nationalists gained
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state power, some (such as those in Turkey and Egypt) officially
discouraged the veil, while others (such as Iran) banned it altogether. Deveiling affected women in various ways, depending on their class and
personal beliefs. Many urban women of the modernising elite experienced
de-veiling as a liberating force. Lower-middle class women, however,
often found that it actually constricted their mobility, since family
members, or the women themselves, were reluctant to appear in public
unveiled. Covering and seclusion of women had historically been
signifiers of privilege. Lower class women had rarely veiled; neither had
rural women, who in any case remained largely unaffected by the debate
over women's rights conducted in the cosmopolitan centres (Badran 1995:
4-5; Cole 1981: 394).

Despite the prominent symbolism of the discourse and practice of deveiling, the post-colonial modernising governments perpetuated patriarchy
in both familiar and new forms. "Progress" in women's rights was
measured by a narrow range of indices: the spread of de-veiling, the
emergence of an educated female professional class, however small, the
right to vote - which as Mai Ghoussoub points out, is of dubious value in
the various forms of dictatorship that have emerged in the Muslim world
(Ghoussoub 1987). Many Muslim nations, while adopting a secular legal
system for matters of public life, retained Islamic "personal status" laws
which ensured male dominance in the private sphere. Women who sought
more comprehensive rights met with hostility, and often with persecution.
Feminist activists often became targets for post-colonial modernity's
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ambivalent relationship to "the West", which coveted "Western progress"
while maintaining a hostile fear of Western political hegemony which
often degenerated into nationalist chauvinism. Women who pursued a
feminist agenda beyond approved limits were accused of serving Western
political interests, an attitude summarised by Ghaussaub:

How many times has every Arab feminist had to listen
to men's arrogant refrain: 'Do you want to become like
Western women, copying the degenerate society that is
our enemy?' (Ghoussoub 1987: 11)

Such attitudes suggest that the tension arising from post-colonial
nationalism's selective embrace of both "local" culture and "Western"
universalism has never been truly resolved. They reflect, too, the way in
which women's behaviour, including and perhaps especially their modes
of liberation, are seen as definitive cultural and political markers.

3.2 Qasim Amin and the "New Woman"

More than a century after the birth of the modem Egyptian feminist
movement, debate continues as to the extent to which it owes its
beginnings to the influence of men. For Leila Ahmed, early Egyptian
feminism was a male-led discourse, in which the "liberation" of women
was intended to make them more useful servants of a patriarchal
modernity (Ahmed 1982: 158). Beth Baron reflates this view, poinflng to
the influence of women's journals from the 1890s onwards, in which
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women's rights were discussed by women themselves'^ (Baron 1994).
Baron claims that these early women's writings provided the base on
which later male writers were to build, a view backed by Mervat Hatem,
who notes the intellectual contribution of women to the work of celebrated
men, such as Qasim Amin (Hatem 2004). However, it is indisputable that
some of the most noteworthy contributors to the discussion of women's
rights were men, such as Rifaat Rafea al-Tahtawi and Qasim Amin, and
that these male writers achieved a higher visibility than most of their
female counterparts. As Mervat Hatem writes "Modernist/nationalist
history preferred to present Amin as though he operated in a
historical/intellectual vacuum rather than discuss his intellectual debt to
some of the women writers who identified important social problems and
developed conjectural stories to explain them in the 1980s" (Hatem 2004:
81).

Qasim Amin was and remains among the most influential Arab writers on
the status of women. In The Liberation of Women (Tahrir al mora 'a)
published in 1899, and its 1900 sequel The New Woman (al mara'a al
jadida), he examined the question of why Arab countries, despite their
illustrious history and civilisations, had fallen under the rule of the
Europeans, and saw the explanation as being the low social and
educational status of Arab women. A follower of the Egyptian nationalist
Muhammad 'Abduh, Amin sets "sound, scientific principles" against
"superstition"; "facts" against "myths", "modernity" against "tradition"

"
The early years o f the women's press were notable for the involvement of non-Muslims Syrian Christians, Maronites, and Jews. (Baron 1994; Booth 2001)
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(Amin 2000: 28). He warns that Egypt and the wider Islamic civilisation
face a Darwinian struggle for survival, in which only the triumph of
progressive elements within society can ensure success. The greatest
impediment to this triumph is the influence of the traditional Egyptian
woman.

As writers such as Leila Ahmed, Mervat Hatem, and Beck and Keddie
(1978) have noted, Amin is primarily concerned with the effect that
"backward" women have upon Egyptian men and upon the nation as a
whole, rather than with the women's own quality of life:

This evidence of history confirms and demonstrates that
the status of women is inseparably tied to the status of a
nation (Amin 2000: 6).

If Egypt, then, is to rise to the status of the European powers, and aspire to
being an equal rather than a colony, it must begin by transforming its
women from backward traditionalism to "new" modernity. The relentless
advance of "Western civilisation" in search of profit will crush any society
which is not willing to make changes. "[Pjreparing for this battle is the
only way by which a country can avoid elimination of destruction." (Amin
2000: 63) "Natural selection" will weed out the weakest, and a strong,
vigorous society both requires and produces modem, liberated women.
As Juan Cole points out, Amin associated the transformation of European
gender norms with "modem science" rather than with capitalism,
"indicating that middle class intellectuals in Egypt, like many of their
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European counterparts, tended not to understand capitalism but to identify
its effects as those of science." (Amin 2000: 395) Thus, Amin describes
the New Woman as "one of the fruits of modem civilisation. Her
appearance in the West was a consequence of the scientific discoveries
that freed the human mind from the powers of delusion, suspicion, and
superstition.. .Such changes occurred because science explore all issues,
examined every idea, and rejected any proposition not proved to be in the
public interest." (Amin 2000: 115)

In Amin's view, Egyptian women were too degraded to be capable of
elevating their own status. The task of their liberation was to be
undertaken by men:

If a woman were led by the hand into the community of
the living, if her energy were directed toward active
participation in society, and if she were to use her
mental and physical abilities, she would produce as
much as she consumes, rather than remain as she is now
- a burden who lives only through the efforts of others.
(Amin 2000: 13)

The primary role of these "new" women, however, was not to participate
in (let alone lead) a national liberation movement, but rather to nurture
and raise a generation of modem men. Women are "naturally" suited to
child-raising, but Egyptian women, unlike their Western sisters, are bad
mothers, passing on their own ignorance and backwardness to their
offspring:

An ignorant mother cannot transform her child's
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personality to include good qualities because she is
unaware of those qualities.. .Is it not a mother's
ignorance that compels her to bring up her child through
fear of jinns and evil spirits? Is it not her ignorance that
impels her to hang charms on her child for his
protection, and to lead him around the graves and
shrines of Muslim saints? (Amin 2000: 26-7)

Women must be educated in order to free them of such superstitions, so
that they will raise their children according to "sound, scientific
principles", but their lives will still be centred in the maternal sphere.

Modem, educated men will also require modem, educated wives. Modem
Egyptian men, according to Amin, do not know the true meaning of love
as experienced by Westem men, because their women are unfit
companions for them. Such marriages are based only on "sensual
pleasure", because Egyptian women are incapable of providing the
intellectual companionship on which "genuine, spiritual love" is based
(Amin 2000: 19). An Egyptian wife cannot share her husband's love of
books, cannot appreciate the fine quality of his leaming. Her attenfion is
always on more frivolous concerns:

[The husband] will find himself alone in one world,
while his wife is in another. She assumes that his only
purpose in life is to cater to her needs by purchasing for
her expensive fabrics and precious jewellery. She also
expects him to spend his time entertaining her as she had
imagined he would (Amin 2000: 17).
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The demands of this shallow, pleasure-seeking woman will leave the
modem man lonely and unappreciated, and distract him from the
important affairs of the nation.

The "liberation" of Egyptian women is not an end in itself, then, but
rather a means to achieve a modem society and a generation of
domestically fulfilled modem men. Women are to be the bearers of
modernity, but the leaders of the new Egypt will of course remain male.
The "liberation" of women is to be constrained by their role as the
nurturers and helpmates of these new, male, leaders. Amin believes that
women should be capable of employment in times of need (as he
acknowledges, employment outside the domestic sphere was already a
fact of life for most lower-class Egyptian women), and writes that female
education would release families from the "burdensome expense" of
supporting destitute female relatives (Amin 2000: 13). However, his
primary focus was on "modernising" the domestic sphere.

Despite the influence of Enlightenment values on his thinking, and despite
the many positive citations Amin gives to "Westem civilisation" in
general and its treatment of women in particular, there are important
differences between his analysis and that of Westem Orientalists. Like
many Orientalists, Amin sees Islam as having fallen behind the West in
intellectual achievements as well as in political and economic might; like
them he sees the backward, decadent Oriental woman as both cause and
symptom of this failure. However, while many Orientalist writers believed
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modernity to be a uniquely European good, which could not be acquired
by essentially "backward" civilisations such as Islam, Amin sees
modernity as a condition which could be acquired through education and
reform. Moreover, while Western Orientalists decried all forms of veiling
as barbaric and oppressive, Amin is opposed only to what he terms
"excessive" veiling, and writes that Western women have veered too far in
the direction of physical immodesty.

While Orientalist writers display a marked tendency to provide religious
explanations for the problems identified by Amin, Amin sees "tradition",
rather than Islam, as responsible for the sorry condition of Muslim
women:

...some people will say I am publishing heresy. To these
people I will respond: yes, I have come up with a heresy,
but the heresy is not against Islam. It is against our
traditions and social dealing (Amin 2000: 4).

"Tradition" has distorted the original meaning of Islam, so that Muslim
societies have fallen behind their Western counterparts, although
Christianity is not inherently superior to Islam. The Western belief that
women owe their advancement to Christianity is misplaced; Christianity,
like Islam, has been shaped by local traditions. As a religion, Islam in fact
grants greater rights to women than does Christianity, but "tradition" has
denied women their Islamic entitlements:

What a pity! Unacceptable customs, traditions and
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superstitions inherited from the countries in which Islam
has spread have been allowed to permeate this beautiful
religion'^ (Amin 2000: 8).

An appropriate model for Egyptian female behaviour is therefore not to
be gained solely through imitation of the example of their Western sisters.
It is also necessary to examine Islam's foundational texts in order to
discover what is Islamically required, as opposed to what has been
dictated by culture and tradition.

On the question of veiling, Amin denies that there is any requirement for
Muslim women to cover their faces, and claims that this is actually
harmful to Islamic virtue. In a (presumably unconscious) echo of Lady
Mary Montagu, Amin claims that the veil does not encourage modest
female behaviour. In fact, its potential as an instrument of subterfuge
encourages female waywardness:

She need not be concerned that anyone might identify
her and report that so-and-so, or the wife of so-and-so,
was doing such and such. She can accomplish whatever
she desires under the protection of her veil (Amin 2000:
43).

While Montagu had playfully described such shenanigans as an example
of Turkish female "freedom" (and therefore much to be desired), Amin
denounces female waywardness. Nor does he approve of the veil's
(mis)use as a means of coquetry. Veiling the face, he claims, is actually

Nasr Hamid Abu-Zeid identifies this as a reference to Egypt's former Turkish rulers. (Abu Zeid and
Miichail 1999)
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"part of the ornaments worn by women that incite an onlooker's desires"
(Amin 2000: 42). Again, this echoes Orientalist tropes of the veil-asseduction.

Amin condemns veiling of the face and physical seclusion in rationalist as
well as moral terms. Covering the face presents difficulties in legal
matters because of the problem of identification of witnesses; it prevents
women from participating in business matters because they cannot enter
into contracts. Seclusion damages women's health by denying them fresh
air and exercise, and it is expensive and wasteful, because of the expense
of maintaining separate households for men and women. Since neither
facial veiling nor physical seclusion are required by the Quran or the
Hadith, and since the use of reason presents so many arguments against
such practices, Amin favours their abolition.Although his own wife
continued to veil her face and to practise seclusion, his daughters were
prohibited from doing so (Baron 1989: 379).

However, Amin defends the use of forms of veiling which involve
covering the hair, rather than the face. In this form, he writes, the veil is
"one of the permanent cornerstones of morality." (Amin 2000: 35) He
does not believe that Egyptian women should go so far as to emulate
Western forms of dress; the West has "gone too far" in exposing its
women to public gaze.

Leila Ahmed cites Amara in suggesting that this particular chapter may have been authored not by
Amin himself, but by his mentor, Muhammad Abduh. (Ahmed 1992)
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Despite his appropriation of much of the language of Western
Orientalism, Amin does not believe that the achievement of Western-style
modernity and the emancipation of women necessitates the slavish
adoption of all Western cultural and religious norms. Nor does he believe
modernity to be incompatible with Islam, albeit a very different Islam to
that practiced by his own society at that time. He believes the reforms he
calls for require a cultural rather than a religious transformation, and
crucial to this transformation is the emergence of the "new woman" who
will form the heart of the bourgeois family.

Qasim Amin's role as the so-called "father of Egyptian feminism" has
been hotly contested in recent years. Juan Cole has discussed the ways in
which Amin's writing reflects the needs and values of the newly emerging
upper-middle class (Cole 1981), while Mervat Harem writes that it did not
mark the "liberation of women", but the emergence of a new form of
patriarchy "in which men discursively cemented their fraternal authority
through the right to define the roles of women." (Hatem 2004: 87) Leila
Ahmed highlights the contemptuous tone in which he describes
"traditional" Egyptian women, and traces his ideological lineage to Lord
Cromer, the British consul general and author of an earlier work
characterising Egyptian women as lazy, cunning, and indolent (Ahmed
1992). Nonetheless, the hundred-year anniversary of the publication of
Tahrir al Mar 'a was celebrated as "100 years of the liberation of Arab
women", marked by a government sponsored conference and a television
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dramatisation of Amin's life, screened during the Ramadan peak viewing
season (Abisaab and Abisaab 2000).

3.3 Huda al Shaarawi: "With learning, women could be the equals of
men, if not surpass them"

Egypt in the decades following the publication of Tahrir al-Mara and alMara al-Jadida was the site not only of an articulate and influential
nationalist movement, but also of a strong modernising discourse on the
status of women, conducted in large part by women themselves. One of
these women, Huda Shaarawi, provided a defining moment in the
discourse of de-veiling by famously removing her veil on her return from
a visit to Europe in 1923. (This unveiling exposed Shaarawi's face,
leaving her hair covered and "veiled" in the modem understanding of the
term.). Women played a prominent role in the 1919 revolution, taking part
in public marches against the British. As elsewhere, the movement was
dominated by upper and middle-class women. The most prominent of
these was Huda Shaarawi.

Two different versions of Shaarawi's memoirs have published since her
death in 1947. The publication and reception of these books are in
themselves an illustration of the complexity of Shaarawi's life. The first
version, published in 1981, is the Arabic version dictated to and arranged
by Shaarawi's secretary, Abeld Hamid Famsy Moursy. (Shaarawi's
written Arabic was not sufficiently fluent for her to write the memoirs
herself.) However, another draft (also dictated by Shaarawi to Moursy)
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was entrusted by Shaarawi's family to Margot Badran, who published an
edited English language translation, under the title Harem Years: Memoirs
of an Egyptian Feminist (Shaarawi and Badran 1986). The differences
between the two versions, and the politics of a "Western" woman (even a
scholar of the region of many years standing) translating, and by some
interpretations appropriating, the work of a famous Arab woman have
given rise to controversy. Leila Ahmed accuses Badran of lack of respect
for freely rearranging Shaarawi's text and for failing to mention even the
existence of the Arabic version, published several years earlier. (Badran's
introduction could lead the reader to believe that her translation is the
memoir's first public airing). "The appropriation and exporting of obelisks
and sculptures for the delectation of Westerners is no longer legal; it is
time that scholars too, and feminist scholars in particular, scrutinized more
thoughtfully the handling of the literary heritages of "subordinate"
culture." (Ahmed 1987: 8) Mohja Kahf hails Badran's translation as a
valuable endeavour, but also writes that the framing of Shaarawi's
memoirs for a Western audience means that "Shaarawi's engagement with
Arab men in relationships that she saw as satisfying and enriching is
minimized; her orientation towards Europe is exaggerated; and her
command of class privilege is minimized." (Kahf 2000: 148)

The change of title, from Mudhakkirati (My Memoirs) to Harem Years:
Memoirs of an Egyptian Feminist reflects the fact that the English version
(unlike the Arabic) covers little of the time period during which Shaarawi
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was most active in public life. However, the new title also renders
Shaarawi's story exotic and Oriental, an example in Amal Amireh's
opinion of how Arab women's writing is "manipulated to meet the
assumptions and expectations of Western readers." (Amireh 1996)
Badran's response to such criticism is that by juxtaposing the word harem
with a subtitle announcing Shaarawi as a feminist, her title was not
intended to uphold, but rather to subvert, "stereotypes that the term
"harem" conjures up in the West". (Badran 1995: 259)

Like many feminists, Shaarawi first became aware of gender bias within
the context of her own family. Her autobiography tells of her upbringing
in an aristocratic household as the child of a Circassian second wife'^, the
death of her father when Shaarawi was very young, her early marriage to a
much older cousin, and her discovery both of the nationalist and women's
rights movements.

As a child, Shaarawi questions "Umm Kabira" ("big mother"), her father's
senior wife, about the favouritism displayed towards her brother. Her
stepmother replies:

Haven't you understood yet?.. .you are a girl and he is a
boy. And you are not the only girl, while he is the only
boy. One day the support of the family will fall upon
him. When you marry you will leave the house and
honour your husband's name, but he will perpetuate the
name of his father and take over his home. (Shaarawi
and Badran 1986: 36)

Badran and others suggest that the evidence points to her having in fact been a concubine
(Shaarawi and Badran 1986)
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Huda is satisfied for a time, but her jealousy returns when both children
fall ill, and the household shows greater concern for her brother. However,
the relationship between the siblings is not poisoned by this differential
treatment. Huda loves her brother despite his male privileges, and his
death as a young adult is devastating for her.

A greater source of bitterness than sibling rivalry is the limitation placed
on her education due to her gender. Shaarawi describes her eagerness to
learn Arabic grammar, a field denied to her by the household retainer on
the grounds that it was unnecessary for a woman. Later, Shaarawi
attempts to teach herself, still frustrated at the limitations placed upon her
writing by this early deprivation. It was, however, to be a lasting
handicap, which rendered her unable to write her own memoirs without
assistance, although Mohja Kahf emphasises that the role of her secretary
and assistant was "much closer to the subordinate role of ghost-writer to
the great man than to the controlling role, described by Lejeune, of the
ethnographer or recorder of those who do not write for themselves." (Kahf
1998:78)

At age fourteen, Shaarawi's marriage to her older cousin and guardian is
arranged by her family. Shaarawi describes her mother's deep misgivings
about the match. She did not feel it right that her young daughter should
be married to an old man who had a long-established relationship with a
concubine, and children older than Shaarawi herself Leila Ahmed
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suggests that her probable status as a former concubine may have meant
that she lacked sufficient power in the family structure to prevent the
marriage, which represented considerable financial advantages to the
family (Ahmed 1988). Her stepmother, as the senior wife, might have
been able to provide some support, but she had died not long before.
Shaarawi's own opposition to the match is temporarily eclipsed by
pleasure in the wedding preparations, her dress and her trousseau.
However, this pleasure quickly passes. Her sense of her life's promise
having been laid waste by her early marriage is given physical form by the
scene in which she wakes up the day after her wedding to the sight of her
family's devastated garden, its beautiful trees and flowers all having been
destroyed in order to clear a space for the wedding celebrations. From the
outset, she finds the intellectual and physical restrictions of married life to
be suffocating and depressing. Her boredom and unhappiness grow, and
when after fifteen months of marriage, her husband is found to have
violated the terms of the marriage contract and offended her family by
continuing to have relations with his concubine, Shaarawi is overjoyed at
having a legitimate reason to separate from him. (She was to return to him
seven years later, and eventually developed a reasonably equal partnership
with him.)

As a member of the Egyptian elite, Shaarawi had many opportunities to
engage with European culture and society. She was highly influenced by
her readings of French literature, by her friendships with European
women, and by her travels to France, Switzerland, and Italy. However, as
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an emerging nationalist, hers was an ambivalent engagement. On the one
hand, her European women friends became mentors and role-models,
gaining her respect for their intellects and education. She was aware that
European women had no monopoly on intellectual achievement, having
been inspired in childhood not only by the Frenchwoman Eugenie le Brun,
but also by visits from the itinerant women poet Khadija. Khadija's
example showed Shaarawi that "with learning, women could be the equals
of men, if not surpass them." (Shaarawi and Badran 1986: 42) She was
later to develop strong friendships with other Egyptian women activists.
However, she was also strongly influenced by her early role as protege to
European women, in particular Eugenie le Brun.
Le Brun (who Shaarawi refers to by her married name of "Mme Rushdi")
was a middle class Frenchwoman married to Husain Rushdi Pasha, who
was later to become the Egyptian prime minister. She had converted to
Islam and written a book. Harem et les musualmanes, ("The Harem and
Muslim Women"), published under the name "Niya Salima" ("Good
Intentions"). Harem et les musalmanes attempted to "correct" European
misconceptions about Islam. At the time of her friendship with Shaarawi,
Le Brun was working on her second, Les Repudiees, (The Divorcees),
focusing on the ill-treatment of Egyptian women in the Shariah courts.
However, like Qasim Amin, she saw this ill-treatment as cultural rather
than religious, telling Shaarawi that: "I decided to attack the problem of
the backwardness of Egyptian women, demonstrating it arose from the
persistence of certain social customs, but not from Islam, as many
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Europeans believe." (Shaarawi and Badran 1986: 81) Le Brun's class as
well as her access to Egyptian women validated her account in the eyes of
other Europeans. One such writer described her as "[m]arried to an
Egyptian occupying an important official position, and highly connected,
she has entree to the best houses..." However, le Brun's liminal position
in both European and Egyptian society led her to protect herself by
writing under an assumed name.
Shaarawi also established a friendship with the feminist Marguerite
Clement, at whose suggestion she established a salon where upper-class
women could attend lectures. The first lecturer was Clement herself, but
lectures by Egyptian women soon followed, leading to the eventual
foundation of the Intellectual Association of Egyptian Women in 1914.
Although she was strongly influenced by European women, Shaarawi
also felt the need for Egyptian women to establish their own movement.
The charitable works of local European women in establishing schools
and infirmaries provided a model for Shaarawi and other upper-class
Egyptian women. However, Shaarawi declined to participate in charitable
work led by European women, feeling that such work should be
undertaken by Egyptians themselves. She and her friends began to plan
for charitable infirmaries and schools. Shaarawi was also affected by her
exposure to European ignorance of Egyptian society. She describes how
Le Brun had reported to her that a European woman who had met
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Shaarawi had later articulated the veil-as-subterfuge trope, proclaiming
that:
.. .many secrets were hidden behind the veil. She said
Egyptian women could camouflage disreputable deeds
behind a mask, but because the actions of European
women were visible, their behaviour was the better
(Shaarawi and Badran 1986: 78).

Like Montagu before her, Shaarawi (backed by Le Brun) explains
European misconceptions as arising partly due to European exposure to
the Orient's lower orders. Europeans anxious for a peep "behind the veil"
were taken on guided tours to "low brothels", which they were assured
were the harems of the elite (Shaarawi and Badran: 80). Hence their
inability to distinguish between the morals of a respectable upper-class
woman like Shaarawi and a low-class slattern.'^

Shaarawi's European travels also produced mixed impressions. She
loved Paris - the salons and the boulevards, the freedom of dress and
mobility. Photographs show her in fashionable upper-class European
dress, indistinguishable from that of a French gentlewoman. European
travel was a frequent site for "de-veiling" for women of Shaarawi's class,
many of whom remained covered while in Egypt but removed their veils
while travelling abroad. It was on their return from one such journey that
Shaarawi and Saiza Nabarawi performed their famous act of public deveiling at Ramses railway station. Mohja Kahf, however, disputes
descriptions of this gesture as an "unveiling", seeing it instead as a

'''
Judy Mabro is among several writers to have discussed the parallels between upper and
middle class representations of lower-class European women and of Oriental women of all classes.
(Mabro 1991)
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redefinition of the meaning of the veil: "Huda Sha'rawi redefined hijab as
a signifier in discursive as well as sartorial practice and was the first to
model in the public eye the modernist dress which constitutes what is
today largely known as hijab in most Islamist circles." (Kahf 1998: 80)
Yet despite her admiration for European culture, Shaarawi detects
remnants of barbarity amid the apparent sophistication of Europe. On her
1914 visit, her admiration is tempered by her reaction to the growing war
fever. "I heard talk to the possibility of war between France and Germany
which 1 refused to believe. Europe seemed too civilized and enlightened to
resort to war, the most brutal act imaginable." (Shaarawi and Badran
1986: 102) She experiences disillusionment when a French academic,
whose lecture she had admired, derides the peace meeting she had
attended the previous day, and proclaims himself eager for war with
Germany.
Shaarawi, then, has the ambivalent relationship to Europe of many
members of the colonised elite. She is exposed to the achievements of
European "civilisation", but this exposure is filtered through the lens of
European political hegemony. Europe is the source of emancipatory
values such as personal liberty, but also of colonialism and racism.
Shaarawi experiences Europe as enlightened and progressive, but also as
violent and arrogant.
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In the domestic sphere, Shaarawi enacts Amin's description of the
superiority of the free, educated woman. For example, Shaarawi finds
that by going to the shops herself, rather than having goods brought to the
house, she is able to select from a wider choice of products at a better
price. Her mother soon follows her lead.

Seclusion is costly and

inefficient; mobility actually enhances female domestic skills. In childrearing, too, Shaarawi fulfils Amin's vision of the modem woman, writing
that "In raising my children, I tried to apply reason." (Shaarawi and
Badran 1986: 92) There was no danger that her children would grow up to
join the backward, superstitious class who Amin believed were denying
modernity to Egypt.

By this time, however, Shaarawi also had a very active public life. With
the support of her husband, she began to organise public lectures for
women, and in 1914 she founded the Intellectual Association of Egyptian
Women. Their shared involvement in the nationalist movement, Shaarawi
writes, strengthened the at times tenuous bond between her and her
husband. Shaarawi writes that she would have separated from her husband
again "if it had not been for the nationalist movement. My attention was
drawn from my private life to serving my country." (Shaarawi and Badran
1986: 111) The main narrative of Harem Years ends with these words,
although an epilogue includes excerpts describing incidents such as the

Another memoir describing a transition from the harem to public life (this time in India and Pakistan)
provides a contrasting view of home versus market shopping: "Our women...had all the fun of
shopping without have to push and jostle in a crowd and stand for hours waiting to be served. For they
did not go to the shops, the shops came to them." (Ikramullah: 27) However, later in the book
Ikramullah concedes that she has little interest in the price of household goods, an attitude which meets
with disapproval from other women. (Ikramullah: 200) (Ikramullah 1963)
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1919 anti-British demonstration staged by Shaarawi and other upper-class
women.
Shaarawi broke with the nationalist movement over its failure to grant
women the vote and over the Wafd's party's policies towards Sudan, but
Harem Years (unlike the Arabic version of her memoirs) ends before
reaching this phase of her life. In her later years, Shaarawi focused instead
on her work with the Egyptian Feminist Union, which she positioned as
part of the international feminist movement. (Kahf 1998: 77) Shaarawi's
life story, then, contains two ambivalent alliances: with European women
and with Egyptian nationalist men, neither of whom consistently treated
Egyptian women as equals.

3.4 Zainab al Ghazali: "In Islamic society it is a grave error to speak
of the liberation of women"
While Shaarawi had entered into a critical engagement with Western
women and Western feminism, other women (many of whom have been
branded "Islamic feminists") rejected such affiliations and the perceived
"Westernisation" of Muslim women in the name of women's rights. As
'Aishah Abd al Rahman said: "We amongst the daughters of sheikhs and
graduates of the national schools saw these Westernized women as foolish
dressed up dolls, while they saw us as the backward left-overs of the
harem days." (al-Rahman) and Calderbank 1999: 197)
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The most prominent voice among those seelcing to return Egyptian and
Muslim women to the path of their "own" culture was that of Zaynab alGhazali. Islamists like al-Ghazali ask the same question that had
preoccupied Qasim Amin: why had Islamic societies fallen into decline
and allowed themselves to fall under the dominance of "the West"? For al
Ghazali, the answer was obvious:
So why are we backward? Because we are not
following our religion.. .If we return to our Koran and to
the Sunna of our Prophet, we will live Islam in reality,
and we will control the whole world. (Hoffman 1985:
235-236)
Like 'Aishah Abd al Rahman, al-Ghazali was the daughter of a sheikh,
who ensured that she received a thorough education in Islamic texts. AlGhazali briefly joined the Egyptian Feminist Union while still a teenager
(Leila Ahmed describes Shaarawi as a "rebelled-against mentor" to alGhazali (Ahmed 1992: 185)). However, she quickly developed
differences of opinion, and later described her membership of the EFU as
a "mistake":
I was working with Mrs Huda al-Shaarawi in the
women's movement, which calls for the liberation of
women. But I, with my Islamic upbringing, found that
this was not the right way for Muslim women. Women
had to be called to Islam.. .Islam gave women rights in
the family granted by no other society. Women may talk
of liberation in Christian society, Jewish society, or
pagan society, but in Islamic society it is a grave error to
speak of the liberation of women (Hoffman 1985: 235).
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At age eighteen, she went on to found the Muslim Women's Association
(Jamaa'at al-Sayyidaat al-Muslimaat)'^, initially as a charitable
organisation affiliated with A1 Azhar university. The organisation quickly
attracted attention from the Muslim Brotherhood, whose leader Hassan alBanna asked her to join her organisation to his own. Al-Ghazali refused,
but later took a personal oath of loyalty to al-Banna to which she held fast
under the most extreme duress. Her organisation (which then claimed a
membership of around three million^'') was dissolved by government order
in 1964, and in 1965 she was imprisoned for six years for her opposition
to the Nasser regime. Despite being brutally tortured, she survived to
become probably the most famous Islamist woman leader in the world
until her death in 2005. Her political life and philosophy, and in particular
the time period surrounding her arrest and torture, are described in her
memoirs, which have been published in numerous editions and
translations. As with Shaarawi, al-Ghazali memoirs bear a new and more
colourful title in translation, the Arabic Ayyam al Hatem (Days of my
Life) having been published in English as Return of the Pharaoh. The
Pharaoh, of course, is Nasser, a tyrannical despot seeking to return Egypt
to the darkness of its pre-Islamic history.

Al-Ghazali has been termed an "Islamic feminist" by writers such as
Miriam Cooke and Valerie Hoffman (Cooke 1994; Hoffman 1985). Her
religious affiliation is clearly articulated throughout her writing and her

Islamic translators (including the translator of al-Ghazali's memoirs) generally prefer to
translate the name o f the organisation as "Muslim Ladies' Association".
^^

Zuhur writes that this figure is widely considered too high, but that other data is unavailable.

(Zuhur 1992)
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public life (which is not the case for some other writers nominated as
"Islamic feminists", such as Nawal el-Saadawi). She is described as a
"feminist" on the basis of her participation in public life, illustrating her
belief that Muslim women were not obligated to live secluded lives
revolving only around the needs of their families. On the contrary, alGhazali believed herself to have a higher calling, an Islamic duty to be
politically active which outweighed even her duty to her husband.

However, it is arguable that al-Ghazali regarded her own case as
exceptional, both in terms of her own role and in terms of the political and
moral environment in which she found herself This issue of
exceptionalism throws into question her designation as a feminist.
Feminism, by most definitions, holds that all women are entitled to engage
in public life, rather than allowing a few outstanding women to act as
saviours in times of especial adversity.

In focusing her memoirs on her arrest and imprisonment, al-Ghazali
highlights not only the most extreme experiences of her own life, but also
a crucial period in the history of Egyptian Islamism. The mass arrests and
imprisonment of members of the Islamist parties (as well as many secular
opposition figures such as Nawal el-Saadawi) remains crucial to the
identity of Egyptian Islamists (most notably the Ikhwaan, or Muslim
Brotherhood). The events described in al-Ghazali's book are memorialised
as a time during which "forces of darkness and falsehood, both in the East
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and the West, fought hard...against the Islamic cause" (al-Ghazali 2006:
1).

Her memoirs are set in a time and place when Islamist ideology was a
movement of resistance, not a discourse of the ruling power. The fact that
al-Ghazali was associated with a resistance movement, rather than a
movement that was in government, or close to government, enables her to
be much more easily characterised as an "Islamic feminisf by analysts
such as Cooke. As discussed in chapter 7, in societies where women who
claim al-Ghazali as an inspiration wield more direct political power, and
the effects of their ideology upon the lives of other women is therefore
more visible, it is much more difficult to characterise them as feminists of
any description.

Analyses positing al Ghazali as an Islamic feminist frequently cite her
own marital history as evidence (Hoffman 1985; Cooke 2000). Her first
marriage broke down in large part due to the demands of her political
career, and in her memoir she famously describes the conditions she
placed at the outset of her second marriage:

I am under a pledge of allegiance, until death for the
sake of Allah, to Hasan al-Banna.. .If that day comes
[when] a clash is apparent between your personal
interests and economic activities on the one hand, and
my Islamic work on the other, and that I find my
married life is standing in the way of da 'wah and the
establishment of an Islamic state, then, each of us should
go our own way.. .1 had decided, then, to relinquish the
idea of getting married for ever, so that I would devote
my entire life to da 'wah. I cannot ask you today to share
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with me this struggle, but it is my right on you not to
stop me from jihad in the way of Allah. Moreover, you
should no ask me about my activities with other
mujahidin, and let trust be full between us. A full trust
between a man and a woman, a woman who, at the age
of 18, gave her whole life to Allah and da 'wah. In the
event of any clash between the marriage contract's
interest and that of da 'wah, our marriage will end, but
da 'wah will always remain rooted in me (al-Ghazali
2006: 37-8).

In this passage, al-Ghazali not only asserts her right to participate in jihad
(a right derived in Hadith - (Cooke 2005: 14), but also claims this as a
duty that outranks her responsibilities as a wife (she had no children). Her
willingness to relinquish the possibility of marriage if necessary is
contrary to the often-cited hadith (directed at both men and women):
"Marriage is half the religion". Her second husband was a businessman
with little interest in politics; al-Ghazali conducted her political affairs
without any reference to him. Moreover, in line with the "full trust" she
insisted upon at the outset of her marriage, she mixed freely with male
mujahidin without any apparent reservations about gender segregation.
Her memoirs describe how youths would knock at her door in the middle
of the night, how her husband would rise from his bed to admit them and
tell her that some of her "children" had arrived, before going back to bed
until it was time to join the others for morning prayers. She never had to
confront any possible conflict between motherhood and public life, since
she had no children: "a blessing, that would not usually be considered a
blessing" (Hoffman-Ladd 1987: 27).
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By taking an oath of loyalty to al-Banna, but refusing to merge her
organisation with his, she maintained her autonomy in the political as well
as the personal sphere. According to her account, she was first asked to
merge the Muslim Ladies Group with the Muslim Brotherhood in 1937,
only six months after she had founded the organisation. She refused,
leading to an ongoing disagreement with al Banna, although she insists
"our Islamic relationship in no way suffered." (al-Ghazali 2006: 25)
Despite the absence of a formal merger, the strong links between the
organisations were well known. As Saba Mahmood writes, "Her
participation would have been a boon to the Brothers since they did not
have a significant history of public involvement in women's issues."
(Mahmood 2005: 68)

However, in 1948, when the Brotherhood was banned, al Ghazali came to
believe that "[al Banna] was the Imam that all Muslims must pledge
allegiance to", and she offered both her personal pledge of loyalty and to
merge her organisation with his (al-Ghazali 2006: 26). Al Banna accepted
the former but rejected the later. Although al Ghazali emphasizes that the
organisations remained separate entities, with the banning of the Muslim
Brotherhood, her organisation's separate and still legal status provided
useful cover. After the Brotherhood's leaders were imprisoned, al Ghazali
became an important co-ordinator and her home provided a meeting place
until her own arrest and imprisonment in 1965 (Mahmood 2005: 68). al
Ghazali was therefore able to play an extremely important role in the
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movement headed by the Brotherhood, while retaining her own autonomy
and that of the organisation she led.

Eventually, however, the Muslim Ladies Group was also banned and al
Ghazali herself was arrested. In prison, too, al Ghazali maintains her
status and her importance relative to men, despite the extreme brutality to
which she is subjected by her male tormenters. Al Ghazali's memoirs
include lengthy and graphic descriptions of torture - she is beaten,
savaged by dogs, suspended by her hands and feet, immersed in a "water
cell", starved, and threatened with rape and execution. But the extremity
of her degradation is also the mark of her significance, illustrating that her
enemies recognise in her a formidable opponent. Her gender wins her no
favours from them; she is presented with a letter that reads:

By Orders of President Jamal 'Abd al-Nasir, Zainab alGhazali al-Jubaili is to be tortured more harshly than
men (al-Ghazali 2006: 84).

In many cases, when male prisoners are tortured, the primary target is still
al-Ghazali. Young men "as dear to her as [her] own sons" are beaten in
order to elicit incriminating evidence against her, or to try to force them to
"curse [her] with the most despicable, lowly expressions"; al Ghazali
herself is forced to watch:

I cried out for the butchers to torture me instead of these
youth, for I thought it would be less painful for me. I
began asking Allah to put me in their place, to spare me
as well as these brothers from such heinous torture (alGhazali 2006: 52).
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A1 Ghazali's physical and emotional courage is thus equal to any man's,
and she maintains her dignity in the face of torture and verbal humiliation
from her male captors. They scornfully sneer at her - in the Arabic
version they repeatedly refer to her as "bint" (girl) (Booth 1987: 37) - a
highly paternalistic tag, especially given that she was in her late thirties at
the time. (The English translation renders this as "b-", which an English
speaker would be likely to read as "bitch"). They tell her that prison and
torture has rendered her so ugly that her husband will have no further use
for her; they threaten her with ever greater extremes of violence and
humiliation. But to their fury, al Ghazali retains her self-possession.

Her husband, either less committed or less resilient, does not display
similar fortitude. Under pressure from the regime, he divorces al Ghazali.
However, al Ghazali remains loyal to him, writing that when she heard
that her family had removed his photograph from their living room, she
asked for it to be reinstated. He died shortly afterwards.

After her trial and sentence, al Ghazali and her female colleague are
transferred to the women's prison. This marked an end to their physical
torture, but al Ghazali instead finds herself surrounded by common
criminals:

What had happened to us whilst in the Military prison in
terms of humiliation, floggings, beatings, executions and
starvation was nothing compared to what we were
witnessing on our first night in this prison. Here we were
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in front of a straying herd lost in the dungeons of
Jahiliyya.
Women who claimed to be liberated, were
rather slaves to whims and desires. Their crimes had
submerged them entirely and they had forgotten their
humanity, purity, honour and dignity...Those who want
corruption on earth, the people of atheism and
falsehood, of evil and crime, had helped these women to
sink into this abyss of profanity (al-Ghazali 2006: 175).

Women are not driven to crimes such as prostitution and drug use by
poverty or inequality, but by the false promise of "liberation". This belief
that too much "liberation" leaves people enslaved to their desires forms
the basis for the Islamist belief that Muslims, especially women, are
"liberated" by a society that strictly regulates moral boundaries and
punishes transgression. There is no suggestion from al Ghazali that her
fellow prisoners do not belong where they are - only that those
responsible for running the system share in the blame for their moral
breakdown.

Return of the Pharaoh, then, portrays al Ghazali as an independent
woman and the equal if not the superior of her male colleagues. Yet
although her life (as set out in her memoirs) is often cited as an exemplary
model for Muslim women, it does not seem likely that al-Ghazali thought
it desirable for all women to express a similar level of independence to her
own. Karam and Hoffman both cite passages from al-Ghazali's other
writing in which she exhorts women to fiilfil their marital obligations:
"Return, my dear, to the house. Stay in your home and obey your husband.
You will be rewarded for your obedience to your Prophet and to him."

Darkness: also the time period before the coming of Islam
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(Karam 2002: 27) While she concedes that women may combine home
duties with working for Islam, she is unwilling to allow that a woman may
build a life outside the home for other reasons - an issue that is not
addressed in her memoirs, but which she wrote about extensively in her
magazine columns (not available in English). She conceded that some
women would need to engage in paid employment, and suggested
teaching as a suitable profession in those circumstances. Karam writes
that al-Ghazali's position on women's role in society shifted in later years,
towards the notion of "choice" as to what that role might be (Karam 2002:
230). But her ambivalence about (other) women's participation in the
public sphere remained. Her double standard is even more evident on the
subject of divorce. As Karam writes, she was able to write that it was a
"crime" for a woman to seek to divorce her husband, while not hiding her
own willingness to divorce rather than compromise her commitment to
da wah (Karam 2002: 229-30).

Al-Ghazali's personal emancipation (and that of many other Islamist
women, as discussed in Chapter 7) is justified and limited by her sense of
exceptionalism. There are three levels to this exceptionalism. One
involves the exceptional personal qualities of the Islamist woman h e r s e l f while "staying in the home and obeying the husband" may be the lot of
most women, a few women have special qualities that mark them out for a
higher destiny. A1 Ghazali falls into this category of an exceptional
woman, a woman who in her memoirs is recognised by her colleagues and
her enemies alike as an important leader, who is blessed by divinely
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inspired visions that reassure her and emphasise her importance to the
Islamist cause, who has a duty that outweighs her duty as a wife and who
has been "blessed" with not having to perform any maternal duties. As
Shehadeh writes: "[al Ghazali] identifies herself with the "patrician
class", sees herself as unique, and turns upon her own kind with a
vengeance in order to keep them in their subjugated position." (Shehadeh
2003:126)

Another form of exceptionalism is the exceptional nature of the Islamist
cause. For al-Ghazali, jihad is a non-negotiable duty for women, as for
men: "Jihad was obligatory as it was on any Muslim community which
wants the establishment of Allah's rule and its firm implementation" (alGhazali 2006). This places al Ghazali's work in an exulted realm beyond
the ordinary considerations of womanly duty towards home and family.
Other motivations for engagement in social justice - a commitment to
non-religiously defined social justice, or personal fulfilment - are not
similarly privileged. Economic necessity is a permissible motivation, but
this is a regrettable compromise, not an achievement to be celebrated.

The third level of exceptionalism is exceptionality with regard to time.
This derives from the concept that we live in exceptionally dark times,
during which it is necessary for both men and women to rescue Islam
from its enemies:

[Fjorces of darkness and falsehood, both in the East and
the West, fought hard in those days, against the Islamic
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cause.. .the earth had to be cleansed of the worship of
earthly gods and despots, and the supremacy of Shari'ah
had to be established. Once this was achieved, life could
then return to the way Allah wanted it to be, exactly as
during the time of the Prophet Muhammad (peace be
upon him) and the rule of his blessed Companions (alGhazali 2006: 1).

The requirement for women to engage in public life, under the rubric of
jihad and da 'wah, is therefore bound to a particular time, rather than a
permanent state of being. The public duty of women is finite - once it is
successfully fulfilled (with the establishment of an Islamic state), then it
becomes obsolete. It is easy to envisage that (as happened in Iran, for
example) after an initial attempt to return women to the home, an Islamic
state might find itself in a more or less permanent state of crisis, in which
real or imagined external threats require the continued engagement of
women in jihad and therefore public life. However, at least in the realm of
discourse, the role of Islamist women is bound by the notion of
exceptional time. It is hard to imagine that an energetic and spirited
woman such as al-Ghazali would find contentment in an Islamist Utopia
where her public contribution was no longer required.

While women such as al Ghazali are able to exercise a strong degree of
personal autonomy through their engagement in Islamist politics, these
various forms of exceptionality seriously circumscribe its potential for
female emancipation. Al Ghazali's equation of excessive "liberation" with
sin signals her willingness to discipline other women into exercising their
rights only through approved channels.
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3.4 Conclusion

Qasim Amin, Huda Shaarawi, and Zaynab al-Ghazali are all preoccupied
not only with the status of women, but with the status of their religious
and/or political nation. However, while Amin and Shaarawi accept
elements of the imperial world-view in their critiques of Egyptian society,
al Ghazali is intent on "purifying" Islam of such foreign influences. Yet
both Amin and al Ghazali insist that their social programme would return
Islam to its pristine and authentic self

For Qasim Amin, the task of speaking for Egyptian women fell naturally
to Egyptian men, since the women themselves were simply incapable of
having anything meaningful to say. They could not "liberate" themselves,
and the purpose of their liberation was not primarily to improve their own
life-paths, but to enable them to better serve their husbands, children, and
nation. Although he proclaims Egyptian women carmot be held
responsible for the various character flaws that arise from their ignorance,
he nonetheless describes them in language that borders on contempt, and
sees them as the cause of Egypt's social and political stagnation. For
Amin, as for Western Orientalists, Egyptian women are incapable of
speaking for themselves.

As Leila Ahmed notes, a man of Qasim Amin's class background would
not have known many Egyptian women beyond his immediate family
(Ahmed 1992: 157). Like Edward Lane, he lacked access to female space
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and many of his claims must be based on second hand accounts or
speculation. In contrast, Huda Shaarawi had grown up within the
seclusion of the upper-class harem, and while she chafes against its
limitations and often displays an elitist attitude to women who are not of
her class, she does not view secluded Egyptian women as mired in
ignorance and vice. While Amin, like Shaarawi, sees European women as
models for their Egyptian sisters, his critique owes more to the masculinist
worldview of Orientalists such as Lord Cromer than to the European
women who acted as mentors to Huda Shaarawi.

In contrast to Amin and Shaarawi, al Ghazali promotes a vision of gender
norms that explicitly repudiates non-Muslim societies as any type of role
model, instead claiming to revive an indigenous understanding of the
rights of women. However, this did not entail a wholesale return to the
seclusion denounced by Amin (a social practice that in any case had only
ever applied to a minority of women). Rather, women had an active role
to play in the struggle for an Islamic state. However, the role of women in
public life is to be limited to this struggle and to the requirements of their
economic survival. In this regard, al Ghazali replicates the tension
established in Amin's writing between a patriarchal society's need to both
mobilise and contain female agency.
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Chapter Four: "Behind the Veil"
4.1 Introduction

This chapter provides an overview of recent non-fiction books^^ about
Muslim women written for a general Western readership. Books
purporting to look "behind the veil" comprise a distinct genre, and include
biographies such as Betty Mahmoody's Not Without My Daughter (1993)
and Jean Sasson's Princess series (1993,1994), as well as journalistic
accounts such as Geraldine Brooks' Nine Parts of Desire (1995) and the
journalism structured in novel form that is Anne Seierstad's The
Bookseller of Kabul 2003). These are "women's books" in several senses:
their subject matter, their writers (although some, like Not Without My
Daughter, have been written with the help of a male "ghost"), and their
intended readership. Yet despite this, and despite their avowed
commitment to women's liberation, most such books not only privilege
"Western civilisation" above "Islam"; they also reinforce patriarchy. The
dichotomy between "Muslim" and "Western" women in this genre is also
the dichotomy between "imprisonmenf and "freedom". The oppression of
Muslim women is used to chide Western feminists for continuing to
complain about their lot. In the words of the teaser to Kay Hymowitz's
"Why Feminism is AWOL on Islam": "US feminists should be protesting
the brutal oppression of Muslim women. But doing so would reveal how
little they have to complain about at home." (Hymowitz 2003)

^^ Although the Princess series should arguably be regarded as fiction (see later discussion), it is sold as
non-fiction and therefore included here.
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Not Without My Daughter, Betty Mahmoody's massively successful
account of domestic imprisonment in Iran, provides a nightmarish account
of Muslim marriage which has become firmly lodged in the Western
popular imagination. It is referenced, although not always endorsed, by
other writers on Iran (eg Brooks 1995; Simpson 1995), and was made into
a 1991 film starring Sally Fields. It is a frequent source of resentment for
Western women married to Muslim men, and for the men themselves,
since family and friends often give the book to the women in an attempt to
alert them to the perils ahead. "They use this book as a warning to us all,"
as one German women married to an Egyptian complained (personal
correspondence). Without My Daughter, a 2002 documentary, responds to
the book by telling the version of the story according to Mahmoody's exhusband (Payvand.com 2002).

The book opens with the arrival in Tehran of the American housewife
Betty, her husband Moody, and their four year old daughter Mahtob. They
are supposed to be staying with Moody's Iranian family for a fortnight,
and Betty, appalled by her primitive surroundings, is eager for the visit to
be over. However, the day before they are due to return home, Moody
informs her that they are staying in Iran for good. As the wife of an
Iranian citizen, Betty cannot leave without his permission. The rest of the
book describes her eighteen months trapped in Iran and her and Mahtob's
eventual escape over the mountains to Turkey.
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While Not Without My Daughter is told from an American perspective.
Princess and its sequel Daughters of Arabia purport to be the story of a
Muslim woman. The book's cover features a pair of dark, kohl-rimmed
eyes looking out from behind a jewel encrusted veil; the blurb on the back
quotes none other than Betty Mahmoody as saying "It is a well-written,
personal story.. .It had to come from a native woman to be believable."
However, the degree to which Princess can really be seen as the work of a
"native woman" is questionable. The book is supposed to be an
adaptation by Jean Sasson of the secret notebooks of an anonymous Saudi
Arabian princess. Doubts have been raised regarding the existence of this
princess. As part of an unsuccessful plagiarism lawsuit lodged by an
Austrian writer, affidavits were tendered from academics and former
diplomats testifying to factual errors in the books that made it unlikely to
be the work of a Saudi writer (Curtiss 1996).

Given that Sasson is credited as the sole author on the cover of the series,
it is considered here rather than in chapter 5, which considers books
authored by women of Muslim background. However, whether as
Sultana's creator or her intermediary, Sasson has stamped her account
with a claim of authentic, "insider's" knowledge, and presumably this is
how most of her readers approach the book. In her acknowledgements, she
fulsomely thanks Sultana for agreeing to share her story, and teaching
"We of the West" that "there are many Arabs, like you, who deserve our
respect and admiration." (Sasson 1993: Acknowledgement) Given the
stories of rape, murder, and general routine barbarism that follow, this
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assertion of respect seems somewhat disingenuous. As Lori E. Amy
writes: "The only Arabs who do deserve respect are, of course, those who
would not be Arabs: those who struggle against their identities and,
implicitly, toward a Western identity." (Amy 1999: 532)
Nine Parts of Desire covers a wider scope than the previous two books.
Its author, Geraldine Brooks, is a former journalist who covered the
Middle East for the Wall Street Journal. In her introduction, she tells of
her initial frustration at not being able to join her husband, also a
journalist, in covering the more exciting, picturesque stories of the Middle
East. While Tony roamed the desert with the Egyptian camel corps,
'Brooks was confined to writing "windy think pieces on US Middle East
policy." (Brooks 1995: 6) The book, she explains, grew out of her
discovery of the story that was "open only to me" - the story of Muslim
women.
Although the book is subtitled "The Hidden World of Islamic Women", it
covers only the area of Brooks' territory as a Middle East correspondent Iran, Egypt, Palestine, Israel, the Gulf States, Eritrea, and so on. It is
organised thematically, with chapters on such subjects as the veil, sexual
honour, converts, and sport. These themes are interpreted through Brooks'
personal encounters with Muslim women and through her textual reading
of a region where, she believes, "events of the seventh century had begun
to matter much more to the people I lived with than anything they read in
the morning paper." (Brooks 1995: 6) Brooks' "Islamic women" therefore
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include not only Palestinian villagers and Queen Noor of Jordan, but also
the Prophet's wives Khadija and Ayesha.

Asne Seierstad's bestselling The Bookseller of Kabul (first published in
Norwegian) was the subject of controversy not only for its content, but
because of questions about how the book was produced. ^^ Seierstad was a
Norwegian journalist among the international press corp who descended
upon Kabul in the wake of the fall of the Taliban. There, like many of her
colleagues, she met the owner of a local bookshop (Shah Mohammad
Rais, re-named "Sultan Khan" in the book), who invited her to his home.
Seierstad thought that the Rais family's story would make an intriguing
book, and invited herself to stay with them in order to research it. The
book opens with Sultan's acquisition of a young second wife, to the
humiliation of his first wife of many years standing and the horror of his
adult children. It depicts the family's gradual fragmentation, as Sultan
tightens his authoritarian grip on his dependent relatives, crushing their
dreams but failing to win their respect.

Rais's bookshop was located within one of Kabul's major hotel and Rais
himself was well known to many in the international press corp. He was
therefore easily identifiable, despite the change of name. After the book's
publication, Rais flew to Norway, where he threatened to sue. "But Rais's
reaction, so unusual in the history of western interpretations of the third
" Some aspects of the book that had been criticised in the Norwegian edition were altered in the
English translation. An introduction was added giving Seierstad's account of how the book was
produced, in particular clarifying that she did not speak Dari or Pashtu and had relied on others to
translate. Sections o f the book to which Rais had raised the strongest objections were excised. (Myhre

2004)

165

166
world, raises uncomfortable questions. To what extent is the book's
success due to the fact that it plays on preconceived ideas of Afghanistan?
Does a western woman, privileged, glamorous, have the right to hold a
third world family up to her own values and find it wanting?" (Edemariam
2004)

Seirstad asserts the truth of her account, while writing in a novelistic form
in which her own presence is invisible. Instead, she is an omniscient
narrator, "ventriloquising [the Khan family's] deepest hopes and fears"
(Ware 2006: 544-5). Questions were raised about how Seierstad could
have been privy to the intimate thoughts of all the family members when
she spoke no Dari or Pashtu (she responded that several members of the
family were fluent in English). She was further criticised for revealing
various social transgressions by her female subjects - revelations which
held serious potential ramifications for the women's reputation and safety,
as is clear from Seierstad's own book (Myhre 2004: 20).

Although Brooks' and Seierstad's books are considerably more highbrow
in tone than are Sasson's and Mahmoody's blockbusters, all of the books
in question sold extremely well, and remain in print. Seierstad's book
broke the record for the best-selling Norwegian non-fiction work, while
the other books have also gone through many editions and been widely
translated. The popularity of "harem literature" has not declined since the
era of Lady Mary Montagu, and Western women continue to play a
pivotal role in its production.
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4.2 Filth and Splendour

The Othering of Muslims is achieved in these books by means differing in
their surface effects, but similar in their underlying methodology. Both
Mahmoody and Sasson render Muslim bodies and their physical
surrounds as alien; Mahmoody by emphasising their lack of concern for
cleanliness and hygiene, Sasson by depicting a perfumed Oriental world
of jewel-laden beauties in glittering palaces. Seierstad, like Mahmoody,
dwells on dirt, although her characters battle against it while Mahmoody's
fail to notice its existence.

Dirt and physical decay are among the most prominent leitmotifs of Not
Without My Daughter. Betty's first impression of Iran as she enters the
airport terminal is "the stench of body odour". Sweating in the heat, she
finds that her own personal cleanliness, her source of differentiation from
the mob, has been lost to her: "I must smell like the rest of them by now."
(Mahmood and Hoffer 1993: 9) Cleanliness becomes an important
criterion by which Mahmoody distinguishes a few select Iranians from the
pungent crowd. When introduced to one of Moody's nephews, she is
relieved to notice that he is well-educated and sophisticated and "[b]est of
all, he was clean." (Mahmood and Hoffer 1993: 7) For the most part, the
Iranians in Not Without My Daughter are all the same - and one of the
most important ways in which they are all the same is that they are all
filthy. As Betty de Hart writes:
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A familiar figure of orientalism is the recurring
description of large crowds of people that threaten the
western individual just by being there, because they all
look the same, speak foreign languages, and smell
terrible. Such descriptions emphasize that the individual
woman stands alone against the uncontrollable forces of
a whole nation or religious world which may turn itself
against her at any moment (Hart 2001: 56).

While Betty's distaste for Iranian personal hygiene extends to both men
and women, she regards the women with particular disdain. It is the
women, of course, who are responsible for the inadequate housekeeping,
and Betty does not question their role as guardians of the home. Her
acceptance of "traditional" gender roles leads her to see the dirt and the
bad food as a particularly feminine failure.

Mahmoody is also keen to disabuse her readers of any romantic notions
about Iran's cultural heritage. Moody's family take her to visit the former
Shah's palaces and various religious shrines, but the outings are always an
ordeal. The buildings themselves are neglected and decaying and
swarming with smelly Iranians. Their hour of glory is long past.
Similarly, the houses where Betty stays ought to be sumptuous, but are let
down by their inhabitants. Palatial surroundings have been allowed to rot;
the Persian carpets are splattered with food and soaked with children's
urine. She soon ceases to be excited by promises of glamorous treats: "I
knew better than to believe any tale of splendour in the ayatollah's
republic." (Mahmood and Hoffer 1993: 167)
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Seierstad, too, describes a home that is dirty and broken down, but she at
least contextualizes her scenes against the backdrop of war. The Khan
family fled their home in Kabul during the rule of the Taliban, and on
their return they found it seriously damaged. They have no choice,
however, but to move back in and make do. "Making do", of course, falls
to the female members of the family, who unlike Mahmoody's characters
are far from indifferent to the grime of their surroundings. Rather, they
are engaged in an endless and futile battle against the dirt, a battle that
fatigues and depresses and finally defeats them.

Dust, and the women's struggle to keep it at bay, is a recurring motif
throughout The Bookseller of Kabul - indeed, one chapter is titled "The
Smell of Dust". Seierstad opens the book by describing it as an endeavour
to tell the stories "of those who tried to throw winter off, grow and
blossom, and those who felt condemned to go on "eating dust", as Leila
would have put it." (Seierstad 2003: xvi) The insidious onslaught of "the
fine dust that is Kabul's curse" (Seierstad 2003: 181) emphasises the
hopelessness of the characters' attempts to improve their futures:
...however hard they try to keep it clean, there is always
a layer of grease, to which clings a sprinkling of Kabul's
perpetual dust, over benches, shelves and sills (Seierstad
2003: 111).
She goes through the room with a small broom, bent
over, sweeping, sweeping, sweeping. Most of the dust
whirls into the air, floats around, and settles down
behind her. The smell of dust never leaves the fiat
(Seierstad 2003: 167).
"If I only had a house that needed washing just once a
day, that stayed clean all day, that I would have to sweep
only in the morning," Leila sighes to her cousins
(Seierstad 2003: 168).
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A new day begins, to the sound of Allahu Akbar - God is
Great.
A new day that smells and tastes like every other day: of
dust (Seierstad 2003: 180).

Seierstad closes the book as she had introduced it: with a metaphor
involving dust. Sultan's daughter Leila, who has suffered many
disappointments over the course of the book, realises that her hopes for
marrying a man of her choice are futile:
Leila turns, takes three paces to the door, closes it
quietly behind her, and goes out. Her crushed heart she
leaves behind. Soon it blends with the dust, which blows
in through the window, the dust that lives in the carpets.
That evening she will sweep it up and throw it out into
the backyard (Seierstad 2003: 283).

While Seierstad does not treat her characters with the contempt displayed
by Betty Mahmoody, neither does she provide them with any form of
agency. Their battles are futile; they are condemned to eat dust.

Splendour, rather than decay, is the backdrop to Princess. However, like
the dirt in Not Without My Daughter, the dazzling surfaces in Princess
announce to the Western reader that they are entering an alien, unfamiliar
world where oppression is juxtaposed with limitless wealth. As the back
cover proclaims:

Think of a Saudi Arabian princess and what do you see?
A woman glittering with jewels, living a life of
unbelievable luxury. But in reality she lives in a gilded
cage (Sasson 1993).
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Princess spends much time describing the gilt on the cage - the palaces,
the private jets, the jewels lavished upon Sultana, the millions of dollars in
family safes and Swiss bank accounts. In this, the book has much in
common with nineteenth century accounts of Oriental opulence opulence which the Victorians (like Sasson) equated with moral
decadence.

Unlike the dirty, stunted and often deformed bodies in Not Without My
Daughter, many of the bodies in Princess are exotically beautiful. There
are numerous lovely, fearful young women, as well as ugly old men to
whom their beauty is sacrificed. Their bodies are pampered and fresh,
never neglected or smelly. This heightens the sense of violation when
such bodies are brutalised, whether through rape, sodomy, beatings, or
ritualised drowning in the family swimming pool - the punishment
decreed for one of Sultana's teenage friends found guilty of sexual
misconduct:

I closed my eyes and felt her body thrashing, her mouth
gasping for air, lungs screaming for relief from the
rushing water. I remembered her flashing brown eyes
and her special way of lifting her chin while filling the
room with laughter. I recalled the soft feel of her fair
skin, and considered with a grimace the quick work of
the cruel earth on such softness (Sasson 1993: 118).

Mahmoody and Sasson both inform their readers that Muslims are
"different" even on a corporeal level; Mahmoody by reducing them to the
stinking mob, Sasson by offering them as delicate blossoms waiting to be
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crushed. Mahmoody's dirt and Sasson's jewels are similar devices: they
create a distance between the Western reader and the Muslim objects of
description; they draw attention to the space between "them" and "us".

4.3 The Veil

While both Not Without My Daughter and Princess depict the veil as a
symbol of patriarchal control, the books offer diametrically opposed
interpretations of its physical effect. While Mahmoody sees the veil as
ugly, tiresome and (predictably) unhygienic, Sasson sees it as rendering
women exotic, unattainable, and therefore highly desirable. Sultana
describes her first experience of veiling:

Saudi teenage boys stared at me, now a mysterious figure in black. I knew
they were wishing for a bit of breeze to blow the veil away from my face
so that they might catch a glimpse of my forbidden skin. For a moment, I
felt myself a thing of beauty, a work so lovely that 1 must be covered to
protect men from their uncontrollable desires (Sasson 1993: 108).

In contrast, Betty Mahmoody finds the chador given to her by her in-laws
to be a drab coloured sack made from a nasty synthetic fibre, although it is
meant to be an expensive wool mix. Since the fabric does not breathe, it
is stifling to wear, and so contributes to the much-described body odour.
Worse, a stack of veils is kept in the house for general use, and when
Betty is made to wear one she finds that the other women have used it to
blow their noses. The same garment which is an object of mystique in
Princess is a swarm of revolting germs in Not Without My Daughter.
While Sultana's main objection to the veil is its effect on her outward gaze
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(she can no longer see the blue of the sky or the glow of the sun) - for
Mahmoody, the main effect is inward - (it transforms her into one of the
sweaty masses). Wearing it represents another assault on her
differentiation from the surrounding Other.

Seierstad, too, links the veil with dirt and body odour:
...all the Khan family burkas stink of cooking fumes because they
hang on nails near the kitchen. The women are now spotlessly
clean under the burkas and the clothes, but the soft soap and the
pink shampoo desperately fight against heavy odds. The women's
own smells are soon restored. The smell of old slave, young slave
(Seierstad 2003: 170).

Unlike Mahmoody and Seierstad, who find that femininity is coarsened
rather than refined by veiling, Sultana's femininity is represented as
heightened by the fact that it is shackled. The sultry, kohl-rimmed eyes
that gaze out from behind the veil on the book's cover suggest a state of
concealed ultra-femininity. The "forbidden" status of the veiled woman is
an aphrodisiac to both the women themselves and the men who watch for
a "glimpse of forbidden skin". Like Lady Mary Montagu, who more than
two centuries earlier had assured her readers that the veil allowed Turkish
women to roam the city unrecognised for meetings with their lovers,
Sasson claims that the veil provides the necessary anonymity for sexual
subterfuge. Sultana's teenage friends rebel against Saudi sexual
repressiveness by roaming the souqs in search of "fun". They proposition
men from behind the safety of their veil, and when smuggled into their
homes or hotels, they engage in "everything except penetration" or
removing their veils (Sasson 1993: 113).
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They would take off all their clothes but leave their veils
intact. The men would tease and beg and even try to
force them to remove their veils, but the girls said they
felt safe so long as no man saw their faces (Sasson 1993:
115).

It seems unlikely that a young girl in such a dangerous situation would be
able to assert herself in this way, but that is beside the point in the
tradition of Orientalist fantasy, which has long been intrigued by the veil's
potential for masquerade and mischief-making (see chapter two).

While Mahmoody and Sasson provide a rather limited aesthetic reading of
the veil, Brooks attempts to discuss the veil within a political context. She
describes how for some women, the veil is a carefully considered choice,
sometimes made in defiance of their male relatives. In fact. Brooks'
interest in Muslim women is first sparked when her assistant, hitherto an
"Egyptian yuppie" who wore fashionable Western clothes and too much
make-up, appears for work in "the uniform of a Muslim fundamentalist"
(Brooks 1995:7).

As this phrase suggests, having widened the discussion to include a
political dimension. Brooks then restricts herself to a binary political
understanding in which veiled ideologues are pitted against exposed.
Western-oriented liberals. Brooks writes of one veiled woman that "it
was easier to deal with Hamideh in her chador. The things she said
somehow seemed less jolting coming out of that anonymous darkness."
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(Brooks 1995: 25) In Western clothes, Hamideh seems very like Brooks
herself - an impression which Brooks finds hard to reconcile with the
Iranian woman's Khomeinist political opinions. The veiled woman, the
Other, is consistent with extremism. The "preppy" clothes she wears at
home - "pleated skirt, silk blouses" - render her too familiar-looking to
hold such alien beliefs.

Brooks acknowledges that forced de-veiling does not in itself have a
liberating effect on all women, because women from conservative families
are made to stay home rather than appear in public uncovered. She also
describes the wide variations that hijab may take - "deliciously
comfortable" shalwar kameez, Saudi women looking like Maupassant's
description of them as "death out for a walk", women from Dubai
"birdlike" behind their masks (Brooks 1995: 21-22). Yet what is
presented as a multifaceted account in the end collapses into a
dichotomised reading in which the imprisoned veiled woman is
juxtaposed against her free, unveiled sister. The women who have
"chosen" the veil turn out to be ideologues trapped by the success of their
own revolution. Brooks' Egyptian assistant becomes wistful for the fancy
wedding which her fiance, a 'fundamentalist' like herself, refuses to give
her. A young Iranian revolutionary who wore the chador "like a flag"
during the occupation of the U.S. embassy confides ten years later "I wish
I'd never put it on." (Brooks 1995: 25) These women, too, are caged even if the cage is of their own making. In Brooks' reading, the veil
always carries an identical ideological content, no matter whether it is
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chosen or imposed. It is consistently associated with Islamism, with no
recognition of the political diversity among hijab-wearing women.

4.4 The Ideal Woman

Although the books in question are "about" Muslim women, the presence
of the other half of the Western/Islamic dichotomy is none the less
powerful for being sublimated. In Not Without My Daughter and Nine
Parts of Desire, the "Western woman" is represented by the narrator
herself In Princess, her ghost is seen in Sultana's rather nebulous
aspirations and in her fleeting glimpses of "free" foreign women.
However, the characteristics of this "ideal" woman vary from book to
book. In Not Without My Daughter she is a wholesome homemaker and
mother; in Princess, she is the creature outside the "gilded cage" who is
allowed to choose her own clothes and sexual partner/s, while in Nine
Parts of Desire and (offstage) in The Bookseller of Kabul she appears as
an assertive, childless career woman. Seierstad, while absent from the
story itself except for the introduction, is a background presence who has
"crossed" into the identity of Afghan women through mimicking their
dress, sharing their space, and suffering their frustrations and discomforts.
Brooks is present within the text itself, her mobility and autonomy in stark
contrast to the constraints experienced by many of her subjects.

The aspect of Betty's identity most strongly conveyed in Not Without My
Daughter is her role as a mother (conveyed in the book's title) and
homemaker. In high school she had been Betty Croker Homemaker of the
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Year. She has had paid employment in America - but as a receptionist in
Moody's medical practice, where her role as her husband's subordinate is
maintained. In Iran, her housekeeping skills are constantly on display.
Her cleaning skills are a source of astonishment: "Nasserine was amazed
to learn that walls could be cleaned and that hers were originally white
instead of grey." (Mahmood and Hoffer 1993: 93)). A Thanksgiving meal
she prepares is a triumph of American efficiency in the face of Iranian
adversity, and it wins her the admiration of Moody's family. Betty herself
knows it is not her best effort, but "compared to the dirty, oily food we
had been offered in Iran, this was, indeed, a feast." (Mahmoody 1993: 37)
And she can also outdo the local women at their own cuisine: "Moody
knew I was a better Iranian cook than any Iranian." (Mahmoody 1993:
37). ^^

Betty's experience of "freedom", then, has not compromised her
femininity -indeed, she is better at these "feminine" occupations than the
"imprisoned", domesticated Iranian women. This is acknowledged by the
person whose opinions on such issues counts for the most - her husband.
No matter how far their relationship deteriorates. Moody is always proud
of her housekeeping skills, and Betty is always glad to receive his praise.
Western women have not been "de-feminised" by their liberation. On the
contrary, they still make the best wives.

In coversations with Iranian readers of the book, this slur against one of the world's great
cuisines is a fi-equent source of indignation.
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The Iranian women characters are represented as complicit in the abuse
that Betty suffers at the hands of her husband. "They traded conspiratorial
glances at one another, visibly pleased to see the power Moody held over
this American woman." (Mahmoody and Hoffer 1993: 44) While Betty's
female in-laws provide little comfort to her, Betty herself shows a
remarkable lack of empathy with Iranian women. Just as Moody's
violence is directed not only at her gender but also at her nationality,
Betty's humanity is grounded specifically in her identity as an American.
The Iranian women are granted no such humanity, and violence against
them seems less outrageous. Mahmoody's description of them as dirty,
ignorant slatterns has already reduced them to such depths that it is
unsurprising that they expect to be beaten. This lack of female solidarity
is reinforced by the fact that male violence is seen as both particular and
inherent to Iranian culture. Since the women are shown as upholding this
culture, they are at least in part responsible for producing its patriarchal
violence. As de Hart writes: "There seems to be little female bonding
between oriental and western women in these stories [including Not
Without My Daughter], In fact, the oriental women, either the anonymous
groups or the hostile or victimized ones, highlight the image of the
western individual woman as liberated, and fighting for her rights." (Hart
2001: 57)

Brooks and Seierstad provide a different model of Western femininity to
Mahmoody's American homemaker. Brooks is an educated professional,
used to being able to cross gender lines and frustrated at finding herself
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shut out of the male domain when she arrives in the Middle East. The
book never gives any indication that her gender has ever proved an
obstacle for her professional advancement in the West. She is married to
a man who was prepared to give up his job so that she could take up the
position of Middle East correspondent. When she discusses the
discrimination faced by Muslim "career women", she does not appear to
recognise any parallel situation for women in the West, even if on a
smaller scale. As Bahramitash points out, "she discusses the problems that
work outside the home poses for women in Cairo as though this is a
problem specific to Egyptian women." (Bahramitash 2005: 228) No
empathy is created that would risk undermining the Western woman's
position as the idealised role model.

4.5 Exoticised Violence

All of the books analysed here include graphic depictions of violence
committed by Muslim men. Betty Mahmoody is abused by her husband,
and Princess, Nine Parts of Desire and The Bookseller of Kabul describe
honour killings, beatings and rape.

In Not Without My Daughter, Moody reinforces his control over his wife
with physical violence and periods of complete imprisonment and
isolation. His violence is particularly directed at her as an American - for
example, he threatens to send her mutilated body home to her parents
along with the ashes of an American flag. However, Moody's abuse,
while particular in its anti-Americanism, is also a universal characteristic
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of Iranian marriages. As Betty's sister-in-law tells her "Mammal does the
same thing to me. Reza does the same thing to Essey. All men are like
this." (Mahmoody 1993: 103)

Princess opens with the child Sultana being slapped by her brother for
refusing to hand over her apple, and then punished by her father for her
impertinence. This incident teaches her that "I was a female who was
shackled by males unburdened by consciences." This lack of male
conscience leads to repeated incidents of beatings, murder, and
particularly rape, throughout the book and its sequel. Many of these
atrocities are committed by Sultana's brother, Ali. Sultana sees Ali and his
friend rape a child they have bought in the Cairo bazaar. Ali's own son
grows up to impregnate a comatose woman. One of Sultana's sister's
attempts suicide after being subjected to "sickening sexual brutality" by
the man she has been forced to marry. Another is sodomised by her
husband with such savagery that she has to wear a colostomy bag.

This projection of a forbidden and perverted sexuality onto the body of the
Other allows Sasson's female readers to be sickened by scenes of
pornographic violence without any sense of personal danger. The
violation (both of the rapes and of Sasson's commodification of rape) is
committed upon foreign bodies with whom "we" have already established
we have nothing in common. The distance between "our" world and
"theirs" does not prevent us from feeling an instinctive revulsion at the
violence of Princess. It does, however, protect us from any sense that
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"our" own safety has been infringed upon - indeed, it reinforces our sense
of safety by rendering danger as alien and distant.

Sultana's own marriage is initially happy, although the book concentrates
on its sexual dimension - Karim's flashing dark eyes and desert-prince
good looks. There is violence in this relationship too - during one
argument Karim hits her so hard that she is knocked unconscious, but she
"deserves" it for her uncontrolled temper. It is all part of the sexual
chemistry between them - she is wild and untameable, but he is a "real"
man who won't stop trying. Violence in this context is apparently
excusable.

Although Seierstad's writing is far more restrained, she too aestheticises
the honour killing described in her book. The victim, Jamila "came from a
superior family, she was rich, immaculate, and beautiful as a flower". She
is returned to her family soon after her marriage, when a man is seen
entering her bedroom window. The family salvages their honour by
murdering her. Her own mother is complicit in this crime:

She, the mother, it was, who in the end dispatched her
three sons to kill her daughter. The brothers entered the
room together. Together they put a pillow over her face;
together they pushed it down harder, harder, until life
was extinguished.
Then they returned to the mother (Seierstad 2003: 38).

Jamila's death overshadows the book, a warning to the other female
characters when they engage in transgressive plans for illicit relationships
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or employment outside the home. Yet Seierstad herself, the invisible
narrator, publishes the details of their transgressions and boundarycrossings, an ethical breach that is never explained.

One of the most confronting sections of Nine Parts of Desire is Geraldine
Brooks' description of the death in London of a young Sudanese woman.
The woman and her husband had migrated to Britain together, but the
husband had begun to spend long periods working in Saudi Arabia. In his
absence, the woman made friends outside the Muslim community,
enrolled in further education, and finally fell in love with a British man.
When her husband discovered that she intended to leave him, he killed
her. Brooks' attends the man's trial, where he is convicted of
manslaughter.

To Brooks, the man's conviction of manslaughter rather than murder
indicates the British jury's failure to understand the couple's Islamic
cultural background.

As I listened to the facts of the case, I could interpret
them two ways. The Western way, as the jury was
interpreting them, led to a description of something we
all understood: a crime of passion in a spur-of-the
moment insane frenzy. The other way, the way I'd
learned living among the women of Islam, described
something very different: a cleansing of family honour,
a premeditated killing that would, under British law,
draw a sentence of life imprisonment (Brooks 1995:
228).
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By ascribing "Western" motives for wife-killing to this Muslim man, the
jury underestimated the severity of his crime.

This assertion of a qualitative difference between "Muslim" and
"Western" homicide has disturbing implications. "Muslim" or "honour"
killings are seen as coldly calculated, rational in their own terms, a blood
sacrifice for the sake of male pride. "Western" wife-killings, of the type
apparently familiar to British juries, are more likely to resuh from a
spontaneous outburst of rage. Yet it remains unclear how these types of
killing can be so confidently differentiated, nor why the type of homicide
that "we all understood" should be considered a less grave offence.

Much of the literature on "honour killings" emphasizes how such
culturalist representations serve to excuse as well as "exoticise" violence
against Muslim and other "non-Western" women. While Brooks describes
what she sees as an "honour crime" that was misread as a Western-style
manslaughter, Meetoo and Mirza recount how in other homicide cases,
"cultural defences" have been mounted in order to reduce the plea to
manslaughter and obtain a lesser sentence. Meetoo and Mirza see
ethnicised reporting of "honour crimes" as contributing to the isolation of
the women concerned:

[Racialised media reports] contribute to putting women
at risk through sensationalising these crimes through
their style and content of reporting which results in
voyeuristic spectacle (cries o f ' h o w dreadful'!) followed
by multicultural paralysis and inaction ('nothing to do
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with us! It is part of their cuUure') (Meetoo and Mirza
2007: 195).

Naming such crimes in culturally specific terms as "honour killings" risks
both validating such violence in the eyes of the men who commit them,
and allowing "Western" authorities to explain and dismiss them as an
issue specific to particular marginalised communities. The problem
confronting women mobilising against such crimes is how to embed their
campaigns within the wider discourse on gender violence, while
articulating the particular nature of honour-related crimes (see further
discussion in chapter 5). Brooks' hierarchical ranking of "Western" versus
"Muslim" homicides serves only to marginalise and so contain discussion
of violence against Muslim women.

4.5 Feminine Ethnography and International Relations
Although the books under discussion owe much of their appeal to the fact
that they are "personal stories", all of them take place within a context of
international political events. For Betty Mahmoody, the Iranian
revolution is the turning point of her marriage; for "Princess Sultana", the
wealth created by the oil boom changes not only her family's lifestyle, but
also their values. International relations therefore play a central role in the
books' plots, but more interesting still is the way in which these "personal
stories" become fables representing fantasized small scale re-enactments
of larger events.
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In Not Without My Daughter, the crisis in Iranian-American relations after
the fall of the Shah mirrors the crisis in the marriage between an Iranian
man, Dr Mahmoody, known as Moody, and his American wife, Betty.
Prior to the revolution, Moody - like Iran itself - seems a successful
product of modernisation. Modernisation theory views successful
development as the progress from "traditional" societies and values,
which were seen as synonymous with poverty, to a modem society based
on the model of Western capitalist nations. Dr Mahmoody personifies this
process. He has left Iran in order to gain a Western education, first in
science and then in medicine. His adoption of Western knowledge
systems brings material prosperity, and he is able to provide his family
with all the consumer goods of a comfortable middle-class existence. He
wears his religion and "traditions" lightly, refraining from eating pork but
enjoying alcohol. He rarely contacts his "backward" Iranian family, and
has symbolically allied himself with America through his marriage to
Betty. He has also signalled his willingness to ally himself more formally
by applying for American citizenship:

The application form asked numerous questions, and
among them were these:

Do you believe in the U.S. Constitution and form of
government of the United States?
Are you willing to take the fixll oath of allegiance to the
United States?
If the law requires it, are you willing to bear arms on
behalf of the United States?
To each of these questions. Moody answered yes
(Mahmoody and Hoffer 1993: 212).
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When Betty first meets him in a Michigan hospital, the "traditional"
aspects of Moody's history have been all but subsumed beneath the
"modem" American educated doctor:

Scholarly eyeglasses loomed over a face with slightly
Arabic features. His skin was a shade darker than mine.
Except for the trace of an accent, his manner and
personality were American (Mahmood and Hoffer 1993:
47).

Westernised, with just the faintest whiff of the exotic - this description of
Dr Mahmoody could serve as a metaphor for modernisation's idealised
model of the nation which has successfully made the journey from
backward traditionalism to developed modernity.

Financed by the boom in oil revenue, Iran in the 1960s and 1970s
embarked on a programme of modernisation which for a time was seen as
just such a successful journey. Large scale programmes of urbanisation
and industrialisation were undertaken, while the "backward, traditional"
rural sector was left to presumed obsolescence. Western expertise was
imported, and large numbers of Iranians, like Dr Mahmoody, went abroad
to gain a Western education. And for Iran, as for Dr Mahmoody, the
adoption of modernisation's ethos seemed for a time to have brought
prosperity. Wealth bought access to Western consumer goods and
Western mores. The presence of multi-national fast food chains and miniskirts on the streets of Tehran was seen as the triumph of modernity over
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traditionalism. And like Dr Mahmoody, Iran under the Shah tied its
allegiance to America, becoming the linchpin of U.S. Middle Eastern
security.

In this reading of history, the 1979 revolution is seen as the remnants of
traditional society dragging Iran back to its impoverished, backward past.
It is a reversal of history, a winding back of progress which had hitherto
been seen as against the natural order of things. And with the overthrow
of the Shah, Dr Mahmoody too is drawn back to his past. His apparent
Western modernity is revealed as nothing more than a surface
transformation, easily overcome by the powerful tug of his traditional
background, as represented by his family and especially his sister.

As the Shah's regime falters, so does Dr Mahmoody's Westernisation. He
gives up alcohol and begins to pray. He rejects America and its values,
which he now sees as corrupt, and he dwells on a series of injustices,
some real, if trivial, and some imagined. Similarly, a preoccupation with
past and present injustices is seen by proponents of modernisation as
detrimental to the advancement of developing nations. Rather than tracing
their difficulties to the ongoing legacy of colonialism or to the
globalisation of capital, developing societies are encouraged to stop
complaining and take control of their individual destinies.

Both Iran as a nation and Dr Mahmoody as an individual find that their
rejection of Western values costs them their material prosperity. Iran
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sinks further into the economic crisis that had helped to bring down the
Shah, while Dr Mahmoody is forced to sell his family's large house after a
year's unemployment. Only his wife's American drive and determination
save him from ruin when she issues ultimatums and helps him find work.
His loss of faith in America leads him to return to Iran, to his family, and
to his "traditional" origins.

The return to Iran smothers Dr Mahmoody's enlightened modernity. The
malign influence of Iran's "traditional" elements is personified in the book
by Moody's older sister and mother-figure, Ameh Borzorg. She is
introduced in the book as a chadored figure with a nose "so huge I could
not believe it was real", shrieking with unseemly emotion. With one
embrace she obliterates her brother's hard-won Western success:

In America Moody was an osteopathic anaesthesiologist,
a respected professional with an annual income
approaching one hundred thousand dollars. Here, he
was merely Ameh Borzorg's little boy again
(Mahmoody and Hoffer: 9).

Ameh Borzorg is illiterate and ignorant, and her ignorance proves
infectious. Although Dr Mahmoody, the Westernised doctor, "knew the
value of hygiene", he turns a blind eye to his sister's filthy personal habits
and unsanitary kitchen. Even though the food is badly stored, the kitchen
walls covered in grease, and the floor splattered with food spills, "Moody
boasted to me that Ameh Borzorg had cleaned the house completely in
honour of our arrival." (Mahmoody and Hoffer: 20) Betty is initially able
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to draw his reluctant attention to some of the un-American filth of their
surroundings - the bugs in the rice, the way the women wipe their noses
on their chadors, the body odour of his family. For the most part, however.
Moody denies his wife's accusations, telling her that "You have just made
up your mind not to like it here." (Mahmoody and Hoffer: 27)

The characterisation of Ameh Borzorg is a typical representation of the
malign influence of a "traditional" woman upon a developing society.
Not only is she incapable of becoming an agent of modernisation, she
actively resists it. Her brother's "scientific" knowledge is answered with
"superstition": showering will "wash all the cells off of your skin and you
will get a cold in your stomach and be sick." (Mahmoody and Hoffer: 27)
She fills the house with foul-smelling smoke to ward off the evil eye; she
uses herbal preparations when she feels ill. And the family unit of which
she is head is physically damaging to its offspring, because its practice of
first-cousin marriages spawns in-bred, deformed weaklings.

"Traditional" Iranians, then, are the makers of their own misery. In
rejecting the values of modernisation, they have lost their chance for
hygiene and health, but these are goods which they are too ignorant to
appreciate anyway. The same irrationality that prompts them to refuse to
bathe drives them out onto the streets to scream anti-American slogans
and install Khomeini as their leader.
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In fact, the unpleasant physical surroundings described by Betty
Mahmoody were the product not of "Islam" or "traditionalism", but of
urbanisation, over-rapid development, environmental degradation, and
war. For most of the book, the Iran/Iraq war appears only as a menacing
shadow. This decontextualises much of Mahmoody's account. She
describes all the conditions of a country at war - the food shortages, the
queues at the shops, the frequent interruptions to electricity and water
supplies - without apparently considering their cause. Only when Tehran
is ripped apart by bombs does she explicitly refer to the bloody conflict
with Iraq. As they huddle in air-raid bunkers, her husband's family
ignorantly blames America. Mahmoody disagrees, believing the war to be
a natural consequence of governance by a "fanatical madman".
Certainly, the governments of both Iraq and Iran were prepared to coldbloodly sacrifice the lives of their citizens. In Iraq's case, the war was
initially an opportunistic attempt to regain disputed land while Iran was in
a state of presumed post-revolution weakness. In the case of Iran, the
government rejected the possibility of a negotiated settlement in order to
consolidate the country behind an external enemy and in an attempt to
establish itself as the major regional power (Sick 1989).
Yet the beliefs which Mahmoody dismisses as so much Iranian
propaganda did contain some truth, as later became obvious with the
exposure of the degree of Western assistance to both sides in the conflict.
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under the policy that later came to be known as "dual containment" (Hiro
1991: 119).
The war provides Mahmoody with the opportunity to expound on another
aspect of the "Iranian" psyche: their indifference to death, either their
own or anybody else's. When Ameh Borzorg's husband goes missing
during a bombing raid, Mahmoody is unable to accept the family's
keening and wailing as signs of real grief They are simply exercising a
talent for melodrama. In fact, Mahmoody writes, Iranians don't fear
bombing raids because they don't care whether they live or die - they
expect to go to Paradise, after all (Mahmood and Hoffer 1993: 168). This
assertion is perhaps the most disturbing proclamation in the whole book.
Why should "we" value Iranian lives, if they themselves do not? More
specifically, why should Americans care when their government is found
to have facilitated the slaughter of countless Iranian (and Iraqi) youths in
war, or when an American frigate shoots down an Iranian passenger
airliner, if Iranian grief at Iranian deaths is all show and no substance?
"Our" lives already seem more valuable than those of Mahmoody's dirty,
stunted characters, and this seems confirmed by their own supposed
indifference to life and death.
The plot of Not Without My Daughter also mirrors the story of one of
America's great foreign policy humiliations - the takeover of the embassy
in Tehran by Iranian students, in which 66 American staff were taken
hostage. Mahmoody refers to herself not as a "prisoner", but as a
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"hostage", evoking subtextual parallels between her own situation and that
of other Western hostages in the Tehran embassy and elsewhere in the
Middle East. The most significant deviation between Not Without My
Daughter and the embassy takeover lies, of course, in the ending. While
Not Without My Daughter provides an emotionally satisfying victory, the
embassy crisis dragged on for month after embarrassing month,
punctuated by humiliating disasters such as "Operation Eagle Claw", the
abortive rescue attempt in which eight American servicemen were killed a failure that was seen as sealing the fate of the Carter administration.
(Bowden 2006)
Mahmoody, like the embassy hostages, finds that the American foreign
policy establishment can give very little help. The officials with whom
she deals in the U.S. interests section of the Swiss embassy are wellmeaning, but ineffectual. The State department, alerted to the situation by
her family back home, can offer little practical assistance. In the end, it is
the American spirit - Mahmoody's individual determination - which is
seen as providing the victory, not the American establishment. This
explanation feeds into the sentiment that after humiliations in Vietnam
and the Middle East, American values were betrayed by weak leadership,
which was supposed to have reached its nadir with the Carter
administration's Iranian humiliation. However, by the time Not Without
My Daughter was published, another administration had been faced with
impotence in dealing with a hostage crisis, this time in Lebanon.
America's global dominance was not translating into an ability to assist
American citizens trapped beyond its borders. Betty's escape in Not
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Without My Daughter both provided an exciting story and filled an urgent
cultural need for some sort of victory over this region of menacing
kidnappers.

The American-ness of Betty Mahmoody's triumph could not be more
explicitly described. Indeed, it is broadcast in the book's final word. As
Betty and her daughter wait in the American embassy in Turkey after their
escape, the little girl draws a representation of their escape. There are the
mountains, a Kurdish house, and a fluttering stars and stripes. And "[in]
childish letters Mahtob had scrawled:

AMErICA"
(Mahmoody and Hoffer: 416)

While Not Without My Daughter is a reasonably straightforward exercise
in demonisation, Princess reflects the more paradoxical politics of the first
Gulf War. While Iraq provided an all too plausible enemy, the Gulf states
whose freedom the United States and its allies were supposedly defending
could hardly be described as models of Western liberalism. The difficulty
in promoting the Gulf War, then, lay as much with "our" friends as with
our enemies. After all, Kuwait and Saudi Arabia are Arab, Muslim, and
rich - not obvious targets for sympathy in middle America. Princess can
be read as an attempt to resolve such Gulf War dilemmas by providing a
narrator who simultaneously assures her readers that Saudi Arabia is
indeed a degenerate and immoral society, while maintaining that the
current government is the last line of defence for her people.
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Princess Sultana's personal story is also intended as an explanation of
Saudi Arabia itself, and so she gives a potted version of Saudi history:
"To understand my life, you must icnow those who came before me."
(Sasson, 15) The story proper is topped and tailed by supplementary
information in the form of acknowledgements, tables of information, a
glossary and a chronology. Maps and tables of country facts help to
locate the story. This act of location places the story not only
geographically, but also within a particular historical and political
imagination. As Michael Shapiro writes:

...it is a matter of course that most books which claim to
speak about a country begin with a map in the opening
pages. This representational practice is so familiar it
seems natural (i.e. not a practice), but this representation
of bounded areas partakes of a venerable rhetorical
gesture: the map is a spatial trope which, far from
simply representing (natural) boundaries, is an
aggressive practice, delivering up the discursive territory
within which legitimate speech about bounded areas can
occur (Shapiro 1997: 93).

And nowhere has the making of maps been more problematic, more
contested a practice, than in the Middle East. The maps at the beginning
of Princess serve to render the current geopolitical order as fixed and
"natural" a feature of the region as the climate (described in the table
below the map as "Hot and dry".) The modem nation-states of the Middle
East are represented on a scroll, suggesting antiquity. This de-historicised
rendition of contemporary boundaries therefore characterises
transgressions of national borders as violations of the natural order.
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Sultana needs no further cause to condemn the Iraqi invasion of Kuwait
than the mere fact of it happening - maps are a static fact, not a historical
process, and madmen like Saddam Hussein who seek to redraw maps will
stop at nothing.

The chronology at the end of the book places the births of Sultana and her
parents into a series of events which begins with the birth of the Prophet
and continues through to the discovery of oil, the Six Day War, the oil
embargoes of the 1970s, and the Gulf War. The "neutral", third-person
format of this history lends authority to the account given in (we are told)
Sultana's own rather breathless voice.

Like much of the book. Sultana's account of the founding of Saudi Arabia
is picturesque and romantic. It also contains no reference to European
colonialism. Rather, it is the story of the desert warrior Abdul Aziz,
forced as a child to flee with his family after military defeat by another
tribe, vowing revenge as he "watched the haunting beauty of his homeland
disappear from view." (Sasson 1993: 16) His fulfilment of that vow is
seen as the final chapter in the history of bedouin warfare, after which the
tribes were able to unite under "the great leader. King Abdul Aziz"
(Sasson 1993: 17). Saudi Arabia, then, is the product of this Arabian fairy
tale, not of colonialism or the associated process of nation-state building.

The world of Princess is divided into three geopolitical spheres. The first
is the Arab world, within which Saudi Arabia is located and from which it
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is distinguish primarily by its wealth. The second is the West, where
Sultana and her family take holidays and witness egalitarianism and
female emancipation. And then there is the Third World (which includes
elements of the Arab world), whose relationship with Saudi Arabia is
exemplified in a chapter entitled "Foreign Women", in which Sultana
learns about the lives of her Filipino maid and her friends.

In Princess, the West is a source of progressive knowledge, both
ideological and technical. It provides a vision of freedom and opportunity
to contrast against the Saudi scenes of repression. On honeymoon in
America, Sultana announces:

1 believe this marvellous mixture of cultures has brought
civilisation closer to reality than in any other culture in
history...So few countries manage complete freedom for
all their citizens without chaos; this has been
accomplished in this huge land...Just imagine what
would happen in the Arab world; a country the size of
America would have a war a minute, with each man
certain he had the only correct answer for the good of
all! (Sasson 1993: 173)

"Freedom", then, is a peculiarly American good. Not only do the
Americans possess it while the Arabs do not, but the Americans know
how to use it, while the Arabs would be destroyed by it. It is this logic
which is used to justify faith in the superiority of democracy combined
with support for undemocratic regimes. What is good for "us" is not
necessarily good for "them". "We" are advanced enough to enjoy the
benefits of democracy and freedom; "they" would only misuse it.
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Although the Gulf War does not occur until the conclusion of Princess,
the preceding chapters have already established the grounds for the
American alliance with the Gulf state regimes. The validity (if not the
morality) of the existing order having been verified, it only remains to
depict the savagery of the threat to that order. This Sultana does not by
referring to Iraqi government abuses of its political opponents or the
Kurdish minority, but with an anecdote from her husband about an Iraqi
he once met who'd killed his father over a financial dispute. This
violence of son against father is apparently a quite different order of
barbarity to the violence of husband against wife or father against
daughter which Sultana has assured us are staple ingredients of Saudi life.

Sultana's musings neatly fit the rationale of the United States' foreign
policy, combining distaste for Saudi political and social culture with
support for the Saudi political system. One might imagine that after
describing a country in which women are routinely murdered by their
families or tortured and executed by the state, in which corruption is
rampant and the bullying of religious hypocrites is sanctioned by the state.
Sultana would advocate the overthrow of the current leadership.
However, Sultana, the self-proclaimed rebel, is piously loyal to King
Faisal and keeps her agitation within approved limits. When one of her
daughters becomes a "religious fanatic" and denounces the Saudi ruling
class. Sultana is horrified. When the other daughter begins to carry a gun
to protect herself against the religious police and announces "There is no
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God!", she packs her off to Europe for psychiatric treatment. Like the
State Department, Sultana prefers the status quo to the alternatives.

If Western political systems are too sophisticated for Arabian conditions,
at least Western scientific knowledge is able to provide a remedy for the
damage caused by Arabian backwardness and superstition. This is
exemplified in the incident when Sultana's daughter Maha is taken to
London for treatment after what is described as a nervous breakdown.
She has entered into an "unnatural friendship" with another adolescent
girl, begun experimenting with witchcraft and the occult, and becomes
hysterical and blasphemous when confronted by her family. Her worried
parents book her into "a leading mental health institute." (Sasson 1994:
54)

Maha's British psychiatrist has a fascination with Arabia derived from
classical Orientalism - Thesiger, Burton, Doughty and Lawrence. He has
lived and worked in Egypt where, as he tells Sultana's husband, he "found
out more than I wanted to know about the way you fellows treat your
women." (Sasson: 57) A cursory examination is enough to satisfy him
that Maha's mental condition is the product of her social background.
Sexual segregation, repression, and Maha's experience of watching her
girlfriend's father rape young virgins, have caused her unnatural hatred of
men and her lesbian desires. However, what Islamic ignorance has
caused, Western psychiatry can cure. The doctor "[combines] his medical
knowledge with rich experiences learned in the world of Arab women".
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and Maha's culturally particular madness is completely cured by this
mixture of Freud and Thesiger.

Both Maha and her sister - the "daughters of Arabia" of the second book can be seen as representing alternative possibilities for Saudi Arabia.
However, they are possibilities unacceptable both to Sultana and to the
dominant Western political interests. Maha represents the danger of
anarchy - an ominous threat for foreign policy-makers, who value order as
a primary good. Maha's breakdown - a directionless, uncontrolled
rebellion, hysterical rather than focused - personifies the foreign policymakers' nightmare of the country rendered chaotic and ungovernable by
the removal of its ruling elite.

Sultana's other daughter, Amani, represents the threat of religious
fundamentalism. In a chapter titled "Extremisf, Sultana relates how
Amani embraces religious puritanism after a family pilgrimage to
Makkah, and how this Islamic fervour is at odds with the more
"moderate" philosophy of the al-Saud rulers. She worries that her
daughter's sympathy with the Islamic movement is "on a collision course
with our regime, which is linked with the modernization and
westernization of the kingdom." (Sasson: 243)

It is hard to see how the Saudi Arabia of Princess can be described as
"westernized" in any sense other than its security links to Europe and the
United States. However, in so describing it. Sultana is in the company of
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many international relations analysts, who have seen as "Westernised"
such disparate regimes as Zia ul-Haq's Pakistan and Mohammad Reza
Shah's Iran. In this context, "Westernised" does not refer to domestic
institutions or governmental methods, but to security policy, and in
particular to the degree of foreign policy allegiance to the United States.

In contrast to their treatment of Maha, Sultana and her husband do not
attempt to obliterate Amani's convictions. Instead, they reason with her
and limit her expression of her beliefs to her own personal realm.
Anarchy is cured, fundamentalism is contained - at least for the moment.

The "approved" future lies not with Sultana's daughters, but with her son,
Abdullah. Abdullah does not question the basis of al-Saud rule, but (like
his mother) hopes for a relaxation of Saudi social conditions.
Accordingly, when a friend is denied the chance to marry the daughter of
a wealthy family, he helps the young couple escape abroad. However, the
upheaval is only short-term, as the girl's parents forgive her and accept the
marriage. There is no threat to the stability of the ruling order, especially
since as a male, Abdullah enjoys a limited right to challenge authority
without provoking the tumult that would ensue were his sisters to so rebel.

Abdullah's Saudi Arabia is the hope not only of his proud mother, but
also of the United States foreign policy establishment in the wake of the
Gulf War. After a bloody war fought to "make the world safe for
feudalism" as Thomas Freidman quipped, (Freidman 1990) the continued
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stories of repression coming from the "saved" countries of the Gulf could
only be seen as an embarrassment. The optimum outcome would have
been a softened, more "moderate" Saudi regime, which nonetheless
retained its firm grip on power. And Abdullah's next expression of social
concern - his attempt to persuade his father to contribute financially to the
post-war reconstruction of Lebanon - represents another item on the State
Department's wish-list: a Saudi Arabia taking its fair share of
responsibility for the security of the region.

Sultana, then, has placed herself at the exact standpoint of the United
States' Middle Eastern policy - upholding the validity of al-Saud rule,
while distancing herself from its perceived moral corruption and
repressiveness. The West appears as a source of enlightenment enlightenment whose benefits Saudis can consume, as when Maha is taken
to London for treatment, but which they should not try to emulate, for fear
of destabilising their primitive and potentially volatile region.

The Western characters who fleetingly appear in Princess serve a double
function: they act as witnesses to Saudi barbarity, and they provide
exemplars of Western virtues. The "Third World" characters are, like
their Western counterparts, "outside" witnesses and judges. However,
while the Western characters are sources of intellectual and spiritual
enlightenment, those from the developing world are objects of Saudi
physical consumption.
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Sultana's relationship with her domestic staff provides her with insight
into this Saudi exploitation of the Third World. Watching the servants,
she realises that her countrymen have used their wealth to commodify
those less fortunate: "People from the Third World were there to serve us
wealthy Saudis, nothing more." (Sasson 1993: 126)

Sultana's description of the commodification of Third World people's
physical bodies draws a line from lack of empathy through to abuse and
finally to a form of cannibalism. Marci, Sultana's Filipino maid, senses
that her mistress is "not like other Saudis", and offers to tell her about the
lives of foreign domestics. Sultana is interested, but first she herself
provides an example of Saudi commodification. Before Marci can begin
her story, she must attend to her mistress's comfort by bringing her food
and drink. "I was intrigued by the thought of a tragic story, yet not
content to sit still and listen until all my desires were met!" (Sasson 1996:
126)

Later, Sultana sees that her own insensitivity is typical of attitudes
towards foreign domestics. Their employers construct them as purely
corporeal beings, useful only for what their bodies can provide. They are
"little more than robots", and as robots, they are utilised as objects of
physical aggression and sexual desire. Marci tells Sultana that maids are
not only exploited for their labour, but also beaten to the point of serious
injury. Their bodies are also sexual commodities, and pretty girls are the
most highly valued. On hearing of Marci's friend, who was imprisoned
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and raped by her Saudi employers. Sultana remembers the holidays that
her father and brother take in South-East Asia. She is horrified to realise
that they too participate in the abuse of Third World women.

In Princess, Saudi physical exploitation of Third World bodies culminates
in the most extreme act of consumption - the theft of a body organ. On an
international flight. Sultana sits next to a Lebanese woman who snaps
"You Saudis think you can buy the world!" Sultana is shaken; the woman
softens. She tells the reason for her hostility. Her young daughter had
disappeared from outside their home in Riyadh, only to reappear weeks
later with a bag full of cash and jewellery and a long scar where a kidney
had been removed for organ transplant. She concludes "While it is true
that financial desperation leads foreigners to Saudi Arabia, you are still
hated by all that have known you." (Sasson 1993: 266)

Saudi Arabia, then, is the ultimate consumer society, feeding off the West
for the requirements of the intellect and the soul, and off the Third World
for such physical commodities as labour, carnal fulfilment, and healthy
body parts. However, of course, Saudis are not the only consumers of the
goods which Third World bodies can provide. The West's morally
privileged position in the tripartite economy of Princess is undermined if
one acknowledges that as well as providing models of democracy and
female emancipation to inspire young Saudi feminists. Western societies
also participate in the globalised exploitation of women from developing
countries. In the global economy, both business and women are mobile.
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While women are trafficked abroad for labour or sex, corporations are
able to relocate in search of the cheapest, most downtrodden workforce.

Although comparatively few households in the west employ domestic
servants such as those in Princess, the very wealthy still regard "Third
World" women as cheap, hard-working and compliant domestics. Often
working illegally, and therefore vulnerable to abuse, women from Latin
America, Eastern Europe, and South-East Asia can be found toiling in the
kitchens and nurseries of North America and Western Europe. Less
intimate, but of much greater magnitude, is the exploitation of women in
developing countries by transnational corporations. Factory workers
employed in the manufacture of goods for export remain impoverished
and disempowered, the better to maintain low overheads (Moghadam
2005: 52-3). Often, the goods produced in these conditions are expensive,
high-prestige items, such as the highly publicised example of Nike sports
shoes. These consumer items are increasingly targeted at a global elite,
but the primary market remains the West.

Nor does one have to be a Saudi prince to participate in the globalised sex
industry. The brothels of South-East Asia are as popular with Australian
and European men as they are with Middle Eastern royalty. When Sultana
describes how Saudis view Thai women as beautiful whores for whom
prostitution is a way of life rather than a degradation - "Oriental women
do not care who they go to bed with" (Sasson 1993: 140) - she articulates
a stereotype which is deeply embedded in the masculine culture of
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Australia and other Western societies. The image of the pliant Oriental
woman is marketed not only by travel companies offering sex tours, but
also by marriage bureaus selling what they claim are "feminine",
submissive brides, untainted by the disagreeable influence of "Western"
feminism.

There are, of course, structural difficulties in exposing Western
mistreatment of women in a book which is supposed to be "about" Saudi
Arabia. However, it will be obvious by now that Princess is less a
description of Saudi Arabia than an exercise in moral hierarchy, in which
Saudi Arabia is positioned as a wealthy, decadent exploiter, while the
West is a force for civilisation and liberation. The political economy of
Princess is about the distribution of virtue and vice, as well as goods and
services. The exclusion of the West's own role in globalised oppression
means that Western societies are allocated only the lightest sprinkling of
vice and much more than their share of virtue.

Not Without My Daughter and Princess are both stories of "private"
people, stories whose references to public, political circumstances are
often either allegorical, or buried in subtext, or both. In contrast, the
biographical subjects of Geraldine Brooks' Nine Parts of Desire are more
directly discussed in relation to their social and political backgrounds.
However, Brooks' character sketches, like Mahmoody's and Sasson's
biographies, are parables from which the reader is supposed to draw wider
political inferences. Her personal interaction with Muslims is presented as
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a premonition of future relations between "Islam" and "the West". In her
encounters with women as diverse as Palestinian activists, the family of
Ayatollah Khomeini, and Queen Noor of Jordan, she endeavours to
discover whether "Muslim fundamentalists [could] live with Western
liberals, or would accommodating each other cost both of us our
principles?" (Brooks 1995: 11)

Like Princess, Nine Parts of Desire supplements the information in the
main text with a glossary and a map. This time, the map features an
"Oriental" border and decorative arabesques, so that national borders
which were produced by colonialism and violence are integrated with
"indigenous" imagery. The map's use of "Middle Eastern" artwork serves
to "Orientalise" the nation-state system and therefore render it as local.

Brooks, like Princess Sultana, believes that knowledge of the past is
essential for an understanding of contemporary Middle Eastern lives. She
provides a wealth of historical information detailing the origins of Islam
and the personal life of the Prophet. Yet it is a history with many silences.
Almost nothing seems to have happened between the time of the SunniShia split and the Iranian revolution. There is no mention of such figures
as ibn Tammiyeh, Sayeed Qubt, or Maulana Mawdudi. And while Brooks
leaps effortlessly between the seventh and late twentieth centuries,
European colonialism, the creation of the state of Israel, and the Cold War
all disappear into a historical vacuum. Thus the rise of Khomeini is
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explained not by Iranian social and political conditions in the 1970s, but in
Shi'a Islam's origins as a movement of dissent (Brooks 1995: 16).

Brooks provides us with snapshots of lives which have been shaped and,
all too often, smashed apart by international politics, but then asks us to
understand them in a religious rather than a political context. This has the
effect of turning many of her subjects into mindless zealots, since we see
their response to events which are never themselves depicted. A
Palestinian youth throws stones at Israeli cars, Iranians spit out their
hatred of America. But Brooks is not writing about Israel or America, so
she does not turn to the international conjunctions which might explain
these "Islamic" passions. "We" are disconnected from "them"; "their"
attitudes towards "us" arise from within them, not from a shared history, a
common participation in global life.

Nine Parts of Desire is ostensibly a book about Islam, but of course the
West is omnipresent throughout. It is present in Brooks' own Western
gaze, in the Western readers for whom she is "translating" the Middle
East, and as a bogeyman for some of the people she encounters.
Significantly, however, it is absent as an actor in the narrative itself. This
exclusion leaves stories half-told and explanations incomplete. We are
left watching incomprehensible scenes in the lives of people who mouth
inexplicable words, because the link between our history and theirs is
severed. It is a crude piece of surgery that slices away events crucial to
any form of understanding.
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An example of this is the visit Brooks makes to an Iranian family. The
family's home is haunted by relics of those they have lost - sons and
daughters who have died either for speaking out against the government,
or in the war with Iraq. Brooks spares their mothers her memories of
covering the war:

...the Iranian dead lay sprawled and flyblown in their
trenches like ragged sacks of rotting meat. The Iraqis
had already set to work reinforcing the few meters of
desert they'd captured. Giant earth-moving equipment
rumbled right over the corpses, leaving the sand smeared
with a paste of mashed flesh." (Brooks 1994: 99) ^^

As a description of war, it is vivid enough. And it is hard to disagree with
Brooks when she denounces Khomeini's "[penchant]...for dispatching
young boys to the war front as human minesweepers" (Brooks 1994: 18).
But by exploring no further, Brooks implicitly endorses Mahmoody's
"fanatical madmen" explanation, confining the war to the realm of the
Other, where hatreds are tribal and ancient, and wars grind humanity into
the sand. Yet the history of those "sacks of rotting meat" is entwined with
"our" own - with the colonial drafting of borders which later became
batttlefields; with the supply of arms to the region which first drained
economies and built up tension and then provided the means of slaughter;
with the Western support (both open and covert) for both sides of the
conflict, a strategy retrospectively justified as "dual containmenf

^^
Though Brooks is writing in 1995, she does not remark on the way that this description eerily
foreshadows scenes from a later desert war, when American forces bulldozed Iraqi conscripts into the
sand.
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(Gregory Cause III 1994). In Brooks' account, the "West" does not
participate in this tragedy; it merely observes. The excision of Western
actors renders the conflict as an act of futile insanity (which it may have
been) but robs it of its meaning as a political event (which it also was).
And it leaves no room for the historical complexities which might explain
why the mother of one of those slaughtered, flyblown youths would tell
Brooks "Our village was the first to tear down the Shah's statue...and we
haven't wavered from that path, no matter what you Westerners think."
(Brooks 1994: 100)
4.6 Conclusion
Contemporary Western women writers on Islam have retained the
privileged position claimed for them by Lady Mary Montagu. Their access
to Muslim female space bestows on them the authority to transmit Muslim
female voices. However, while their feminine identity is deployed in order
to gain physical proximity and to claim insight on the basis of shared
"womanhood", the writers discussed in this chapter also create distance by
underscoring the boundary-line between "Muslim" and "Western"
women. Their books promise intimacy with "the hidden world of Islamic
women" (Brooks 1995), yet render that world as alien, distant, and
radically unfamiliar. Furthermore, their stories reinforce the imperial
world-view by writing out the role of United States foreign policy and
neo-liberal economics in the lives of their characters, ascribing their
suffering entirely to their cultural and religious identities.
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Chapter Five: Contemporary Muslim Women's Autoethnography
5.1 Introduction
This chapter discusses autoethnographic books by authors identified as
Muslim or of Muslim background, and their varying relationship to
Western-based discourses on Islam and women. In recent years, books by
"native informants" have begun to occupy more of the space previously
dominated by Western women's "harem literature". Books such as Azar
Nafisi's Reading Lolita in Tehran (2003), Irshad Manji's The Trouble with
Islam Today (2004), and Ayaan Hirsi Ali's Infidel (2007) have joined the
works of Geraldine Brooks and Asne Seierstad on the bestseller list. The
growth in the genre has seen the publication of at least one literary fake.
Norma Khouri's Forbidden Love^^ (2003) claimed to be the true story of
the honour killing of a young Jordanian Muslim woman, as related by her
Christian best friend. The book became an international bestseller, but was
withdrawn from sale after an Australian newspaper revealed that Khouri
had manufactured her life story and had not lived in Jordan since early
childhood (Knox 2004). Doubts have also been cast over the authenticity
of Burned Alive, which is presented as a work of "recovered memory" by
the Palestinian survivor of an attempted honour killing (Taylor 2005).

The publication of writers such as Nafisi and Manji can be seen as
responding to demands that Muslim women be allowed to "speak for
themselves", rather than be "spoken for" by writers such as Brooks and
Seierstad. However, the deployment of "native informants" as authentic
Muslim female voices for the consumption of (mostly) Western, non' Published in the United States as Honour
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Muslim readers has also proved contentious. Muslim women are locked in
a double-bind between the "internal" pressure of patriarchy and "external"
pressures such as racism, imperialism, and occupation. As Lila Abu
Lughod writes:
Feminists from the Middle East, especially those who
write in English or French, are inevitably caught
between the sometimes incompatible projects of
representing Middle East women as complex agents
(that is, not as passive victims of Islamic or "traditional"
culture), mostly to the West, and advocating their rights
at home, which usually involves a critique of local
patriarchal structures. The problem with the latter is that
it can easily be appropriated as native confirmation of
already negative and simplistic images...(Abu-Lughod
2001:107)
Some Muslim women and women of Muslim background have willingly
joined forces with governments and media in seeking to discipline unruly
Muslim communities, Ayaan Hirsi Ali being the most prominent
international example. Others have adopted a defensive position, focusing
almost exclusively on responding to "external" anti-Muslim hostility
rather than "internal" Muslim patriarchy. However, many other Muslim
women are engaged in the type of dual critique described by Lughod, and
are painfully aware both of the need to contest Muslim patriarchy and of
the ease with which discussion of social problems within Muslim societies
and communities can be appropriated to vilify Muslims in general.
Negotiating these competing pressures is often seen as a kind of balancing
act, in which writers may be judged as having toppled to one side or the
other, whatever their authorial intentions.

211

212

It should further be noted that Muslim women's autoethnography is not
read or in some cases even published identically among the different
strands of its "heterogeneous" readership. Amal Amireh has identified
several telling transformations in the work of Nawal El Saadawi as it
travelled from its original Arabic version to the British and American
markets. The title The Naked Face of the Arab Woman (A1 Wajh al- 'ari lil
mar 'a al 'arabiyyah) becomes The Hidden Face of Eve, a title that imparts
an entirely different resonance and meaning. The 1980 British edition
features a new preface that describes the struggle for women's rights as
part of a broader anti-imperialist and class struggle, and that heralds the
Iranian revolution as an important milestone in that struggle. The later
American edition features a different preface again, in which the praise for
the Iranian revolution is missing and the anti-imperialist rhetoric is muted.
Chapters analysing the capitalist exploitation of women are missing, while
the section dealing with female genital mutilation^^ has been expanded
into an entire chapter and the book as a whole has been re-organised to
highlight issues of sexuality. In Amireh's words, "the socialist feminist is
rewritten as a liberal individualist and the anti-imperialist as a native
informant" (Amireh 2000: 228). Even where the text itself remains intact,
it will of course be understood very differently by readers according to
their particular historical, political and social understandings.
Another effect of writing for a heterogeneous readership is that many
writers are seen as losing credibility among Muslim readers as they gain
This term was not in common useage at the time of the booic's publication - it refers instead to
"female circumcision".
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success among Western readers and commentators. The more "authentic"
a book may seem to its Western readership, the less likely it is to be
regarded as "authentic" by its Muslim readers. Muslims (particularly those
with a hybrid sensibility) often read such books with the question of how
they will be read (or misread) by Western readers uppermost in their
minds. Their responses to such books are therefore conditioned by this
scanning for potential appropriation.

The books under discussion in this chapter are Rana Kabbani's Letter to
Christendom (1988), Asra Nomani's Standing Alone in Mecca (2005),
Ayaan Hirsi Ali's Infidel (2007), Leila Ahmed's A Border Passage, and
Fatima Memissi's The Harem Within^^ (1994) and its sequel
Scheherazade Goes West (2002). These books are not (and in some cases
they explicitly refute any claim to being) the "authentic" voices of native
informants, hermetically sealed from contact with outside cultures and
ways of being. Rather, they fit Pratt's description of autoethnographic
texts: they are constructed "in response to or in dialogue
with...metropolitan representations", and they are written for a
"heterogeneous" readership that includes members of both their "home"
community (although for most of these writers, "home" is a complicated
and problematic concept) and the metropolitan society (Pratt 1992: 7).
Indeed, their works includes descriptions of the metropolitan society itself,
as well as the experience of moving between "home" and the metropolitan
worlds, in the form of either travel or migration. All of the writers except
Memissi are now based in the West. Three of the authors (Rana Kabbani,
Published in North America as Dreams of Trespass
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Fatima Memissi and Leila Ahmed) are academics who have written
scholarly works on issues involving Islam, gender, Orientalism, and
related themes. In their memoirs, they locate the political and social
perspectives addressed in their scholarship within their own lifeexperiences.

While there are marked similarities between some of the life experiences
of these women, their response to forces such as religion, migration, and
patriarchy are far from homogenous. Memoirs are seldom written by the
underprivileged, since they generally lack the necessary time, education,
and connections with literary agents and publishing houses. All of the
writers under discussion are exceptional in terms of inherited privilege
(despite various experiences of suffering and/or discrimination), access to
education, and career achievement. This does not mean that they are
incapable of providing their readers insights into broader issues regarding
women and Islam. Perhaps paradoxically, those who do so most
successfully are those who are most firmly grounded in the specifics of
their own story. Writers who cite their personal experiences as the basis
for truth claims about an entire category of women (in this case "Muslim
women") are less able to reflect upon the multiple interweavings of layers
of identity.

Rana Kabbani's Letter to Christendom signals its autoethnographic intent
even in the title. Part polemic, part autobiography, it was written in
response to the fatwa against Salman Rushdie and the anti-Islamic mood
this triggered in British literary and intellectual circles:
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... I began to question whether I could continue living in
the West without commiting cultural treason - treason,
that is, against my own Islamic background (Kabbani
1989: ix).
Letter to Christendom is a statement of cultural loyalty to Kabbani's
"Islamic background", and she gives only the most cursory
acknowledgement to problems emanating from within that culture.

Standing Alone in Mecca tells the post 9/11 personal journey of Asra
Nomani, an Indian-bom American Muslim woman as she finds herself
facing life as a single mother, makes the Haj as part of a quest for
understanding her own religious tradition, and returns to America
determined to be a part of a movement for an "Islamic reformation".
Nomani entwines her own story with information and reflections about
Muslim women throughout history.

Ayaan Hirsi AH is easily the most famous of the writers under
consideration here, and is among the women of Muslim background best
known in the West. Hirsi Ali was raised Muslim but is now atheist.
However, she is included for consideration alongside religiouslyidentified women because of the status she holds in the West as a "native
informanf. Despite her atheism, she is still frequently described as a
Muslim woman and in fact still sometimes describes herself as such. Her
first book, The Caged Virgin, is subtitled in some English-language
editions as "An Emancipation Proclamation for Women and Islam", but in
others as "A Muslim Woman's Cry for Reason". She is routinely
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described in Western media stories as a "champion for the rights of
Muslim women", despite the intense hostility with which she is regarded
by many of the women concerned.

In The Harem Within, the Moroccan writer Fatima Memissi describes the
harems of her childhood: the urban harem in Fez where she lived with her
parents and extended family, and the rural harem of her maternal
grandmother, where she spent her holidays. Intertwined with this
autobiographical thread are expositions on issues such as the Moroccan
struggle for independence, Arab feminism, and Scherazade's struggle for
survival in the Thousand and One Nights. In the sequel, Scherazade Goes
West, Memissi relates her experiences touring Europe and America to
promote her earlier book and uses her encounters there to reflect upon
European discourse on Muslim women.

Leila Ahmed's A Border Passage is a memoir of her life from her
childhood in Egypt to her studies in Britain and her work as an educator in
Abu Dhabi. It ends with her emigration to the United States, where she
moved in order to begin her work as a scholar of Islam and gender, a field
in which she achieved great renown. Ahmed makes sense of her family
and personal narratives by placing them in the context of the political and
intellectual life of the societies that shaped them. Both Memissi and
Ahmed cite the lives of other prominent Muslim women such as Huda
Shaarawi and Zaynab al-Ghazali in relating their own stories.
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I argue that while Nomani's book promises to "challenge stereotypes"
about Muslim women, it in fact reinforces Orientalist representations,
while stamping them with the authority of Nomani's "Islamic" identity.
Kabbani sets out a much more explicit challenge in a passionate
autobiographical polemic, but she too leaves Orientalist categories intact,
inverting them into Occidentalism. Hirsi Ali combines her denunciation of
Islam with a call for Europe to defend its Enlightenment heritage, which
she claims has been compromised by multiculturalism's accommodation
with Muslim immigrants and their offspring. Fatima Memissi and Leila
Ahmed's contribution are more complex. Memissi's memoir of childhood
entices the reader with the Orientalist trope of the harem, but (like
Ahmed's work) it also articulates a hybridised consciousness which
analyses both Moroccan patriarchy and Western colonialism.
5.2 Rana Kabbani: Letter to Christendom
Letter to Christendom was written in response to the Satanic Verses affair,
and the anti-Muslim backlash it provoked. The 1989 issuing of a fatwa by
the Ayatollah Khomeini calling for the killing of the novelist Salman
Rushdie, and the sight of book-burnings at street demonstrations in Britain
marked "not only.. .an extremely important and influential juncture in the
emergence and socio-political acknowledgement of Muslim identities in
the British social and political spaces, but also in the development and
history of debates surrounding the issue of 'freedom of speech' and the
limits attached to this." (Allen 2007: 127) The controversy generated the
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first large-scale and visible mobilization of British Muslims along
religious (rather than ethnic) lines, and prompted even many nonobservant Muslims to reiterate their religious identity. Rana Kabbani
articulates a common sentiment of the time when she described herself as
having been "a sort of underground Muslim before being forced into the
open by the Salman Rushdie affair" (Kabbani 1989: ix) Letter to
Christendom is also typical of Muslim responses to the Rushdie affair in
its defensiveness and its failure to seriously engage in a critique of
problems within Muslim communities and societies. As Tariq Madood
notes, after 9/11 a number of Muslim commentators engaged in
"collective self-criticism", something which had not happened during the
Rushdie affair (Madood 2006: 49-50).

As is signalled by the title. Letter to Christendom privileges religious
identity above other modes such as class, gender and ethnicity. In so
doing, it accepts Orientalism's epistemological basis, if not its moral
hierarchy. Kabbani has set herself the task of "defending" Islam in the
face of hostile Orientalist stereotyping. While she acknowledges that there
are "evident weaknesses and blemishes in Muslim countries", Kabbani's
positioning of herself as "torn" between the antagonistic monoliths of
"Islam" and "the West" leaves no space for more complex analyses of
identity and belonging.

Kabbani writes as a member of the global cosmopolitan elite, raised
between Syria and her diplomat family's various postings abroad, with
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degrees from Georgetown and Cambridge. She writes in English and very
explicitly for a Western audience; but with a political sensibility strongly
formed by her Arab and Muslim identity. She acknowledges the existence
of other modes of identity besides the religious, only to quickly dismiss
them and assert her commonality with other Muslim women:
...1 am keenly aware of the privileges I enjoyed in a
region where the majority is very poor. Yet 1 believe that
what I have in common with less fortunate women from,
say, Morocco or Pakistan or Bradford transcends class
difference and is greater than what separates us
(Kabbani 1989: ix).
The erasure of class and ethnic difference on the opening page of Letter to
Christendom paves the way for Kabbani's Occidentalist account. For
Kabbani, as for Samuel Huntington, "Islam" and "the Wesf exist as two
coherent and unproblematic categories, between which there is a history
of conflict stretching back to the seventh century (Kabbani 1989: 1).
Awareness of this history is, for Kabbani, one of the traits that
distinguishes Muslims from Christians, or at least those Christians who do
not currently suffer "unsatisfied grievances or threatened identities"
(Kabbani 1989: 1). For most in the West "[ojnly the here and now
counts", so they are unable to comprehend why Muslims are unable to let
go of the past. Kabbani's essentialising of "Muslim" and "Western"
modes of thinking mirrors that of the Orientalist writers who she refutes,
as when she establishes a binary between "Western" individual thought
and "Muslim" communal memory: "Unlike Westerners, Muslims are for
the most part too poor and insecure to afford the luxury of individual
feelings: instead, their reactions to events are strongly shaped by
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communal memories. Easterners have been saddled with history, and it is
usually a history of grievance." (Kabbani 1989: x)

Letter to Christendom does not address the issue of gender subordination
of Muslim women by Muslim men in any depth, focusing (as does
Kabbani's scholarly text, Europe's Myths of Orient) on the
representational violence committed by Western media and cultural
producers against Muslims, including Muslim women. While
acknowledging that "there are aspects of Islam that oppress women", she
focuses on breaking down the stereotype in which "Islam is regularly
singled out as a religion that subordinates women" (Kabbani 1989: 15)
She objects to the perceived association of arranged marriages with force:

We are constantly bombarded with descriptions of the
'terrible plight' of Muslim women allegedly forced into
arranged marriages by cruel fathers. These descriptions
uphold a false notion that arranged marriages mean lack
of choice for women (Kabbani 1989: 16).

Kabbani responds by describing arranged marriages in which the
"arrangements" were a type of family-based matchmaking, with the full
consent of both parties. Such stories are a useful corrective to the belief
that arranged marriages are never consensual (a belief more widely held in
1989, when Letter to Christendom was written, than now). However,
Kabbani goes on to conflate "Islamic principles" with "lived Islam",
describing ideals as though they consistently reflect reality:
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A Muslim girl cannot be forced to marry against her
wishes, although there can be strong pressures, varying
from family to family and often the result of economic
difficulties. She has the right to reject any partner
chosen for her by her family. Before the marriage
ceremony the sheikh must ask her if she is entering the
marriage of her own free will, and he will not proceed
unless he is convinced that she is doing so (Kabbani
1989: 18).
This conflation of Muslim women's life experiences into a single
narrative in which negative experiences are regrettable and marginal
exceptions has been sharply criticised by feminist activists. Hannana
Siddiqui, a member of Southall Black Sisters and Women Against
Fundamentalism, highlights Kabbani's failure to acknowledge the
disparate life experiences of Muslim women, or the effects of class
privilege:
Rana Kabbani attempts to marginalize the experiences
of women who refuse to submit, or are forced to have
arranged marriages or conform to a dress code. Choices
are even more limited for working class women who
(unlike Rana Kabbani) are less likely to have the
resources to opt out and escape from pressures to
conform (Siddiqui 1991: 81).
In claiming commonality with "less privileged" Muslim women, Kabbani
negates the significance of gender oppression, substituting simplistic
Orientalist stereotypes with equally simplistic Occidentalist counterparts.
Kabbani's refusal to acknowledge the significance of disparate levels of
privilege among Muslim women reinscribes Orientalist boundaries and
the Orientalist reification of religious identity.
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5.3 Asra Nomani: Standing Alone in Mecca

The hardcover edition of Asra Nomani's Standing Alone in Mecca features
the obligatory cover photograph of a veiled woman - in this case, the
author herself, her hair covered by a white cotton scarf Nomani has
written that this photograph was instigated by her publisher, who insisted
on a '"veiled woman" cover. However, Nomani did not feel that the
photograph represented her as she really is - she does not wear hijab, and
says that "the theology behind the veiling of women is scary to me." The
paperback shows her with her hair uncovered, "hair flying in the wind."
(Nomani 2006)

The book itself tells of how its author, having become pregnant out of
wedlock during a post 9/11 journalistic tour of duty in Pakistan, makes the
decision both to have her child and to draw closer to her own faith by
making the Haj and by asserting her right as a Muslim woman to personal
autonomy and respect. It expresses a deep anger at the mistreatment of so
many Muslim women in the name of the religion that should nurture and
protect them. However, it is undermined by Nomani's failure to
acknowledge the importance of the multiple forms of identity shaping the
lives of women, both Muslim and non-Muslim, and the multiple sources
of their oppression. In particular, it is blind to the importance of class and
economic inequality.

Despite the apparent surface differences between them, Kabbani and
Nomani's books share many ideological underpinnings - the privileging
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of religious identity and the erasure of other layers of identity, such as
ethnicity and particularly class. Nomani's book also privileges gender,
failing to discuss the complex ways in which class privilege interacts with
gender subordination.

Nomani calls her book "a manifesto of the rights of women based on the
true faith of Islam", but like many such manifestos (such as those by Hirsi
Ali and Irshad Manji), it appears to be directed at least as much at nonMuslims as it is at Muslims. This is apparent in the way the book provides
explanations and definitions of basic information that Muslim readers, and
even many non-Muslim readers, could be expected to know. This
information is conveyed as part of Nomani's own learning process as she
"discovers" her Islamic heritage. At times it strains credulity that someone
who was raised in an observant Muslim household and worked for many
years as a journalist for a major newspaper could be lacking such
knowledge. For example, Nomani writes that "Before Wahhabism became
a household name [post 9/11], I didn't know what this word meant."
While it is plausible that she did not encounter Wahhabism in her
childhood, and simply thought that "a Muslim was a Muslim was a
Muslim" (Nomani 2005: 17), it is harder to believe that she never learned
about it as a journalist. Conversely, her later assertion that she had never
knew the story of Hajar (whom she describes as a "forgotten" heroine of
Islam (Nomani 2005: 61)) might be understandable in a journalist, but is
harder to accept from someone raised in a Muslim community, where
Hajar, far from being forgotten, is central to Islam's origins as an
Abrahamic faith.
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Nomani's ample provision of background information makes her book
readily accessible to non-Muslim readers, who seem to be targeted as its
primary market. Yet like Irshad Manji's The Trouble With Islam Today: A
Muslim's Call for Reform in her Faith, it is framed as a wake-up call to
Muslims. While these books seemed intended to fill a Western (primarily
North American) "need" for information about Islam, this "need" is not
acknowledged. Instead, the "need" is represented as being located within
Muslims themselves.

Standing Alone in Mecca is the story of a highly privileged and gifted
young woman - the Indian-bom daughter of an academic, raised in
America, a journalist with the Wall Street journal, with a liberal and
supportive family who stand by her when she gives birth to a son outside
of marriage. None of this in itself detracts from her book. Nomani's
privilege is no greater than that of other writers who have produced
incisive and self-reflexive work. Nomani, on the other hand, in claiming
too simplistic a sister relationship with women ranging from Hajar (the
slave woman impregnated by Abraham and then abandoned in the desert
after his own wife became pregnant) to Amina Lawal (sentenced to death
in Nigeria for the crime of adultery), erases the issue of class almost
entirely. Yet class is a vital element of the narratives that she relates.

This is illustrated by the story of the affair with a Pakistani man during a
visit to Karachi that leads to Nomani giving birth to a child outside of
marriage. Interviewed on CNN about the plight of women in Muslim
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countries facing jail or death for the crime of adultery, she is asked "So
what happens to the men in these cases?...[WJhat happened to the father
of your son?"
Overcome with nervousness, Nomani responds with a stammered reply
about the shame felt by women in her situation - an answer that doubtless
accurately reflects her own feelings. However, in the context of the
question, it implies that the father of her child escaped both shame and
judicial punishment because he was a man. But of course, her former
lover's freedom to break the Hudood Ordinances' prohibition on adultery
had at least as much to do with his class as with his gender. While much
depends on the particular values and dynamics of the families concerned,
the Hudood Ordinances have not only affected women more than men, but
also had far greater impact on lower class Pakistanis (predominantly lower
class women, but also lower class men) than upper class Pakistanis.
Since I share certain modes of identity with Nomani (both of us South
Asian-looking Muslim women raised in the West), I am able to interpret
her account of her time in Pakistan by comparing it to my own, especially
since both of us were there during the same rather fraught time period in
the weeks after 9/11.1 have never had an affair while in Pakistan, but I
mix very freely with educated middle class Pakistani men. In at least one
case, the general belief was that we were romantically, perhaps physically,
involved. While this created gossip and a certain amount of family
discord, there was never the least suggestion that either of us might land in
jail. But when gender transgression intersects with class transgression, the
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situation becomes much more dangerous. I used to meet the teenage son
of a lower class family outside the Badshahi masjid in Lahore, so that he
could walk me along the complicated route to the single room where he
lived with his mother and sisters, surrounded by the sandals that they
stitched for a living. But as he grew older, his mother told me that I would
have to learn to find my own way to their home, because if people in the
neighbourhood noticed her son's regular meetings with a strange "rich"
woman, they'd call the police and have him arrested. My interactions with
the entire family were always circumscribed by the knowledge that a
jealous neighbour or a local zealot might decide that my relationship was
with the son of the household, rather than the daughters. His class
rendered him much more vulnerable than my gender rendered me. The
Hudood Ordinances' prohibition of adultery has fallen much more heavily
on women (including rape victims) than on men (see chapter 6), but
outside of the elite cocoon, men are not immune.

The erasure of class also leads Nomani to neglect the fact of her own
privilege in comparison to other single mothers in the West. It is
undeniably far preferable to be a single mother in America or Australia
than in Pakistan or Nigeria. But the fact remains that while some single
mothers in Western societies prosper and raise flourishing families, others
are punished for their lack of a husband not with imprisonment or death,
but with a lifetime of poverty and social marginalisation. Vivyen Adair
describes the ways in which the bodies of poor single mothers in the
United States are "disciplined and punished" through the scarring effects

226

221

of poverty and poor health care, and forced into badly paid, state-imposed
labour, in demeaning and stigmatising conditions:

When welfare mothers are positioned as sexually
chaotic, irrational and unstable, their figures are
temporarily immobilised and made to yield meaning as a
space that must be brought under control and
transformed through public displays of punishment.
Poor single mothers and children who have been
abandoned, have fled physical, sexual, and/or
psychological abuse, or have in general refused to
submit to male control within the home are
mythologised as dangerous, pathological, out of control,
and selfishly unable - or unwilling - to sacrifice their
"naturally" unnatural desires (Adair 2002).
In contrast, Nomani returns to the United States and embarks on single
motherhood with not a moment's expressed concern about how she and
her son are going to survive financially and with parents who are highly
supportive by any cultural standard. Her book contains no mention
whatsoever of the practical considerations such as income and childcare
that one would expect to preoccupy even a middle class woman in her
situation. While Nomani (rightly) pauses to consider how much better off
she is than unwed mothers in Nigeria, she neglects to consider that she is
considerably ahead of the pack even in a society where women are
"shielded by the progressive laws of a country where religion and state are
constitutionally separated and where consensual adult sexual behaviour
has largely been decriminalised." (Nomani 2005: 179) Transnational
feminism must be built on an understanding of the ways in which myriad
identities of class, religion, nationality, and ethnicity unite and divide
women across multiple boundaries.
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Nomani's discussion of gender segregation (particularly the segregation of
mosques) also suffers in comparison to that of other writers. On her return
from Haj, Nomani insists on her right to sit in the main section of her local
mosque in Virginia, rather than in the balcony that had been assigned to
women. When this gesture is angrily rejected by the mosque's male
leadership, she pursues her case through the media and the courts.
Increasing numbers of Muslim women, especially those living in the
West, are asserting their right to pray alongside men (or at least to be
allocated equal space within a gender segregated mosque), rather than
being confined to a balcony or side room, or excluded altogether. North
America has been the main site of such discussions (in which Nomani has
become an important figure), with incidents such as Amina Wudud's
leadership of mixed-gender prayers making headlines across the Muslim
world (Gillani 2005).

The subordination of women in Muslim societies is clearly connected to
the fact that power lies in "male space". But it must also be acknowledged
that gender segregation has also allowed women their own space in which
to develop their own understanding of Islam, and (as Leila Ahmed notes)
to be the custodians of a body of oral Islamic tradition that has been far
more open and inclusive that the formal, text-based "male Islam". As
Ahmed says:

It is the Islam not only of women but of ordinary folk
generally, as opposed to the Islam of sheikhs, ayatollahs,
mullahs, and clerics. It is an Islam that may or may not
place emphasis on ritual and formal religious practice
but that certainly plays little or no attention to the
utterances and exhortations of sheikhs or any sort of
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official figures. Rather it is an Islam that stresses moral
conduct and emphasizes Islam as a broad ethos and
ethical code and as a way of understanding and
reflecting on the meaning of one's life and human life
more generally (Ahmed 1999: 126).

It is entirely legitimate for women to aspire to join the life of "formal
Islam", as represented by the mosque, but the value of this informal,
predominantly female, Islam should not be neglected. Nomani complains
of her childhood frustration at being exiled to the kitchen with the women
while her father and his friends talked politics in the living room. This is
an understandable frustration, but Nomani's dismissal of the women's
kitchen conversations means that women's strategies and "patriarchal
bargains" (Kandiyoti 1988) are not examined in any depth. By privileging
male space, Nomani is also privileging male knowledge.

Deniz Kandiyoti has observed that "[t]he strong identification of cultural
authenticity with Islam has meant that feminist discourse could only
legitimately proceed in two directions: either denying that Islamic
practices are necessarily oppressive or asserting that oppressive practices
are not necessarily Islamic." (Kandiyoti 1996: 9) Rana Kabbani has opted
for the first such strategy (although she occasionally resorts to the second,
as in her discussion of female genital mutilation). Nomani adopts the
second, focusing on "a 'golden age' myth of an uncorrupted original Islam
against which current discriminatory practices may be denounced as
falling short of truly Islamic ideals" (Kandiyoti 1996: 10) However, as
Kandiyoti observes, both strategies occupy "similar discursive space".
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particularly in the simplified form in which they are deployed by Kabbani
and Nomani.

5.4 Ayaan Hirsi AH: Infidel
Ayaan Hirsi Ali's life story, in particular her experience of female genital
mutilation and her escape to Europe following a forced marriage imposed
by her father, has played a central role in "authenticating" her critique of
Islam and her calls for the disciplining of unruly Muslim communities
since her entry into public life (Leeuw and Wichelen 2005). Infidel is
Ayaan Hirsi Ali's account of her physical journey from Africa to Europe
and eventually to the United States, as well as her ideological journey
from believer to "infidel". Elements of this account have been disputed by
her family, while others have pointed out discrepancies between her
autobiography and details provided by Hirsi Ali herself in media stories
and in her earlier work, The Caged Virgin (Dark secrets - A critic of Islam
2007).

Hirsi Ali rose to international prominence after the murder of Theo Van
Gogh, her collaborator in producing the film Submission, Part One, which
depicted abused women with verses from the Qur'an inscribed on their
semi-naked bodies. The murderer, the son of Moroccan immigrant
parents, staked a letter threatening Hirsi Ali to Van Gogh's dying body.
The murder provides Hirsi Ali's autobiography with an arresting opening
and lends moral weight to her unrelenting critique of Islam. The danger to
Hirsi Ali's life, and the consequent intrusive and suffocating security
under which she has to live, have rendered fraught any criticism of her
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work, so that those who dispute her are often represented as sharing a
common cause with those who threaten her safety. Pascal Bruckner
encapsulates this attitude, writing "It's not enough that Ayaan Hirsi Ali
has to live like a recluse, threatened with having her throat slit by radicals
and surrounded by bodyguards. She...has to endure the ridicule of the
high-minded idealists and armchair philosophers.'" (Bruckner 2007)

Hirsi Ali represents herself as one of "them" who has come over to "us".
As one of "our" most courageous and passionate defenders, she represents
the Enlightenment, secularism, the rights of women. As a former member
of "them", she not only claims special knowledge and authority in
speaking about "their" shortcomings and inferiority - she can also tell
"us" where we have been too soft, too accommodating, in dealing with
"them". She is especially contemptuous of Western academics who
dispute representations of Islam as barbaric and uncivilised:

Infuriatingly stupid analysts - especially people who
called themselves Arabists, yet who seemed to know
next to nothing about the reality of the Islamic world, wrote reams of commentary. Their articles were all
about Islam saving Aristotle and the zero, which
medieval Muslim scholars had done more than eight
hundred years ago; about Islam being a religion of peace
and tolerance, not the slightest bit violent. These were
fairy tales, nothing to do with the real world I knew
(Hirsi Ali 2007: 270).

On the other hand, Muslim women are generally unreliable informants
too, since they are incapable of independent thought: "Islam was like a
mental cage. At first, when you open the door, the caged bird stays inside:
it is frightened. It has internalized its imprisonment. It takes time for the
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bird to escape, even after someone else has opened the doors to the cage."
(Hirsi Ali 2007: 286). Hirsi Ah, the enhghtened "native informant", is
therefore uniquely qualified to sweep away the "fairy tales" and reveal the
"real world" of Islam.

Hirsi Ali's early childhood in Somalia was overshadowed by the
imprisonment of her father, a prominent opponent of the government. She
was raised by her mother and grandmother, neither of whom conforms to
stereotypes of passive Muslim women. Her mother had demanded a
divorce from her first husband before marrying the man of her choice. Her
grandmother taught her daughters a traditional self-defence move: "run
around behind a man, squat down, reach between his legs under his
sarong, and yank his testicles hard." (Hirsi Ali 2007: 9) Her father is
described as a relatively enlightened man, who insisted that his daughters
not be genitally mutilated. However, her grandmother, convinced that this
would leave the girls unmarriageable, had the gruesome operation
performed in their parents' absence:

Then the scissors went down between my legs and the
man cut off my inner labia and clitoris. I heard it, like a
butcher snipping the fat off a piece of meat. A piercing
pain shot up between my legs, indescribable, and I
howled (Hirsi Ali 2007: 32).

In contrast to Rana Kabbani, who too easily dismisses female genital
mutilation as "nothing to do with Islam", Hirsi Ali draws an explicit link
between FGM and Islam:
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Female genital mutilation predates Islam. Not all
Muslims do this, and a few of the peoples who do are
not Islamic. But in Somalia, where virtually every girl is
excised, the practice is always justified in the name of
Islam. Uncircumcised girls will be possessed by devils,
fall into vice and perdition, and become whores. Imams
never discourage the practice: it keeps girls pure (Hirsi
Ali 2007: 32).

In asserting that FGM is "nothing to do with Islam", Kabbani is on the
one hand removing religious validation from the practice. However, even
allowing for the fact that the majority of the world's Muslims do not
believe that FGM (particularly infibulation, the extreme form of
mutilation inflicted upon Hirsi Ali) is mandated by Islam, a cultural
practice that is enforced by many Muslims who consider it to be a
religious requirement is "something to do with Islam", at least on a
sociological level and in some communities.

However, Hirsi Ali overdetermines the link between Islam and FGM by
failing to locate the practice within a wider social and political context. To
say that "not all" Muslims practice FGM implies that most do. In fact, it is
a practice specific to some Muslim and non-Muslim African communities
that is entirely unknown in many Muslim societies.^^ Even in the African
societies where FGM is prevalent, it has been challenged by many
Muslims, including some religious leaders. The practice remains more
deeply entrenched in Somalia than in other African societies in large part
because of the catastrophic social disruption caused by the 1991 outbreak
of civil war, which precluded the types of NGO and government
Genital cutting, involving the piercing of the clitoris to shed a few drops of blood, is practiced in
South East Asia and classified by the WHO as FGM "type IV". It is now often modified to noninvasive ceremonies such as a symbolic wiping or touching of the clitoris.
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programmes that had been underway in other African societies. (Ford

2001)

Nawal es Saadawi's autoethnographic description of mutilation is as vivid
as Hirsi Ali's—in particular, her shock at discovering that her mother, for
whom she was screaming for help, was talking and smiling with the
strangers who had just snatched her from the safety of her bed and
butchered her. But perhaps almost as striking is Saadawi's insistence that
FGM should not be used as 'proof of the unusual and barbaric oppression
to which women are exposed only in African or Arab countries' (Saadawi
2007: xxxiv). Western women may not be subjected to surgical
mutilation, but in Saadawi's opinion they are 'victims of cultural and
psychological clitoridectomy' (Saadawi 2007: xxxv).

After Hirsi Ali's father escapes from prison, the family resides in Saudi
Arabia, Ethiopia, and finally in Kenya. Hirsi Ali's critique of Islam is
authenticated by her dual claim to have been a participant in Islamic
intolerance as well as a victim of Islamic patriarchy. Infidel relates how
she falls under the spell of a charismatic female teacher. Sister Amina,
while attending a Muslim high school in Kenya. Under Sister Aziza's
influence, she begins to pray regularly and to wear hijab and abaya. She
experiences a sense of power from this dress:

It had a thrill to it, a sensuous feeling. It made me feel
powerful: underneath this screen lay a previously
unsuspected, but potentially lethal, femininity. I was
unique: very few people walked about like that in those
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days in Nairobi. Weirdly, it made me feel like an
individual. It sent out a message of superiority: I was the
one true Muslim (Hirsi Ali 2007: 85).

At Sister Aziza's urging, she also begins to evangelise to Christian
students and to blame "the Jews" for the ills of the world. This assertive
and politicised brand of Islam was "much closer to the source of the
religion" than her grandmother's folk Islam, which synthesised the
monotheistic religion with pre-Islamic beliefs such as spirit ancestors
(Hirsi Ali 2007: 88). Hirsi Ali's insistence that "true Islam" is the Islam of
contemporary political Islamism, as represented by figures such as Sayeed
Qutb and Osama bin Laden, outlasted her adherence to Islamism, and
forms a central element of her current critique.

The sense of empowerment that Hirsi Ali experiences after her discovery
of Islamism does not end her troubles. Suffering from the miseries of exile
and a deteriorating marriage, her mother sinks into depression and
subjects her daughters to violent rages and beatings. But by Hirsi Ali's
account, it is a decision taken by her hitherto enlightened father that
changes her life when despite her opposition, he contracts her marriage
with a cousin living in Canada. En route to meet her new husband there,
Hirsi Ali boUs for the Netherlands, where she claimed asylum.

As Hirsi Ali admits, the story she told in her asylum application was
fiction. Some of her neoconservative supporters who are uncomfortable
with "bogus asylum seekers" (as Hirsi Ali has described herself (Buruma
2006: 155)) have "whitened" the lie by describing this as a technicality.
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involving minor alterations to her name and date of birth (Schindler
2007). But her lies were more fundamental than this. She described herself
as having just fled Somalia, which then was suffering a brutal civil war,
rather than Kenya, where she had been legally resident for years. As Hirsi
Ali points out. this distortion was necessary because gender oppression is
seldom regarded seriously in asylum applications. However, it seems
unlikely that even if it were, Hirsi Ali would have qualified. Neither her
husband nor her father committed or threatened violence, and she was
later reconciled with her parents. Non-physical pressure, such as the threat
of ostracism by families and communities, can be immense, but is not
seen as sufficient cause to grant asylum.

Once safely in the Netherlands, Hirsi Ali gradually begins to move away
from her cultural and religious background - discarding her hijab,
distancing herself from the Somali community, entering into a relationship
with a Dutch man. After studying political science at Leiden University,
she begins her political life with a Labour party-affiliated think tank,
where she quickly attracts public attention with a series of provocative
interviews about Islam. However, she is persuaded to shift her alliance to
the right-wing W D , and become a member of parliament.
Much of the critical response to the story of Hirsi Ali's asylum claim
focuses not on the dishonesty of her application, but on the double
standard between this history and her later political career. The W D was
committed to curtailing immigration and deporting anyone who had "lied"
on their visa applications. Once in government, it stepped up deportations
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of failed asylum seekers. In Infidel, Hirsi Ali claims to have spoken to the
immigration minister in support of Taida Pasic, a Bosnian teenager who
had returned to the Netherlands on a tourist visa to finish school after her
family's asylum application was rejected. But in the circumstances,
private pleading hardly seems enough.

Once in parliament, Hirsi Ali continued to attack "Islam", culminating in
the making of Submission.

Yet her critique accepts many Islamist tenets.

Like the Islamists she derides, Hirsi Ali believes that there is only one
"real" Islam, and it cannot accommodate dissent, religious pluralism, or
female autonomy. "Moderate" Muslims, such as her father, are not "real"
Muslims. On this basis, she says that Islamic extremists are right violence against women is Islamically justifiable (Hirsi Ali 2007: 179). It
does not seem to occur to her that by validating this interpretation, which
is rejected by large numbers of Muslims, she is reinforcing the power of
misogynist men. In contrast. Muslim women scholars who teach that
domestic violence is unlslamic seek to deprive wife-beaters of moral
authority. This assertion that "real" Muslim is the Islam of bin Laden and
Sayeed Qutb is in tension with her demand for Islamic reform.

Hirsi Ali's critique of Islam intersects with her critique of European
multiculturalism. She claims to have joined a conservative anti-immigrant
party because left-wing multicuhuralists had allowed Muslim women and
girls to be subjected to genital mutilation and honour killing - a failing
that she attributes to naivety rather than malice.
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Like the religious extremists she decries, Hirsi Ali beUeves that there is
only one Islam, and it advocates violence and misogyny. She challenges
Muslims to debate her, which is certainly a more appropriate response
than killing her. But it is difficult to see how far such a debate can go
when she claims that all Muslim women are locked in a "mental cage" and
appropriates for herself the role of the solitary enlightened representative.

5.5 Fatima Mernissi: The Harem Within and Scherazade Goes West

Fatima Mernissi adopts a child's eye perspective for much of The Harem
Within. However, the voice of the young Mernissi is mediated through
that of the adult into which she grew - the sociologist and author of many
key texts on the subject of women and Islam (see for example Mernissi
1991; Mernissi and Lakeland 1993; Mernissi 1987, 1988). This aduh
voice is most clearly heard in the book's footnotes, which cover such
topics as the history of the harem and early feminist movements, but it
also makes interventions in the body of the text. The child's naive voice is
deployed in the asking and examining of questions such as "what is a
harem?", "why are the Allemane (Germans) at war with the French?" and
"why don't the Allemane like the Jews?" The first of these questions is the
central element of the book, and its deceptive simplicity is rendered
increasingly complex as the story progresses.

The "harem within" of the title refers to neither of the two physical
harems described in the book. Rather, it refers to the set of internalised
boundaries inscribed upon social consciousness:
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Once you knew what was forbidden, you carried the
harem within. You had it in your head, 'inscribed under
your forehead and under your skin' (Memissi 1995: 66).

Memissi opens her memoir by introducing her central theme of the hudud,
or frontier, and by identifying the two sources of threat to the hudud:
women and Christians. At first the pairing of Moroccan women with
Christians seems incongruous, with women exercising only limited power,
while the "Christians" here are the French and Spanish colonisers. They
are linked, however, by the threat they pose to social order:

[Women] fantasized all day long about parading in
unfamiliar streets, while the Christians kept crossing the
sea, bringing death and chaos (Memissi 1995: 2).

During Memissi's time-frame (the 1940s and 50s), Moroccan social
norms were being radically disrupted both internally (by the nationalist
movement's drive for modernisation, including the modernisation of
gender relations) and externally (by colonial scrutiny and intrusion). The
power relations here are more ambivalent than is first apparent. The
apparently powerless women of the harem manage to exercise agency in
many ways: by clandestinely listening to the forbidden radio when the
men are out, by moving "home" (for those living elsewhere) to the harem
during periods of marital difficulty, and above all by story-telling and
play-acting. The all-powerful French colonisers, on the other hand, are
imprisoned by their fear of those they have colonised:
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The French were afraid to walk. They were always in
their cars...The powerful ones who had created the
frontier were also the fearful ones. The Ville Nouvelle
was like their harem; just like women, they could not
walk freely in the Medina. So you could be powerful,
and still be the prisoner of a frontier (Memissi 1994).

But although the powerful can be the prisoners of frontiers, they are also
their creators. The French and Spanish colonisers had succeeded in
imposing a frontier dividing Morocco: "The frontier was an invisible line
in the mind of warriors." (Memissi 1994: 2)

Memissi situates the harem in time and space, repeatedly stating that it
was an elite institution and that even in her childhood, it was passing into
history. It does not belong to some imagined, eternal Orient, nor is it
impervious to the world beyond its walls. Memissi's family are engaged
with the nationalist movement's modemising project. There is talk of the
emerging discourse on women's rights - Memissi's mother begs her
husband to read her the work of Qasim Amin, until he would "stop, toss
the book away, and complain that Qacem^*^ Amin was destroying the
harmony of Arab marriage. "I need the help of this Egyptian nut to get
closer to my wife, and have her be nice to me?" he would complain. "I
can't believe it!"" (Memissi 1994: 122) One of Memissi's aunts stages
family plays based on the lives of famous Arab feminists, including Huda
Shaarawi.

Memissi uses the North African transliteration
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Memissi's mother is immensely frustrated at her exclusion from the
process of social change underway beyond the walls of the harem. Like
many members of her class and generation, Memissi is raised in the
expectation of a different future to that of her parents. After much family
debate, she is sent to a modem, nationalist school. Her mother attempts to
prepare her for a new and more vibrant future by insisting that she wear
Western clothing, which she equates with modernity and freedom:
"Caftans may be of unparalleled beauty, but Western dress is about
salaried work." Memissi's father worries that the adoption of Europeanstyle dress and social values by Moroccan women will erode their cuhure,
but her aunts question their role as custodians of "traditional" social
values: ""If that is so," argued Chema "then why can my male cousins mn
around like so many imitation Rudolph Valentinos and cut their hair like
French soldiers with no-one screaming at them that our culture is about to
disappear?" (Memissi 1994: 181)
The men of The Harem Within hold power over the women, but they are
not monsters. Those inscribing "the harem within" are more often senior
women than men. Memissi's matemal grandfather, husband to nine
wives^', some of them purchased as slaves, could easily be cast as a
villain. Instead, his senior wife Lalla Thor fills that role, prizing the tiara
she had brought as a bride-price, and lording it over the other wives. It is
she, and not her husband, who is the target of a subversive joke, when one
of the co-wives names her duck "Lalla Thor". But again, power is
" This is more than the four permitted by the Qur'an - some must have technically been concubines.
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rendered ambivalent, because "rich as [Lalla Thor] is, she is still stuck in a
harem..." (Memissi 1995: 34) Her husband's purchase of slaves for his
harem is explained and partially excused in terms of colonialism, so that it
is not seen in exclusively "Oriental" terms. Social disruption caused by
warfare with the French and Spanish led to the abduction and sale of
young girls: "Your grandfather was a nice man, but he bought slaves. It
was the natural thing to do back then. Now he has changed..." (Mernissi
1994: 36)

In a chapter devoted to Scherazade, the storyteller of the Thousand and
One Nights, Fatima Memissi examines two of the impulses behind
storytelling: the desire to entertain, and - most saliently - the desire to
survive. Scherazade uses her storytelling to stave off the moment of her
execution by her misogynist husband; her stories eventually civilise as
well as seduce him. Storytelling is also a source of power for the "real"
women in Memissi's memoir. Her aunt Habiba, who is particularly low in
social status because she has been cast off by her husband, uses stories to
transport herself and her listeners beyond the confines of the harem.
Listening to her, the young Memissi decides that "I wanted to leam how
to talk in the night." (Memissi 1994: 19)

The Harem Within rewrites harem women from their Orientalist
representation as passive, supine objects of sexual pleasure to present
them as lively, intelligent agents of resistance. In Scheherazade Goes
West, Memissi explores further the gulf between the harem she
experienced as a child and the harem as imagined by Westem artists and
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writers. The Harem Within is set within a world of physical (though not
intellectual) confinement; Scheherazade Goes West is a travel book in
which Memissi roams across Europe and the United States on a tour to
promote her previous work.

Memissi's "discovery" of the West in some regards mirror's Nomani's
"discovery" of Islam. As with Nomani, it sometimes seems unlikely that
some of the supposed revelations (in this case, those concerning Western
stereotypes of Muslim women) are really new to her, although her book
tour no doubt reinforced them. Memissi has been a scholar on the issues
concerned for many years, and indeed The Harem Within is in part an
explicit response to them. However, Memissi is a much more skilful
writer than is Nomani, and her purpose is not to introduce her non-Muslim
readers to a space that is unfamiliar to them, but to render their own space
as "foreign" and alien.

Towards the end of her joumey, Memissi is confronted by the reality of
American "body politics", when she attempts to buy herself a flattering
skirt and is told that nothing is available in her size:

I thank you, Allah, for sparing me the tyranny of the
'size 6 harem'", I repeatedly said to myself while seated
on the Paris-Casablanca flight, on my way back home at
last. "I am so happy that the conservative male elite does
not know about it. Imagine the fundamentalists
switching from the veil to forcing women to fit size 6."
How can you stage a credible political demonstration
and shout in the streets that your human rights have been
violated when you cannot find the right skirt? (Memissi
2001:219)
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Despite Memissi's multilayered reflections on the multiple sources of
oppression, and her determination to represent Muslim women as agents
rather than victims, she does not entirely elude the power of the doublebind, in which critiques of "local" gender norms are seen as reinforcing
Orientalist discourse. Lila Abu Lughod writes that Memissi's memoir
reinforces Orientalist categories:

[Memissi's] sophistication, creativity, and political
courage are stunning; and yet her work, when it moves
between her home in the Arab world and the Western
context in which it is so well received, can be
troubling...In the end, despite her celebration of women's
traditional powers of beauty, she unambivalently pits her
mother's strong wish for modernity - for a little girl
dressed in Westem clothes who will attend school, learn
French, and become liberated - against all the restricting
forces of tradition and the harem. Tradition and
Modernity. Harems and Freedom. Veiling and
Unveiling. These are the familiar terms by which the
East has long been apprehended (and devalued) and the
West has constmcted itself as superior (Abu-Lughod
2001: 108).

The Harem Within captures a particular moment of political and social
transition, during which middle and upper class women such as Memissi's
mother had invested their hope in Westem-style modemity at the same
time that they and their families were seeking to break free of Westem
colonialism. Memissi explains the failure of these hopes in her footnotes,
writing that "Indeed, when it comes to the status of women, one could say
that the Muslim world has regressed since Grandmother's time" (Memissi
1994: 38). Such explanations undermine any assumptions that Westemstyle modernisation in itself is sufficient to generate gender equity. On the
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other hand, it is can also be interpreted as illustrating the Orient's
resistance to social change and its essentially unalterable backwardness.

5.6 Leila Ahmed: A Border Passage

Like Memissi, Leila Ahmed is a renowned scholar in the field of Islam
and gender, having written one of the most comprehensive texts on the
subject {Women and Gender in Islam: Historical Roots of a Modern
Debate (Ahmed 1992)). Like Memissi, she describes an upbringing in a
social milieu that was crumbling fast, and examines the interplay of
multiple identities. A Border Passage does not follow a chronologically
linear progression - rather, it loops back to re-examine particular events
and relationships in the light of Ahmed's shifting understanding of her
own identity.

Ahmed's childhood in Cairo was marked by plural influences - her father
was from the Egyptian middle-class, while her mother was a member of
the Turco-Circassian aristocracy. She was devoted to her Croatian nanny,
while her two best friends were Jewish and Christian (the Christian friend
was Edward Said's younger sister). She grew up "in the last days of the
British Empire. My childhood fell in that era when the words
"imperialism" and "the West" had not yet acquired the connotations they
have today - they had not yet become, that is, mere synonyms for
"racism", "oppression", and "exploitation"" (Ahmed 1999: 5). Ahmed's
family belonged to the indigenous elite who absorbed the values and
language of the colonisers. As a child, she internalises an attitude that
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valued European languages above Arabic, looking down on her mother for
her attachment to Arabic. Later, however, she comes to resent her father
for estranging her from Arab and Egyptian culture. Ahmed's evolving
self-understanding is marked by shifts in sympathy between parents - her
mother representing allegiance to "local" culture, while her father
embodies the "native elite's" admiration for the culture of the colonial
power.

Ahmed's shifting sense of identity is mirrored in her relationship to
language. She attended English medium schools and grew up speaking
English and French alongside Arabic. Like Huda Shaarawi, she was to
spend her adult life regretting her lack of fluency in written Arabic. "I had
grown up, I came to see, in a world where people, or at any rate my father,
had not merely admired European civilization but had probably
internalised the colonial beliefs about the superiority of European
civilization." (Ahmed 1999: 25) For a time, Ahmed struggles to
understand why her father had denied his children the opportunity to
acquire the intimate knowledge of the Qur'an that he himself possessed.
She finds herself able to forgive him after discovering in his private
memoirs an account of his own childhood Qur'anic education in a kuttab.
The boys memorised the text under the threat of beating, but never
understood its meaning. He had resolved that his children would not suffer
a similar experience; for him "English and all the English books with
which Father had surrounded us had been intended to serve exactly the
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same purpose as the garden: to nourish and free imagination." (Ahmed
1999:27)

And Ahmed's English education (first at a British school in Cairo, and
later at Cambridge) did indeed nourish and free her imagination, despite
experiences of racial and religious prejudice from some of her British
teachers in Egypt and later in Britain itself. This recognition that
colonialists and colonised had formed a dynamic and creative hybrid
sensibility undermines both Orientalist and Occidentalist binaries. As
Nasser's Arab nationalism gains political ground in Egypt, Ahmed begins
to feel that her family's Europeanised sensibility is out of step with the
dominant social mood. She describes the shame she experienced when,
during a childhood encounter with Nasser, she is unable to introduce
herself with a good "Arab" name (having been raised to call herself
"Lily"). But she also resents the way that "Arabness" is superimposed
over her "Egyptian" identity. The chapter "On Becoming an Arab" opens
with 12-year old Leila being slapped across the face by a teacher for her
failure to adequately read aloud from an Arabic text:

"You're an Arab!" she finally screamed at me. "An
Arab! And you don't know your own language!"
"I am not an Arab!" 1 said, suddenly furious myself "I
am Egyptian! And anyway we don't speak like this!"
And I banged my book shut. (Ahmed 1999: 243)

Ahmed further revises her thinking about her relationship with language
while working as an educator in Abu Dhabi. Here, she witnesses the
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imposition of standardised literary Arabic at the expense of oral
vernacular Arabic. She realises that even if she had attended an Arabicmedium school, the language that she would have imbibed at school
would not have been the "living" street language of Cairo. Her
estrangement from the vernacular language that surrounded her was due
not only to the power invested in English by European hegemony, but also
the power invested in Modem Standard Arabic by Arab Nationalism.

Ahmed's engagement with gender issues is similarly complex. The first
paper that Ahmed wrote after arriving in America was "Western
Ethnocentrism and Perceptions of the Harem" (Ahmed 1982), in which
she refutes stereotypes representing Muslim women as oppressed, passive
females at the mercy of ruthless men. This analysis was informed by
Ahmed's own experience of her mother's extended family and the life that
revolved around her grandparents' estate. A Border Passage provides a
detailed description of that experience, in a chapter titled "Harem". Like
Memissi, the women in Ahmed's family experience the harem both as a
place of refuge, warmth and female autonomy, and as a place of
confinement and unhappiness. The harem is designated as female space,
and Ahmed's grandmother's authority over such space is respected by her
husband and other male relatives. Ahmed's mother and aunts return there
frequently, partly for their own emotional nourishment, but also because
Grandmother is burdened by terrible grief Her eldest son commited
suicide after his father refused to consent to his marriage to an Austrian
girl. His room is kept locked and preserved as it had been at the time of
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his death. One of Ahmed's aunts also commits suicide, jumping to her
death from a window after being refused her father's permission to leave
an unhappy marriage.

For Ahmed, then, the harem is both the site where she experiences
"women's Islam", but also where she witnesses the tragedy that can arise
from patriarchal authority.

Tradition and the conviviality, warmth, companionship,
and support of the women of the extended family were
rich and fine and nourishing and wonderful so long as
things went well and so long as these women were
dealing with men whom they loved and who loved them.
But when things went wrong, the women were
powerless and acquiescent... (Ahmed 1999: 131)

And while institutional Islam is male dominated to a far greater extent
than is the "folk Islam" described by Ahmed, it is not always more hostile
to women's interests. As Ahmed relates, if her aunt's case had come
before an Islamic court, she would have been granted the divorce that her
family had denied her.

A similar complexity arises with regard to class identity. Ahmed freely
acknowledges her class privilege - her father a member of the rising
middle class, her mother the daughter of a wealthy feudal family. But, as
Ahmed reminds us, Egypt's aristocracy was entangled with its slave class
at the most intimate levels. Like most descendants of the aristocracy,
Ahmed's lineage includes the slave women who bore children as either
concubines or second wives to aristocratic men. Ahmed and other writers
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suggest that early Arab feminists such as Huda Shaarawi were often the
daughters of such marriages, who grew up with the privileges of
aristocratic class, but an awareness of their mother's slave origins that
generated an acute desire for greater social justice.

Ahmed's complex engagement with her material both acknowledges the
multiple sources of oppression confronting Muslim women, as well as the
fact that some individual women may be simultaneously both privileged
and oppressed.

5.7 Conclusion
Ahmed represents identity as both multi-layered and fluid, allowing her to
engage in a critique of both "Oriental" patriarchy and Western colonialism
and neo-colonialism. This sets her apart both from Kabbani's
Occidentalist apologia, and Hirsi Ali's Orientalist calls for Muslims to be
coercively subjected to "Western" values and civilisation. Memissi, too, is
engaged in such a "dual critique", but as Abu Lughod intimates, her work
is more easily appropriated and enfolded into Orientalist discourse.

While Western women's accounts of "the Orient" are framed in order to
assert their authority against that of Western men, Muslim women make
similar assertions against the accounts of both Western women and men.
However, very often they also assert the authority of their own accounts
either by claiming to represent the views of all or most Muslim women (as

250

251
do Kabbani and Nomani), or by situating themselves as marginal and
exceptional while implicitly or explicitly asserting their own authoritative
position compared to that of other Muslim women (as does Hirsi Ali).
Such attempts to forge a single legitimate expression of Muslim female
identity not only have the effect of silencing those women whose
narratives do not fit the anointed discourse. They also have the effect of
reinforcing various imperialist and/or patriarchal discourses by providing
them with female validation.

Attempts to forge alliances (whether among Muslim women or between
Western and Muslim women) are undermined when women seek to either
appropriate or marginalise the voices of other women. The implications of
this for Muslim women's political activism is the focus of chapters 6 and
7.
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Chapter Six: Women in the Jamaat-i-Islami (Pakistan)

6.1 Introduction

Women are usually seen as being victims of Islamist politics, rather than
participants. Almost all media coverage on the subject, and much of the
academic analyses, focus on women as the objects rather than the subjects
of Islamism. When the media (especially but not only the Western media)
does write about women Islamists, they are often seen as novel and
anomalous. However, a growing body of academic literature has been
written about Islamist women as part of the broader literature on "Islamic
feminism" with important contributions both by those supportive and
those sceptical of its potential to empower Muslim women (see Chapter
One) (Mojab 2001; Hoffman 1985; Mahmood 2001; Karam 2002). Most
of this literature, however, has focused on the Middle East, with
particularly strong contributions on Egypt and Iran. Relatively little has
been written about Islamist women in Pakistan, where they have been a
much less visible component of public life (although the 2002 entry of
some Islamist women into parliament - a move enabled by electoral
gender quotas whose introduction was opposed by the Islamist parties
themselves - has raised their profile, as has the participation of women in
the 2007 Lai Masjid confrontation). There is, however, a strong body of
work documenting the influence of the Islamist movement on both
civilian and military governments in Pakistan, and the catastrophic effects
this has had on Pakistani women's social and particularly legal status.
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This chapter focuses on the women's wing of the Jamaat-i-Islami (JI), the
longest established of Pakistan's Islamist parties. Alongside the the
Jamaat-i-Islami-i-Ulema, the Jamaat-i-Islami is one of the major
components of the MMA, the coalition of religious political parties whose
strong showing in the 2002 elections, in the wake of September 11 and the
fall of the Taliban, was the first substantial electoral achievement by the
religious parties in Pakistan.

I examine how the women's wing upholds the JI's claim to be the
guardian of Islamic and Pakistani morality - of which the moral Muslim
woman embodied by the JI women themselves is such a potent symbol against the polluting and aggressive Western moral hegemony and other
threats to the purity of Islam. The chapter further examines how the
identity of JI women is defined in contrast to the image of Western and
"Westernised" Pakistani women.

The JI women also contrast themselves with "backward" or "traditional"
Muslim women, but this opposition too is partially constructed using
"Western" reference points. According to this definition. Western critics
of the status of Muslim women are correct in saying that some Muslim
women are subservient, ignorant, etc. However, they have misidentified
women belonging to Islamist organisations such as the JI as exemplifying
these ills. JI women are modem and independent, and aware that some of
the social practices oppressing their countrywomen are cultural rather than
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religious in origin. Pakistani women can achieve empowerment by
emulating the values embodied by the JI women's wing, rather than by
succumbing to "Western" gender norms

I also examine how membership of the organisation, particularly at the
more senior levels, enables the women to transcend the chador aur char
diwari (the chador and the four walls [of the home]) slogan of the Zia
years to enter public life (including the national parliament) and to engage
in charitable and educational work on behalf of other women and girls.
However, the success of the JI women's advocacy and welfare work is
limited by the patriarchal structure and ideology of the party to which they
belong. The women's wing provides regular public endorsement of the
party's opposition to any reform or repeal of the Hudood Ordinances,
under which thousands of Pakistani women, including rape victims, have
been jailed for alleged breaches of sexual conduct. According to secular
activists of other Pakistani women's groups, the women's wing is also
structurally unable to assert any differences they may have with the main
party, with even the most senior members unable to intervene on gender
issues (personal interviews, 2000 - 2004).

In analysing the Jamaat-i-Islami women's wing, the chapter also
interrogates the discussion on "Islamic feminism". None of the literature
to date names the Jamaat-i-Islami women as "Islamic feminists";
however, much of the analyses identifying Islamist women in Egypt and
elsewhere in the Middle East as "Islamic feminists" is relevant here. I
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argue that an ideology's capacity to facilitate personal autonomy among a
limited group of women does not mark it as "feminist".

My primary research on the JI women's wing was conducted in Lahore,
Islamabad and Peshawar during three visits to Pakistan in 2000, 2001 and
2004. It consisted of semi-structured interviews with party members (most
of them holding senior rank) of both the men's and the women's wings,
and of attendance at some JI or JI affiliated events, for example, a forum
for women's NGOs chaired by senior party member Samia Raheel Qazi
and held at the JI headquarters at Mansoora in 2000, political rallies held
in the wake of the attacks on the Pentagon and World Trade Centre in
2001, and a mass wedding in Nowshera presided over by Qazi Hussein in
2004 at which the JI paid the marriage expenses of some 150 couples.

I did not unfortunately have the opportunity to interview any of the clients
of the JI's women's welfare work at any length, or to observe this work at
close hand. This was due to logistical problems rather than obstruction
from the JI women themselves (for example, I was unable to accompany
them on their welfare visits to women in prison because of the lengthy
time needed to obtain permission from the relevant authorities, and did not
visit a women's shelter due both to my own time constraints and the fact
that the shelter was newly established). However, as any such interviews
would have been conducted in the presence of JI members (and in the case
of the shelter would necessarily have taken place on JI premises), the
clients' responses would in all likelihood have been seriously restricted.
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raising difficult ethical issues. My discussion of such programmes
therefore relies on the accounts of the JI women themselves and to a lesser
extent on the observations of women's activists from other (secular)
organisations.

6.2 Pakistan

The tension between competing visions of Pakistan - as a homeland for
Muslims (in which religious minorities could also enjoy equal status) or as
an Islamic state in the making - has historically been enacted over issues
concerning Pakistani women. Economic inequality, the divide between
rural and urban life, uneven development, and the overspill from the war
in Afghanistan have all contributed to wide disparities in the life choices
and experiences of Pakistani women. Although a core of educated, urban,
middle and upper class women have built independent careers in highstatus fields, many other Pakistani women suffer economic, social, and
legal vulnerability. After the introduction of the Hudood Ordinaces in
1979, even the most successful professional woman in Pakistan was faced
with a legal system that regards her evidence as worth less than a man's.
Particularly since the rule of Zia ul-Haq, gender issues have played a
central role in Pakistani political discourse. As Ashfan Jafar notes, prior to
the rise of Zia ul-Haq, elite Pakistani women had considered that the state
was the appropriate vehicle to represent their interests; after his rise to
power they set themselves in opposition to the state (Jafar 2005: 37).
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The 1979 Soviet invasion of Afghanistan was a decisive turning point for
women in Pakistan as well as Afghanistan, propelling to the centre stage
of both societies Islamist forces for whom the control of women was a
prime concern. In both Afghanistan and Pakistan, the anti-Soviet
campaign was conducted through the use of Islamist organisations who
used the conflict to further their own agenda. For the Pakistani military
regime of the time, the Soviet invasion could not have been better timed.
President Zia ul-Haq had caused widespread shock by overthrowing and
later executing his elected, if autocratic and corrupt, predecessor, Zulfikar
Ali Bhutto. But with the invasion of Afghanistan, the United States could
no longer afford to be precious about such details. They needed a friendly
ally in the region. Not only did Pakistan become a major recipient of
American military aid, it also became the conduit through which weapons
were conveyed to the anti-Soviet Afghan mujahadeen. Rather than supply
the mujahadeen directly, the United States chose to work through the
Pakistani secret intelligence agency, the Inter-Service Intelligence (ISI).
The ISI, in turn, used the Pakistani Islamist party, the Jamaat-i Islami, to
channel support to favoured Afghan mujahadeen factions, primarily the
Hizb-I-Islami, led by Gulbadin Hekmatyar (see Chapter 7).

The Islamist parties' alliance with the military and their proxy role in the
Afghan conflict gave them a political power far beyond their modest
electoral support. President Zia ul-Haq sought political legitimacy
through a programme of Islamisation whose primary consequence was to
render more vulnerable the lives of Pakistani women. Under the Law of
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Evidence, a woman's testimony was held to be worth only half that of a
man's. Prosecutions for zena (fornication) have fallen particularly heavily
upon women, including rape victims, with the issue of consent considered
irrelevant. Since pregnancy provides hard evidence of sexual activity,
women who have become pregnant without a licit sexual partner have
been prosecuted for zena while the men who impregnated them, often
forcibly, escape punishment. Under Zia ul Haq, the burden of
transforming Pakistan into a model Islamic society was placed squarely on
the shoulders of its women, who were enjoined to embrace chador aur
char diwari - the chador and the four walls (of the home). As Farzana
Bari writes, Zia ul Haq 'did nothing to implement his much talked about
Islamic reforms to introduce Islamic banking. Islamic system of
punishment (except flogging) and interest free economy, etc. His Islam
started with women and ended there.' (Bari 2002)

The disastrous effect of this policy upon the lives of women galvanised
the Pakistani women's movement, which played a leading role in agitating
against military rule. Women's groups, organized under the banner of the
Women's Action Forum (WAF), began to play an increasingly important
role in public discourse. Violent confrontations between women activists
and the police became a potent symbol of the struggle against dictatorship.

The Soviet withdrawal from Afghanistan in 1988 and the death of Zia ul
Haq in a plane crash in 1988 raised hopes for social and particularly legal
reforms that would enhance the status of Pakistani women. However, the
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return to civilian government (even under a glamorous female Prime
Minister in the form of Benazir Bhutto) did not reverse the "Islamisation"
of women's legal standing. Neither Bhutto nor her rival and successor,
Nawaz Sharif, had the political will to overturn the Hudood Ordinances,
under which Pakistani women were subject to imprisonment and
theoretically death (though this penalty has never been imposed). At the
same time, the corruption and ineffectualness of the Bhutto and Sharif
governments throughout the 1990s sapped popular enthusiasm for civilian
government. A high level of conflict developed between the Sharif
government and the media and NGOs, including women's groups. In
1999, the military again took direct control with the seizure of power by
General (later President) Musharraf. However, although Musharraf does
not share Zia ul-Haq's personal commitment to Islamisation, he failed to
implement substantial reforms that would reduce the vulnerability of
Pakistani women to unjust imprisonment and extra-judicial murder in the
form of honour killings.

While President Musharraf received much favourable comment in the
West for his proclaimed commitment to "enlightened moderation", this
did not translate into substantive progress on legal reform to enhance the
status of women. Musharraf s supporters point to the election of a record
number of women to the national parliament in 2002, due to a substantial
increase to the number of seats reserved for women under the established
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quota system

However, the system by which these quotas operate does

not provide a soUd base for strong female advocacy. Those chosen for the
reserved seats are nominated by their political parties, not elected. (Graff
2004) Many of them are the female relatives of male politicians (in some
cases male politicians barred from office because of real or alleged
corruption), chosen for their presumed quiescence. Some such women
may eventually emerge as political figures in their own right, but their
heavy dependence on the party machines which nominated them works
against this. Nor are women parliamentarians necessarily more likely than
their male colleagues to promote a feminist agenda. As discussed later in
this chapter, some belong to the right-wing religious parties, and espouse
an ultra-conservative ideology on social issues.

On the issue of honour killings, Musharraf spoke out strongly, describing
such killings as murders and intervening to protect some individual
threatened women. However, much touted 2004 legislative amendments
against such killings left untouched the central issue of diyat, or blood
money, which enables the murderers to escape substantial punishment.
Under Pakistani law, murderers can escape imprisonment if the family of
the victim will agree to accept a monetary payment in compensation.
Since the murderers in honour killings are themselves the family of the
victim, such payments are seldom refused (Bari 2005).

The quota for women now stands at 17% in the Senate and 18% in the National Assembly. 33% o f
seats are reserved for women at the local level. (Graff 2004)
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The 2006 Women's Protection Bill sought to alleviate the consequences
of the Hudood Ordinances though procedural changes, such as bringing
rape charges under civil rather than Sharia law and requiring that
complaints of zina be filed before a court rather than with the police (a
move intended to discourage false complaints). However, the Ordinances
themselves remain (Zakaria 2006).

Despite statements of support for women's rights, Musharraf is perceived
as having been reluctant to spend political capital on gender issues,
particularly in the wake of the strong electoral gains made in October
2002 by the Islamic parties gathered under the banner of the Muttahida
Majlis-i-Amal

(MMA), an alliance which benefited both from a tide of

anti-US feeling generated by the war on terror and from Musharraf s
effective marginalisation of the other major political parties to win a
quarter of the seats in the National Assembly. This was the first
significant show of electoral support for the religious parties^^, whose
political power had hitherto rested more heavily upon their close
relationship with the military and their supposed "street power" rather
than on support expressed through the ballot box. Analyses labelling this
development as the 'Talibanisation' of Pakistan were overly simplistic.
Musharraf himself has been able to consolidate international support by
depicting his regime as a bulwark against Islamic fundamentalism, as
represented by the MMA. At the same time, he was only able to pass
constitutional amendments consolidating presidential power and to retain

" and was reversed in the elections of 2008, when secular parties tooic government in the NWFP.
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his dual positions as chief of the army as well as president thanks to the
M M A ' s parliamentary support.

The MMA is a more heterogeneous movement than the Taliban, as will be
discussed later in this chapter. However, the electoral resurgence of the
Islamist parties led to a number of disturbing developments, especially in
the North West Frontier Province, where the MMA was in government,
and attempted to implement a programme of "Islamisation" that resulted
in bans on the playing of music in public transport, the treatment of
women by male doctors,^'' and Western-style school uniforms.

6.3 Maulana Maududi and the Jamaat-I-Islami

The Jamaat-i-Islami is the longest established of Pakistan's Islamic
parties. It was founded in 1941 by Maulana Abul Ala Maududi (19031979), who alongside Hassan al Banna and Sayeed Qutb is among the
most famous

century Islamist thinkers. Maududi was the party's

founding amir (leader) for many years, until his retirement for health
reasons in 1972. He was an important influence on Islamist movements
worldwide, in particular upon the Egyptian Muslim Brotherhood, and its
martyred leader Sayyid Qutb. He remains an important figurehead for the
JI - his books, beautifully gift-wrapped, are a standard present for visitors
to the JI's offices.

' This edict was only briefly enforced due to a chronic shortage of female medical specialists.
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Maududi believed Islam to be a complete social system, and the
alternative to the failings of both Western liberalism and Soviet
communism. Yet despite his rejection of "Western values", he was also
dismissive of the established Islamic hierarchy and the authority of the
ulema, who had failed to arrest the decline of Muslim societies in their
confrontation with European colonialism and Western influence:

This trend towards Westernisation was also the result of
the disappointment which came from the side of the
Muslim religious leaders. Being themselves the victims
of the widespread degeneration that had engulfed the
entire Muslim world, they were incapable of initiating
any constructive movement of taking any revolutionary
step which could combat the evils afflicting Muslim
society (Maududi 1996).

As a young writer and journalist, Maudidi became active in politics
through his involvement in the Khilafat movement (the movement, highly
influential in the subcontinent, to defend the Turkish Khilafat's uncertain
future at the end of World War I) and the Tahrik I Hijrat (which
advocated the emigration of Indian Muslims from British India to
"Islamic" Afghanistan). Although opposed to British colonialism, he
believed that the Indian independence movement, as embodied by the
Congress party, represented an even greater threat to the subcontinent's
Muslims. He shared the fears of secular Muslims such as Jinnah that in
post-British India, Muslims would be a marginalised minority, forced to
live according to the terms laid down by the Hindu majority whose
iconography Gandhi had mobilised so adroitly in the campaign to force
the British to quit India.
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However, Maududi's relationship with the Pakistani nationalist movement
was also combative, partly because he did not share their faith in Western
modernism and partly because of his ambivalence to any nationalism,
which he saw as undermining the unity of the Islamic umma. In 1941 he
founded the Jamaat-i-Islami, moving to Pakistan when the subcontinent
was partitioned in 1947. His relationship with post-independence
Pakistani governments was ambivalent, and included periods of
imprisonment for sedition.

Maududi believed that sovereignty in an Islamic state belonged to God,
and His will as expressed through sharia should be the source of all law
(criminal, civil, and constitutional) in Muslim societies. The failure to
adequately implement sharia was, he believed, in large part responsible
for the failure of Islam to withstand the ravages of European colonialism.

He actively sought the transformation of the new nation into an Islamic
state - not simply a state for Muslims where religious minorities would be
given full rights and where religion would be a purely personal matter, as
outlined by Jinnah in his much-quoted Independence speech:

You are free; you are free to go to your temples, you are
free to go to your mosques or any other place of worship
in this State of Pakistan. You may belong to any religion
or caste or creed - that is nothing to do with the business
of the state.. .you will find that Hindus would cease to
be Hindus and Muslims would cease to be Muslims, not
in the religious sense, because that is the personal faith
of each individual, but in the political sense as citizens
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of the State (Jinnah 1947).

While nationalists such as Jinnah believed that Islam was compatible with
Western modernism, Maududi saw Islamic and Western values as
fundamentally incompatible: "Islam and western civilization are like two
boats sailing in totally opposite directions. Any attempt to sail in both the
boats at a time shall split the adventurer into two pieces." (Maududi 1996:
13).

Maududi's writing on gender strongly favours segregation or purdah, in
order to protect women from the bestial instincts of men. Muslims had
abandoned purdah only due to blind, uncritical admiration of all things
Western:

When our so-called reformers saw with dazed eyes the
European ladies in the full make-up moving and
participating freely in public life, they could not help
longing to see their own womenfolk also tread the same
path to so-called freedom and progress...The literature
was so powerful and attractive that it adversely affected
their powers of thinking and discernment. (Maududi and
Ash'ari 1938/2007: 20-21)

Such reformers, according to Maududi, had taken the "outer limits" of
permissible Islamic feminine behaviour - the exposure of the face and
hands and the right to leave the home in case of emergency - as an initial
starting point. In contrast, Maududi advocates strict purdah (gender
segregation) and veiling. Men, he claims, are not to be trusted with the
sight of unrelated women - although women, having greater self-control.
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may be allowed to watch men. (Maududi and Ash'ari 1938/2007: 129130) He supports female education, provided that it is attained under the
constraints of purdah, but does not consider that women and girls need the
equivalent education to boys and men: "From the Islamic perspective, the
right sort of education is that which prepares her to be a good wife, a good
mother, and a good housekeeper" - although a woman of "extraordinary
abilities" may seek higher education, provided that it does not "transgress
the limits prescribed for her by the Shariah." (Maududi and Ash'ari
1938/2007: 107)

As Seyyed Vali Reza Nasr points out, in responding to the perceived
threat of "Western" gender norms, Maududi deviates from his usual
insistence on relying on Islam's primary texts, referring instead not only to
Islamic history but also to "Western" pseudo-scientific findings:

This departure from his customary line of reasoning was
a direct consequence of his apologetic posture, which
was most evident when it came to defending women's
status in Islam. Compelled to defend Islam's position
using Western criteria of liberty, justice and rationality,
Mawdudi resorted to "writing to a predetermined
conclusion"...His argument was rational because its
intent was rational. Weaknesses in his line of reasoning
did not detract from the rationality of its overall
argument. Much of Mawdudi's discourse with the West
suffered from the consequences of this apologetic
posturing and, therefore, was found less than rational
despite its pretence at rationality. (Nasr 1996: 132)
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Olivier Roy classes the contemporary Jamaat-i-Islami as an "Islamist'
organization, a category he distinguishes from "neo-traditionalist"
movements, such as the Taliban. "Islamism" is

the brand of modem political Islamic fundamentalism
which claims to recreate a true Islamic society, not
simply by imposing the shariat, but by establishing first
an Islamic state through political action...The traditional
idea of Islam as an all-encompassing religion is
extended to a modem society. In fact they acknowledge
the modemity of the society in terms of education,
technology, changes to family structure, and so forth
(Roy 2001).

Neo-fundamentalists, exemplified by the Taliban, contrast to Islamists
through their lack of a social or political agenda outside of the
establishment of shariah and their extreme social conservatism. This is
most forcefully expressed through their attitude towards women:

While the Islamists strongly advocated women's
education and political participation (with the condition
of wearing the veil and attending single-sex schools), the
neofundamentalists want to ban any female presence in
public life (Roy 2001).

The difference in attitudes towards women under Islamist and
neofiindamentalist ideologies is illustrated by comparing the Islamist JI
with the neofundamentalist Taliban. Despite Maududi's lack of
enthusiasm for female education, prominent members of the JI women's
wing have professional training and a graduate or post-graduate education.

267

268
In contrast, female education was actively suppressed by the Taliban, even
when strictly gender segregated.^'

It should be noted that the borders between Islamism and
neofundamentalism are not hermetically sealed, with some members of
the Taliban espousing Islamist-influenced ideology, while some elements
of the JI embrace neofundamentalism. The JI now belongs to a religious
political alliance, the MMA, in partnership with the Jamaat-I-Islami-IUlama, a party identified by Roy as neofundmentalist.

On the question of gender relations, the tension between Islamist and
neofundamentalist perspectives are internalised not only within
movements, but also within individuals. Senior ranking JI women
generally fall into the Islamist category, being well-educated, employed
and politically active outside the home, and playing a visible, if veiled,
role in public life. However, they often fall short of claiming this role as a
right, or as a permanent fixture of women's lives. Instead, like Zaynab alGhazali (see chapter 3), they justify it as an exceptional and by
implication temporary necessity.

6.4 The women's wing

Although the JI is a male-dominated organisation with a highly patriarchal
ideology, it also has a very active women's wing, (by some accounts the
"
Taliban policy on female education (as on many issues) was not consistent, with some
Taliban statements appearing to dismiss any need for girls to be educated, while other spokemen
insisted that female education would resume once conditions for secure gender segregated education
were established.
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most active women's wing of any Pakistani political party (Hussain
2003)). The women's wing, first formed in 1948, plays an important
performative function. J1 women serve as models for the ideal Islamist
woman, their ideology signalled by their dress. Their education and
articulate self-expression is cited as evidence that the JI's ideology does
not render women ignorant or silent. Their attendance at public
demonstrations opposing reform or repeal of the Hudood Ordinances
gives moral weight to the Jamaat's claim to represent the "authentic"
values of Pakistani women, as opposed to Pakistani feminists who are
described as being a small minority representing foreign interests. Welfare
work by HI affiliated organisations (A1 Khidmat and the Women's Action
Trust) is cited as evidence of that the party is aware of the problems facing
women and using "Islamic" means to address them.

Some (by no means all) secular advocates of women's rights, who were
highly critical of the JI in general, gave qualified praise to members of the
women's wing, saying that they were smart, hard-working, and much
more reasonable to deal with than their male counterparts. In particular,
following the 2002 elections, they contrasted the JI women with the
women's wing of the other major party of the MMA, the Jamaat-i-Islamii-Ulama (JUI). Female members of both the JI and the JUI entered the
national parliament under newly introduced gender quotas (despite the
parties' opposition to such quotas). Women's activists familiar with both
parties claimed that while the JI female parliamentarians were experienced
political activists who possessed a strong familiarity with women's issues
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(albeit from a highly patriarchal perspective), the JUI had not had a
women's wing prior to 2002, and in order to fill its quota had drafted in
the female relatives of its senior members, women lacking in political
experience and ability.^^ The JI women's welfare programmes also
received some qualified favourable mention. However, the women's wing
was also described as holding a subordinate position within the
organisation.

To other feminist activists, however, the JI women are "hypocrites",
preaching the virtue of subservience to other women while leading active
and rewarding lives themselves. The JI women, in turn, often describe
secular women's NGOs as internal enemies and agents of Western
hegemony. Such NGOs "want to propagate the western [sic] agenda under
the garb of protection of women rights" (The Nation 2005) The JI's
antipathy towards Western femininity is displaced as a hostility towards
"Westernised" Pakistani women, and towards Pakistani women's activists
who regardless of their cultural signifiers (such as dress, religious
observance, etc) are regarded as "Westernised" because of their
perspective on gender issues.

The JI women's own cultural signifiers tend to mark not only their
"Pakistani" identity, but also their membership of the Islamist movement.
Senior JI women usually wear the hijab of "global Islam" - a headscarf

^^
Although the JI female parliamentarians were veterans of the women's wing, they too have
been criticised as belonging to the "wives and daughters club" of Pakistani politicians.
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(generally plain but of good quality) tucked closely around the head and
concealing all hair. Most Pakistani women who cover use one of the forms
of dress specific to the region - whether by wearing shalwar kameez with
their dupatta (long scarf) covering their heads (the dupatta may also be
worn draped only across the shoulders and torso, leaving the head
uncovered), or by covering with a chador or burqua. The use of such
"South Asian" styles of covering may indicate adherence to certain
conservative social values (modesty, honour, etc) rather than or as well as
religious observation. In the case of the shalwar kameez with dupatta as
head covering, it is not a style of dress exclusive to Muslim women, but
one shared by many Sikh and Hindu women. By contrast, the wearing of
the "new Islamic veiling" by the senior JI women signals their religion,
their general political affiliation, and their particular interpretation of
Islam. In mixed company, they also cover their faces - again, not as some
other Pakistani women may do by drawing dupatta, chador, or burqua
across the face, but by using a niqab - the style favoured by new Islamic
veiling. Maududi and the JI literature state that covering the hair is
compulsory for Muslim women, while covering the face is praiseworthy
but not obligatory. This view was repeated to me by JI women in
interviews. "All Muslim women must wear this-" gesturing to the hijab
that covered her head " - but covering the face is my own choice."^^

The wearing of niqab by JI and other Islamist women parliamentarians (including Raheel
Qazi) received political and media attention after it was raised by the Speaker as a security concern.
The Speaker alleged that the women's face coverings made them unidentifiable, as their photographs
did not appear on the parliamentary security ID cards, and the green files by which the women
themselves said they could be identified "can be carried by anyone" (Women's Veil A Security
Problem: Speaker 2004).
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My first personal encounter with the JI women's wing was in September
2000, at a forum sponsored by them to which women members of all the
major Pakistani political parties were invited. I was told about the forum
by the non-religious women's NGO, the Aurat foundation. One of the
Aurat foundation's objectives is to increase female participation in
politics, through training and outreach schemes. Through this programme,
they have dealings with women of a whole range of political affiliations,
including the JI. This has led to some paradoxical situations, with women
JI members attending Aurat Foundation sponsored events even as other
aspects of the foundation's work (most notably a women's shelter in
Peshawar) came under the most ferocious of attacks from male JI
politicians.

The forum was held at Mansoora, the JI "village" outside Lahore.
Mansoora is the "model" JI township, with schools, mosques, medical
facilities, visitors' accommodation and residential housing for party
members and their families. Once you get past the security at the entrance
(never in my experience a straightforward exercise) it is a quiet, pleasant
environment.

I chatted informally for awhile with other JI women, all of them educated
professionals. Because of my profound ideological differences with the
JI's gender policies, I was apprehensive about meeting their female
members. I expected to dislike them and to find their company difficult
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and tedious. I also expected strong disapproval or scepticism of my own
personal values and morals.

However, on this and subsequent encounters, I was surprised to find many
of the women likeable, charming, and good company. Their energy and
charisma were attractive, and their small thoughtfulness (lifts across town,
fruit and other snacks to take back to my hotel, a birthday cake and gifts
for my young daughter, who accompanied me on some interviews in
2004) seemed sincerely meant. They had the politician's flattering gift for
remembering personal details about those with whom their paths
intersected. Waiting for the forum to commence, I had a stimulating
conversation about the importance of female education with the principal
of the Mansoora girls' school, not unlike a conversation that I might have
had with a colleague in Australia.

I was reminded of where I was by another woman, who denounced the
tactics of secular women's organisations - one improved the lives of
women through education (especially education in Islamic studies) not
through "holding demonstrations and getting into fights". Presumably she
was objecting to the ideology of the demonstrations, rather than the mere
act of demonstrating. The JI women's wing has held public
demonstrations on issues including the French ban on headscarves in state
schools, the US military intervention in Afghanistan, the murder of MMA
activists in Karachi, "vulgarity being spread through the media, under the
aegis of the government", the Indian occupation of Kashmir, the alleged
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desecration of the Holy Qur'an by US guards in Guantanamo Bay, the
publication of the infamous "Danish cartoons", and in support of the
Hudood ordinances. (Jamaat e Islami 2006)

The forum commenced; Qazi was the main speaker. She had invited
everybody there, she said, because Pakistan faced a challenge to its very
survival. In the face of such a threat, it was necessary for women of all
political parties to come together for the good of the nation. Globalisation
threatened Islam; Muslims had to unite to reject Western cultural and
media invasion. At one stage a group of male photographers was admitted
to take pictures. Qazi and the other JI women pinned their niqabs across
their faces; I automatically reached for my dupatta to cover my hair, but
seeing other non JI women pointedly leaving their hair as well as their
faces uncovered, I let it drop. Qazi's charisma beamed straight through her
niqab.

In an interview conducted after the forum, Qazi contrasted the JI women's
wing with the "elitist" secular women's rights groups, who had been
fighting for years to have the Hudood ordinances overturned. Such women
were only interested in blackening Pakistan's name, not in truly working
for the uplift of women. They had adopted a "Western" concept of
women's rights, which was hostile to Islam and which failed to
acknowledge that Muslim women had been granted all the rights they
needed from the very earliest days of the religion. The Hudood
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Ordinances could not be overturned because they were not man-made
laws - they were the law of Islam and accepted as such by the vast
majority of Pakistani women. She (Qazi) and her colleagues in the JI were
far more representative of ordinary Pakistani women than were the
women of the secular women's rights groups, who were running a foreign
agenda funded by foreign money.

Much of what Qazi had to say was predictable enough, but she expressed
it fluently and clearly, and remained in control of the conversation at all
times. When I questioned or disputed her statements, she did not argue,
but "corrected" me, in a helpful, kindly tone.

She was able to concede (or rather, appear to concede) a certain amount of
ground without deviating from the party line. Yes, there were innocent
women languishing in Pakistani jails, charged with zina, although the
numbers were not as high as "certain groups" claimed. However, the
problem lay not in the law itself, but in its implementation. She cited the
fact that neither marriages nor divorces are commonly registered in rural
areas of Pakistan, so that a woman may believe herself to be legally
divorced and remarried, only to have her first husband claim that she is
still married to him, and so guilty of zina with her second husband. She
also noted the problem of police corruption, which allowed those engaged
in personal feuds to have their enemies charged with crimes, including
crimes under the Hudood Ordinances. These were problems that could be
solved without reform or repeal of the Ordinances themselves, simply by
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improving the processes by which they were implemented. And, she
correctly noted, some of these problems (such as corruption and the
glacial slowness of the legal system) were not specific to the Ordinances,
but applied to the implementation of Pakistani law as a whole.^^

She was on more certain ground when she denounced the oppression of
Pakistani women by non-Islamic cultural practices, such as honour killing.
Hundreds of Pakistani women die every year in such killings, murdered
by their families in order to regain the honour destroyed when women
allegedly^^ engage in adultery, marry outside of their community or
without parental consent, or fall victim to rape. Honour killing, Qazi
declared, was "completely unlslamic" and should be eliminated (although
again, she referred to the exploitation of the honour killing issue by those
hostile to Pakistan and Islam). Her denunciation was so passionate, and so
apparently unqualified, that it was only later that I realised I had not
questioned her on perhaps the most central legal issue concerning honour
killing: the Qisas [retribution] and Diyat [blood money] Ordinance. Under
this ordinance, the family of a murder victim may choose to waive the
penalty for the crime, with or without the payment of blood money. This
has obvious repercussions in the case of honour killings, where the
murderer belongs to the same family as the victim, effectively allowing
men to kill their female relatives with impunity. The JI is opposed to
attempts to abolish the Qisas and Diyat Ordinance, which it claims is
The Hudood Ordinances, however, seem particularly well-suited to incidences of false
accusations, whether of adultery, or of "blasphemous" acts such as "burning pages from the Holy
Qu'ran".
Many supposed honour killings are in fact motivated by other factors, such as disputes over
dowry.
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derived from Qur'anic injunctions and so beyond the reach of human
decision making.'*® My failure to quiz Qazi on this point had no
substantial impact on my research. Her opinion (which was in line with
that of her party) was on the public record. I was nonetheless mortified by
the oversight; Qazi, I reflected ruefully, must have thought me a pushover.
We parted on friendly terms, Qazi bestowing another beatific smile and
two beautifully gift-wrapped volumes of essays by Maududi - as I was to
discover, the standard JI gift for visitors.

Qazi's own life bears many resemblances to that of many professional
middle class women in the West. She has a postgraduate education (a
Masters in Islamic Studies), and a career which she clearly finds
rewarding and in which she is respected. She has travelled widely and met
various luminaries in her field, such as the founder of the Egyptian
Muslim Ladies Union Zaynab al Ghazali, who survived imprisonment and
torture and was until her death in 2005 perhaps the most famous woman
Islamist. In 2002, Qazi became a member of the National Assembly,
which requires her to spend a significant amount of time in Islamabad. In
a later interview, I asked her who looked after her children (a primary
school aged daughter and a teenage son) while she was away (she is a
widow). She said that they were well cared for by her family. Various
relatives lived in Mansoora, and anyway "the whole of Mansoora is a
family". There was never any shortage of people to help out.

""

Legal reforms instituted in 2 0 0 4 similarly neglected to address the Qisas and Diyat

Ordinance.
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Although she did not mention paid domestic help, and in her home we
were waited upon by her own young daughter, it would be very unusual
for a Pakistani household of such status not to have servants, whether or
not the mother worked outside the home. I was faintly aware of
background household noise as we spoke, the presence (I assume) of
servants cooking and cleaning. As so often in middle and upper class
Pakistani households, my awareness was not so much of the servants
themselves, but of my host's utter obliviousness to them. The fact that
Qazi did not think to mention the role of the servants in enabling her own
career was symptomatic of class attitudes in Pakistan (and not only
Pakistan) and hardly surprising, but was telling nonetheless.

Although I know nothing of Qazi's family life beyond the basic details, I
have no reason to doubt her belief that her demanding political career has
not been at the expense of her care for her children. However, the JI
literature's frequent emphasis on the belief that women's first
responsibility is to her home and her family is generally seen as implying
disapproval of employment outside the home except when economically
necessary, or when there are no competing maternal responsibilities.
Certainly, Qazi and other JI women cited Western women's pursuit of
career before family as contributing to the decline of Western morals.

Qazi's exceptionalist attitude to her career reflects that of Zainab alGhazali (see Chapter 3), who she had met and whose writings she
recommended. A1 Ghazali's pronouncements denouncing female
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employment and female-initiated divorce were sharply at odds with her
own life choices. There is a similar lack of consistency between the words
and actions of the leaders of the JI women's wing. On the one hand, the
participation of Qazi and other JI women in public life transgresses the
char diwari, if not the chador, of the chador aur char diwari (the chador
and the four walls [of the house]) slogan of the Zia years that was
supposed to circumscribe the boundaries of a woman's life. But on the
other hand, this transgression is clearly marked as exceptional, arising out
of the need to serve a just cause - in fact, the only cause worth fighting
for. Personal fulfilment or ambition, or commitment to a non-religiously
framed cause such as "social justice", are not similarly privileged
motivations. Economic necessity (the reality for most Pakistani women in
the paid workforce) is accepted as a legitimate motivation, but generally
with the qualification that in the "Islamic society" promoted by the JI,
such necessity would not exist and women would be provided for by male
breadwinners. While in her interviews with me, Qazi characterised her
parliamentary career in very positive terms, her public pronouncements
cast it as a regrettable necessity forced on her by the introduction of
gender quotas: "[t]he party requires women to sit in the assembly for
numbers. Otherwise, we are only here to create human beings, not
governments." (Shehzad 2002)

Muslim women wearing hijab in Western countries often complain that
their decision to cover (in the West, this almost always means covering
the hair alone, not the face) leads to their being judged as backward, dim-
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witted peasants. I had assumed that such stereotypes were not widespread
in Pakistan and so was surprised to hear similar complaints from the JI
women. Their assertion that their membership of an Islamist party and
their more conservative forms of covering (using "New Islamic Veiling"
and concealing the face with a niqab when in mixed company) led others
to underestimate their intelligence and education was not without
foundation. For example, when I went to telephone one member (an
architect and member of a Jl-affiliated women's legal aid programme) to
arrange a meeting, I allowed a somewhat officious and overly helpful
guesthouse proprietor to persuade me that he should make the phone call
for me ("Easier that way"). Knowing that I was contacting women
members of the religious parties, he began the call by asking the woman rather patronizingly and in Urdu - whether she spoke English. When I
arrived at the appointment, she was still steaming with fury at the insult.
"But it happens all the time. Because of how I dress and what I believe,
people think I'm stupid, that I don't speak English, that I have no
education." It was a chastening experience for me, too. The guesthouse
proprietor had patronized me as well as her (by assuming that I could not
arrange my own appointments on the telephone). However, while my
interviewee, a member of a highly patriarchal organization, had put the
offending male quickly and effectively in his place, I as the supposedly
independent feminist had allowed myself to be bullied into surrendering
control of my own work schedule.
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Similarly, American journalist Juliette Terzieff describes Rahil Qazi as
speaking in "broken English" (Terzieff 2002). Having interviewed Qazi
on multiple occasions over several years, always in English and on quite
complex subject material, I always found her spoken English to be
perfectly fluent and in fact quite sophisticated. Qazi of course has a
Pakistani accent, but so do Terzieff s other interviewees, none of whose
English is described as being in any way inadequate.

In personal dealings, I found the JI women more approachable and less
bureaucratic than their male equivalents. Part of this, of course, was
probably due to gender barriers, a rather rigid formality imposing itself on
any cross-gender conversations. But even allowing for that, the JI men
seemed to be more security conscious, less open, and much more
concerned with double-checking out my academic and ideological
credentials. JI men (including the husband and son of one of my
interviewees) were often sceptical of my claim to have an appointment
with JI women, or to have been referred by other members. I was
frequently told that I would need to go through "proper procedures" in
order to talk with the women members, procedures with which the women
themselves never bothered when approached directly. Conversations with
male JI activists often turned into quizzes designed to assess my
knowledge of Islam. (I failed one such test when asked if I knew the
meaning of my name. I replied that it meant "thankful", when according
to my interrogator I ought to have said "thankful to Allah". At the end of
the rather terse interview that followed, I was presented as usual with a
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gift of books by Maududi - but on this occasion I was told that they
consisted of essays "suitable for those Muslims who have strayed from the
path of true Islam.")

6.5 Safeguarding the Muslim woman against corruption
The JI women are concerned not only to protect Muslim womanhood
against "corruption" by Western feminisms and femininity, but from what
they perceive as "corruptions" within Islam. Among these corruptions
(especially in the eyes of those women such as Raheel Qazi who are from
Deobandi backgrounds) are some forms of worship conducted at
Pakistan's many Sufi shrines. The JI as an organisation is not antagonistic
to Sufism, especially "high" Sufism,'" but is highly critical of some Sufi
practices, especially those that involve a synthesis with Hinduism and/or
worship at the shrines of Sufi saints in which the saint is accorded divinelike status. Such practices are a particular concern for the women's wing
because of strong participation in such rituals by women. Adherence to
such practices is regarded by the JI as "ignorant" and displaying a lack of
knowledge of Islam.

While women are strongly discouraged or outright forbidden from
attending most Pakistani mosques, they play an important role in the
worship at many Sufi shrines."^^ The shrines are a rare site for the
Pakistani female voice to perform in public, whether by women

Maududi's biography, reproduced on the JI website, gives due weight to his descent from
leaders of the Chishti Sufi order, as well as from the Prophet.
Shrines also contain gender-segregated areas and women are denied access to some or all
areas o f some Sufi shrines (just as men are denied access to female areas).
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themselves singing, or by men singing in assumed female voices (Abbas
2002). Women with independent financial resources may also become
generous donors towards the expenses for the upkeep and charitable work
of the shrines. The shrines are also an important social space for many
women, who congregate there in the same way that men may congregate
at the mosque, not simply to worship but also to socialize with other
women, to exchange news and gossip, and to acquire information
necessary for arranging family marriages. Pilgrimages to such shrines,
especially on special occasions such as the saint's urs, are especially
important for those women whose mobility outside the home is severely
restricted. In addition, there is a genuine devotion to the memory of some
saints, who are furthermore believed to intercede on behalf of devotees.
Visiting a shrine is seen as a way of resolving health, business or personal
issues. Women may make such a pilgrimage if they are having trouble
conceiving a child, or a male child.

The JI women, in common with their party, do not outright condemn
Sufism and the reverence for Sufi saints, a form of Islam that has deep
roots in the subcontinent. Raheel Qazi stated that some Sufi saints were
undoubtedly "good men" and "we should show them respect". However,
in her opinion (shared by many non-Islamist Pakistanis) such respect often
borders on deification, an unacceptable elision between the human and the
divine.

It is not Islamic to pray to the saints or to expect them to
be able to grant favours. Some of them may have been
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good men, but still only men - not God. And about some
of them, we don't even know anything. We don't even
know if they were good men or not (Raheel Qazi,
interview, 2 0 0 4 / ^

In addition to the saint-worship itself, the form that it takes is disturbing to
the J1 women because of its resemblance to the religious practices at
Hindu temples. Raheel Qazi cited the offering of sweets and the use of
incense as among the "Hindu" practices adopted by devotees at the
shrines.

The attractiveness of such practices to many women is cited by JI
members as a strong argument in favour of female education, particularly
religious education. They claim that adherence to such practices are a sign
of ignorance, and that women who were literate and who were
knowledgeable about the '"real" Islam would know better.

Sufi shrines provide a site for women's agency, to which the JI women
see their movement as providing an alternative. Where the shrines offer
women a chance to participate in rituals, the JI offers education in the
principles of the "real" Islam and access to an alternative social space. The
contrast between the JI women and the women who frequent the shrines is
also used to highlight the "modem" outlook of the JI women, in contrast
to the "backward", tradition-bound women at the shrines. In discussing
the shrines, then, JI women are not only contesting some "unlslamic"
forms of Sufism. They are also asserting their own "modem" identity, in
Again, this siceptism as to the authenticity of some shrines is shared by many secular
Pakistanis, who believe (not without foundation) that some of the many small shrines are merely
money-making exercises, designed to elicit offerings.
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contrast to what they see as "Western" and Western-influenced
perspectives that represent Islamist women as medieval and backwards.

6.6 Guardians against Westoxification

The ideology of the JI positions itself as protecting Pakistan against
"Westernisation", whether in the form of Western (primarily United
States) political dominance or cultural hegemony. This anti-American
rhetoric obscures the fact that the JI benefited from United States
influence in Pakistan, particularly during the 1980s when the party served
as the conduit for United States funding for Afghan resistance to Soviet
occupation. While the symbiosis is less direct post 9/11, the nexus
between the religious right and the military, including Musharraf, remains,
and the JI continues to benefit from the US backed status quo.

Notwithstanding these complexities, the JI's public platform is to protect
Pakistan against Western political and cultural influence. As part of the
MMA, the JI has opposed Pakistan's co-operation with the United States
in the "war on terror" in the form of intelligence sharing, the use of
Pakistani air bases and airspace by the United States airforce, and the
transfer of terrorism suspects from Pakistan to Guantanamo Bay. It has
also denounced social reforms undertaken or considered by the Pakistani
government with the encouragement of the United States in the wake of
9/11, under the label of "enlightened moderation". It has particularly
objected to attempts to reform the Pakistani education system and to
impose government control over the curricula of the network of
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madrassas, which have educated an increasing proportion of Pakistani
youths, particularly boys, since the presidency of Zia ul-Haq, partly
because the neglect of state education leaves a madrassa education as the
only available option for poor families.'^'*

However, the most potent Islamist symbol of the danger of social reform
is the threatened Westernisation of Pakistani womanhood. The values of
"Western" feminism are seen as a danger to the structure of Pakistani
families, leading to rising divorce, homosexuality, and promiscuity. The
equation of social reform with female promiscuity is succinctly illustrated
by a quote from the leader of the Islamist JUI(S) (another member party of
the MMA) Maulana Sami ul Haq, who claimed that the proposed reform
of the Pakistani education system was intended to "turn Pakistani women
into Monica Lewinsky". ^^ "Enlightened moderation" - however fictional
that process may be - is presented as a threat to the honour of Pakistani
women, and hence to that of the entire society.

Members of the JI women's wing provide a powerful counter-image to
that of imagined Lewinsky-ised Pakistani women, the difference in their
sexual propriety powerfully signalled by the contrast in dress - allconcealing hijab rather than semen-stained blue cocktail dress. But the
women view themselves as possessing not simply a sexual morality, but
also a sexual autonomy, lacking in the figure of Lewinsky, who was so

^
The JI is directly responsible for a smaller proportion of these madrassa than is its MMA ally,
the JUL
(reO- Sami ul Haq's own perceived sexual propriety is rather earthily undermined by his
popular nickname - "Maulana Sandwich" - circulated after an alleged incident in a Karachi brothel.
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famously the plaything of a powerful man. Where critics of the JI's
version of femininity see it as conforming with a patriarchal norm, the
women themselves claim that it is Western and Westernised women who
dress and behave to fulfil male desires, while veiling and Islamic values
allows them to exercise control over their own sexuality. Raheel Qazi
criticised French attempts to ban hijab and other religious symbols from
public schools by maintaining that "Hijab women are privileged - we are
given respect." (interview with Raheel Qazi, Lahore, March 2004) Razia
Aziz, another JI member of the National Assembly,"^^ said "I don't try to
impose what Western women should wear - why should they tell me what
I should wear?" (interview with Razia Aziz, Peshawar, March 2004).

However, while the JI women deny that they seek to impose Islamic
conduct upon Western women, they do not make similar allowances for
Muslim women. Hijab is "obligatory" in Islam, for women's own benefit,
so Muslim women are not entitled to refuse to wear it.

Linked to the denunciation of Western/Westernised women's sexuality is
the fear of Western feminism. The imagery here is less overtly sexual.
However, it has led the JI women to denounce other Pakistani women's
groups as the tools of a foreign ideology, and to set up "Islamic"
equivalents of their programmes, such as legal aid services and other
welfare services. The JI affiliated Women Aid Trust replicates some of the

' Razia Aziz is also Raheel Qazi's sister-in-law.
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functions of secular Pakistani women's organisations, primarily in its
endeavour to "make justice accessible to women at low cost and to
provide legal aid to victimized and needy women". However, this quest
for justice was framed by "Islamic" boundaries stated in the organisation's
other objectives: "[t]o protect chastity and femininity of women", and
"[t]o mobilize public opinion for brining the laws of Pakistan on women
in line with the teachings of Quran and Sunnah" (Women Aid Trust).

In framing its struggle for women's justice within these terms, the JI
women have come into conflict with secular women's organisations. For
example, the JI women's shelter in Peshawar was set up in the wake of a
political tussle for control of "Mera Ghar", a women's shelter run by the
Aurat Foundation. Having failed to impose its own ideology onto Mera
Ghar, the JI established its own shelter, Baat al Amal (House of Peace).
Mera Ghar, the JI women alleged, was a Western-influenced scheme to
break up Pakistani families by encouraging women to divorce their
husbands and/or defy their fathers.

In fact, on the basis of two visits, it is difficult to see in what regard Mera
Ghar could be regarded as a site of "Westernisation". The daily schedule,
posted on a wall, included regular prayers (which I was told the women
were encouraged but not obligated to attend). The only regular classes
were in religion, although this reflected a lack of resources rather than the
Aurat Foundation's own priorities. At the time of my visit (2004), they
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were struggling to find the resources to run a full-scale educational
programme, and were relying on the efforts of volunteers. Volunteers in
religious studies were more readily available.

However, despite sensationalist public claims by Islamist leaders accusing
women's shelters of being sites for sexual trafficking, the main complaint
of the JI women who I interviewed was not that projects such as Mera
Ghar directly promoted "Western immorality" in the form of illicit sex.
Rather, they accused the shelter's organisers of not placing a strong
enough priority on "keeping families intact". Such family breakdown,
they maintained, would inevitably lead to the forms of moral breakdown
supposed to characterise Western societies. In contrast, the JI women
maintained that their shelter attempted to "avoid the broken home" by
encouraging violent men to mend their ways and absconding women to
return to their families except in the most extreme and hopeless of cases.
While they maintained that under Islam, girls could not be forced to marry
against their will, neither did they have the right to choose a partner in
defiance of their parents. Aziz said that it was "very rare" for an
unmarried girl to seek assistance from the shelter, and that such a girl
would generally have commited "some crime", such as running away with
a boy. "Running away with a boy is prohibited. We have so many rights in
Islam, why would we run away with some boy?" In such circumstances,
the JI women would "negotiate" a reconciliation with the parents.
(Interview with Razia Aziz, Peshawar, 2004). The possibility that such
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reconciliation might expose a woman to further abuse and violence was
not entirely dismissed, but regarded as a risk worth taking.

On this and other issues, my JI interviewees regarded the abuse suffered
by some women as the lesser of two evils. Domestic violence, unjust
imprisonment under the Hudood Ordinances, honour killings, were all
regarded as regrettable but discrete events, primarily affecting only those
directly involved, however tragically. By contrast, family breakdown,
sexual misconduct, and the encroachment of "Western" values were seen
as threats to the entire social fabric, a danger to all Pakistanis and
Muslims. Because they saw each individual story of women's suffering as
a separate event, rather than as symptomatic of a broader issue, they were
able to apply bandaids to the wounds of a few women through their
welfare programme without apparently considering their own implication
in causing the wound in the first place.

6.7 Conclusion
The Jamaat-i-Islami women's identity and activism is framed as a
response to an imagined version of Western femininity and feminism.
However, their ideology does not represent a simple return to Pakistani
Muslim "tradition", which they represent as being a source of "unlslamic"
cultural practices that oppress women. The JI women stressed that as
educated professionals, they did not reject "modernity" - only
"Westernisation".
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The threat of a sHde into "Western" moral and family breakdown is used
to justify the disciplining of Pakistani women to ensure that they stay
within Islamic boundaries. Pakistani feminist organisations are
represented as proxies of this Westernising agenda. As such, they are not
only accused of facilitating the spread of Western social and sexual norms
- they are also seen as agents of United States foreign policy, since a
decline in Islamic standards would undermine the country's entire raison
d'etre and endanger its physical survival. Discussion among the JI women
flowed freely between gender and foreign policy issues, with clear links
being drawn between the two. Legal and social reforms on gender-related
issues were linked to the detention of Pakistan's "hero", nuclear scientist
A.Q. Khan, by the fact that both were viewed as a product of foreign
intervention. Transnational feminist activism, then, is represented as a
form of political as well as religious treason, while the JI women's role as
guardians of Islamic social norms is not only a religious duty, but a matter
of national security.
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Chapter Seven: RAWA, Feminist Majority, and the Transnational
Feminist Campaign Against the Taliban
7.1 Introduction

As the scale of the disaster facing Afghan women under the Taliban
became clear. Western feminist organisations, most prominently the USbased Feminist Majority, began a political campaign to isolate the regime
and publicise its excesses. This engagement by Western feminists with the
oppression of "Third World" women was unprecedented in its scope and
represents a key moment in global feminisms.

This chapter examines the global campaign in support of Afghan women,
focusing on the role of two organizations, the Revolutionary Association
of the Women of Afghanistan (RAWA) and the American Feminist
Majority Foundation. Some writers, notably Valentine Moghadam, claim
that the transnational feminist campaign against the Taliban marks the end
of a period during which feminism was dominated by an ethos of cultural
relativism, according to which "Third World" societies could not be
judged by the standards of the West. The decline of this ethos, suggests
Moghadam, freed Western women to show solidarity with their oppressed
Afghan sisters, unburdened by the fear of being labelled "eurocentric" or
essentialist (Moghadam 2002). However, criticisms made of the Feminist
Majority campaign (including those by Moghadam herself), and the rift
that developed between FM and RAWA in the wake of the Taliban's fall,
suggest that such issues are far from fully resolved.
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The chapter highlights the differing priorities of some elements of the
transnational campaign to those of the women it had set out to "rescue",
and analyses the role of Afghan activists in both facilitating and resisting
"imperial feminism". For example, the Feminist Majority campaign
invoked the Orientalist fetishisation of veiling in highlighting the burqua
as the symbol of Afghan women's oppression. However, the Western
obsession with the burqua was not shared by most of the Afghan women
with whom RAW A worked, and RAWA's focus in its work among
refugees in Pakistan accordingly placed far less emphasis upon it,
concentrating instead on practical issues of survival. But in dealing with
media and "imperial feminists", RAWA also deployed imagery that fed
into the fetishisation of veiled women. Such strategies may be regarded as
"strategic essentialism" (Spivak 1988), but they carry serious risks, some
of which became visible as the transnational campaign developed,
particularly after 9/11. Analyses that portray Feminist Majority and
RAWA as polar opposites, with Feminist Majority representing "imperial
feminism" while RAWA is seen as the authentic but repressed voice of
Afghan women, often ignore the initially symbiotic relationship between
the two organisations, as well as RAWA's own deft use of the media and
willingness to deploy reductionist stereotypes.

I met with RAWA activists in Pakistan during 2000, 2001 (in the
immediate aftermath of 9/11/) and 2004. My observations of the Feminist
Majority campaign are not first-hand, but gained via media and the
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accounts of other researchers. However, they are also informed by my
interaction with Australian-based feminist campaigners and with
"Western" journalists and campaigners in Pakistan.

7.2 History

A major failing of the transnational campaign was the frequent failure to
set the Taliban era abuses of Afghan women within the wider context of
Afghan history.

While popular Western narratives of Afghan women

date their suffering from the rise of the Taliban, women in both
Afghanistan itself and in the Afghan diaspora in Pakistan and Iran had
endured acute oppression throughout the Soviet occupation and the civil
war that succeeded it. And although it is true that during the 1970s, some
women in major Afghan cities did attend university and pursue high-status
professions with hair uncovered and in Western-style clothing (as cited in
numerous pleas for the "restoration" of Afghan women's rights), this was
never the case for the vast majority of Afghan women. If "freedom" is
measured by such markers as formal educational attainment or the extent
of de-veiling (measures whose validity is of course hotly contested), then
most Afghan women have never been free.

By 1996, when the Taliban seized control of Kabul, Afghanistan had
already suffered nearly two decades of Soviet occupation and civil war.
However, even before the disruption of these years, gender indicators such
as literacy, health, and education stood at an extremely low base line. This
was not because Afghan society was inherently more patriarchal than
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others in the region, but because it featured much lower levels of
urbanisation and development, as well as a weak central state. Extreme
Taliban-style control of women has never been an inherent aspect of
Afghan tradition and culture. However, while other Muslim nations such
as Egypt, Pakistan, Turkey and Iran underwent substantial renegotiations
of gender issues during the first half of the twentieth century, with varying
outcomes, "gender modernisation" in Afghanistan was much less farreaching.

Maliha Zulficar describes gender politics in Afghanistan as a "pendulum",
in which "[sjuccessive Afghan governments have used women or the idea
of women, as pawns for political legitimization", whether under the guise
of "modernisation" or "Islamisation" (Zulfacar 2006). Zulficar notes that
such policies have focused upon the small minority of Afghan women
who live in cities. In the 1920s, a nascent modernisation programme was
initiated by King Abdullah, similar to those in Turkey and Iran. However,
this programme was met with considerable conservative opposition, and
never gained the momentum of contemporaneous reformist movements in
other Muslim nations. The programme foundered and King Abdullah lost
the throne in 1929. Later modernisation programmes, including those
intended to transform the role of women through moves to increase female
education and mobility, remained concentrated in the cities and primarily
in Kabul. In 1959, the government adopted a policy of voluntary
unveiling. The female royals led the way by appearing unveiled in public
(similar to earlier "unveiling" by the Pahlavi women royals of Iran). In
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urban areas, women increasingly began to move into the public sphere and
to gain access to formal education.

The 1978 formation of the People's Democratic Republic of Afghanistan
and the subsequent 1979 Soviet invasion of Afghanistan was a decisive
turning point for women throughout the region, propelling to centre stage
Islamist forces for whom the control of women was a prime concern.
Many Taliban-era appeals for the "restoration" of Afghan women's rights
suggest by omission that the oppression of Afghan women began with the
Taliban's rise to power. In fact, the anti-women climate that reached its
nadir under the Taliban was prefigured by the actions of the United Statesbacked mujahadeen during the years of struggle against the Soviet
occupation. The anti-Soviet campaign was conducted through the use of
Islamist organisations who used the conflict to further their own agenda.
Rather than supply the mujahadeen directly, the United States chose to
work through the Pakistani secret intelligence agency, the Inter-Service
Intelligence (ISI). The ISI, in turn, favoured the Pakistani Islamist party,
the Jamaat-i-Islami, and its Afghan ally, the Hezb-i Islami, led by
Gulbadin Hekmetyar, the warlord notorious for flinging acid over
unveiled Kabul university students during the 1970s. More moderate
forces within the Afghan resistance were marginalised, with the tacit
agreement, if not outright approval, of the United States. In the words of
one CIA analyst: "Fanatics fight better" (Hirschkind and Mahmood 2002:
343).
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While Afghans living in exile in Pakistan were increasingly subject to the
misogynist politics of mujahadeen leaders such as Hekmetyar, those
within Afghanistan itself were exposed to a modernisation programme in
which the emancipation of women was a much trumpeted priority. The
minimum age of marriage was increased (to 16 for girls and 18 for boys),
payment of brideprice was restricted (in part to reduce levels of household
debt (Moghadam 1992: 431)) and female literacy given high priority and
often coercively implemented. The success or otherwise of this
programme remains a point of contention among scholars and feminists.
Val Moghadam provides a qualified supportive assessment of the
programme. While acknowledging the shortcomings of its top-down
approach, she believes that it did succeed in delivering substantial benefits
to Afghan women, particularly in the field of education (Moghadam
1992).

It is true that there was an increase in the number of women (again,
particularly in Kabul) during this era who received education, enabling
them to enter professional careers and take a more active role in public
life. However, the pro-Soviet ideological content of this education and its
failure to successfully negotiate Afghan cultural and religious concerns
tainted it in the eyes of many Afghans. As Moghadam relates, the
insistence at one point upon co-educational schooling led many Afghan
parents to opt out of the system, if necessary by leaving the country, or
even in one reported case by murdering the "at risk" daughters. A
government programme directed at the compulsory education of girls was
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the target of widespread resistance from the mujahadeen, including the
murder of Hteracy teachers (Moghadam 1992: 435). Alongside the
increased female access to education came a stifling of Afghan intellectual
life, and the loss of many Afghan male and female intellectuals,
journalists, and professionals who were imprisoned, killed, or joined the
massive exodus abroad.

Similarly, legislative attempts to "modernise" the status of Afghan women
were seen as an intrusion into family life, and state-directed attempts to
render women more publicly visible through measures such as including
them in street protests and public-service oriented garbage collection were
seen as an insult to female dignity rather than as a symbol of female
liberation (Dupree 2004: 316-17). As with previous attempts at
modernisation, the effects of the programme were uneven, since the state
did not have the degree of bureaucratic control necessary to implement its
agenda in rural areas. Legislation governing the marriage age is of limited
relevance in a society where many births go unregistered, leaving people
uncertain of their exact age. The abolition of bride-price was strenuously
opposed by communities in which "marriage is the central focus of most
economic and political activity and the principal means by which status is
expressed and validated." (Tapper 1981: 387)

Although welcomed by some urban Afghan women, the attempt by the
Soviet occupying forces and their local collaborators to bring Afghan
women into the public space and to render them visible (and hence
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unveiled) and 'modem' fed into a reactionary drive to claim women for
the private, unoccupied space of the home, safe from the contaminating
gaze of the oppressors. This reactionary force found full expression in the
Pakistani refugee camps in which an entire generation of Afghans were
raised. Although circumstances for rural Afghan women varied
considerably according to region, class, and the particular dynamics of
individual families, they seem in general to have enjoyed greater mobility
and access to a wider social network in their home villages than in the
refugee camps where they were driven by war and displacement. Living in
cramped and dangerous conditions, surrounded by strangers rather than
among the familiar kin networks of their home towns, and in many cases
rendered vulnerable by the loss of husbands, fathers, and other male
relatives, women in refugee camps experienced a serious loss of physical
space.

The provision of welfare and education for women was also hampered by
harassment from the mujahadeen who were the ultimate beneficiaries of
Western military aid, and Afghan women working for international aid
organisations were subjected to organised intimidation. But with the
mujahadeen cast by Western media and government propaganda not as
violent patriarchs but as colourful heroes in the struggle against
communism, such activities attracted little international concern.

The lives of Afghan boys in the refugee camps were also to help define
later events. Living in war-fractured families, in which established gender

299

300
roles were seriously disrupted, for many the only available opportunity for
education lay in the madrassas (religious schools), sponsored by Pakistani
religious parties. Many of these boys, raised in refugee camps where
control of women was much more stringent than it may have been in their
parents' home villages, and educated only in a particularly narrow version
of Islam, would grow up to be the footsoldiers of the Taliban, or other
equally misogynist warlords.

The years of civil war following the Soviet withdrawal and the fall of the
pro-Soviet Najibullah government in 1992 further eroded women's
welfare. The weapons that flowed so freely into the region during the
years of Soviet occupation were now turned against the Afghan
population. The West's erstwhile proxy, Gulbandin Hekmetyar, shelled
Kabul into ruins. A generation of widows was forced into beggary to
support themselves and their surviving families. Rape flourished amid the
lawlessness of war. It is little wonder that when the Taliban began its
advance, promising among other things to end the sexual abuse of women
and boys by warlords, many ordinary Afghans - women as well as men initially made it welcome.

Both Afghanistan and Pakistan underwent deep transformation as a
consequence of the Soviet occupation and the United States' response to it.
The massive disruption to social life caused by years of militarisation and
war provides the context in which the Taliban's rise to power should be
seen, and in this context the United States is no innocent party. By arming
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the region's most extreme elements during the Soviet occupation, and then
consigning it to oblivion with the end of the Cold War, the United States
helped to create the oppressive conditions against which women continue
to struggle.

7.3 History of RAWA

The Revolutionary Association of the Women of Afghanistan, founded in
1977, did not gain widespread international attention until the rise of the
Taliban in 1996, when the plight of Afghan women begin, very belatedly,
to attract outside concern. RAWA's website (which for some years now
has appeared as the top choice when running a Google search for "women
Afghanistan"), the courage of its members in documenting Taliban
atrocities by hiding video cameras under their burquas, its newly-formed
links with Western feminist organisations, and media appearances by
English-language proficient young women who were, even with their
faces veiled for security reasons, extremely photogenic, all helped to make
it far and away the most prominent Afghan women's organisation in the
West, despite its relatively marginal position among Afghans themselves.

RAWA was founded in 1977 by Meena Kishwar Kamal"*^, generally
known simply as "Meena", a young Afghani woman. RAWA's origins
and independence remain controversial, in large part due to Kamal's
marriage to Faiz Ahmed, leader of the Maoist Gruh-e-Enqilabi

Hafizullah Emadi reports that the name "Kishwar Kama!" originates in a false passport
obtained to allow her to travel to Europe at a time when she did not have valid documentation in her
own name. (Emadi 2001)
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(Revolutionary Group or RG), later known as the Sazman-i-Rihayi or
Afghan Liberation Organisation (ALO). RAWA supporters maintain that
the two organisations were and are entirely separate. Some have dismissed
any perceived linkage as sexist (Brodsky 2004; Benard 2002). Cheryl
Bernard writes "It was difficult to persuade people to judge the
organization on its ovm merits and to try to believe that women could be
independent actors. Though neither Faiz nor his organization could be
blamed for that, it was the only regrettable thing about Meena's
marriage." (Benard 2002: 18)^^

However, despite their stated autonomy, RG/ALO and RAWA do seem at
least to have shared a similar philosophy during their early years. The
description of RAWA as Maoist in its origins is made by some admirers
as well as many of its enemies (Emadi 2001). While RG/ALO has fallen
into obscurity (although it still exists), RAWA has gained in prominence
and standing, in large part because its branding as a feminist organisation
has gained it a broader base and international attention.

It is notable that while many non-Afghan RAWA supporters in the West
hotly deny the "Maoist" tag, RAWA members themselves are generally
much less direct, instead dismissing it as irrelevant or stating (correctly)
that this is a common allegation made by their enemies:

Benard's own marriage has led to similar questioning of her ideological independence.
Khaled Ahmed describes her as being "completely disqualified in our eyes because she is married to
Zalmay Khalilzad, the US ambassador in Kabul". (Ahmed 2004) Prior to his ambassadorial posting
Khalizad served on the US National Security Council.
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In reality the people in Northern Alliance means: It is right that
we have committed the worst kind of crimes, but RAWA is
Maoist!... if our policies, position and activities against the
cancer of fundamentalism and for the liberty of Afghanistan are
"Maoism", then in that case we accept it warmly and with great
interest that we are "Maoisf! (RAWA 2002)

This general formula is frequently followed by RAWA members in
interviews on the subject: "If it is Maoist to believe in democracy and
women's rights, then we are Maoist!" The sarcastic tone of voice in which
such denials are delivered has led many listeners to hear the line as a
denial, but taken literally, it is of course no such thing.

In fact, RAWA today seems to be a relatively ideologically heterodox
organisation, in which Maoism is an increasingly less relevant component,
especially among younger members. After the fall of the Taliban, RAWA
called for the restoration of King Zahir, on the grounds that most Afghans
remembered his rule as a time of happiness. "As a matter of principle,
RAWA is not a monarchist organization. However, the majority of
Afghan people whole-heartedly support the former king. That is why
RAWA prefers Zahir Shah to the other self-styled jehadi and Taliban
leaders." (RAWA) It remains, however, broadly leftist in orientation.

After the Soviet invasion in 1979, Kamal and most other RAWA
members joined the millions of Afghans who sought refuge in Pakistan.
RAWA members resolved not to go into exile in the West, but to continue
their work in the refugee camps in Pakistan, and to a lesser extent Iran.
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They established schools, literacy classes, and orphanages, and continued
to circulate their publication Payam-e-Zan (Message of Women). All of
these projects placed a heavy emphasis on women's empowerment.
Politically, RAWA set itself firmly against the Soviet occupation and its
puppet government in Kabul, but also against the mujahadeen who were
the favoured beneficiaries of United States' and Pakistani military aid, and
who were exerting ever greater control over the running of the refugee
camps in which over two million Afghans now resided.

In 1986, Meena Kamal's husband Faiz Ahmed was murdered in Quetta,
reportedly by agents of Gulbadin Hekmatyar. In 1987, Kamal too was
murdered by agents of KHAD, the Afghan secret service. She remains a
revered figure within RAWA; her portrait hangs on the walls of RAWA
schools and offices and her poetry is often read at their functions. Her
murder is cited as justification for the continued security consciousness,
which at times veers into secretiveness, maintained by the organisation
today (the use of noms de guerre by RAWA members, their insistence on
covering their faces for press photographs or television appearances, their
reluctance to publicise the addresses of their projects, the concealment of
their leaders' identities, etc), which some outsiders view as an affectation
or as evidence of a sinister hidden agenda.

Unlike many other Afghan political movements, RAWA remained in exile
after the Soviet withdrawal and the fall of the Najibullah regime. The
post-Soviet era consolidated the power of RAWA's powerful warlord
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enemies, especially Hekmatayer. The years between the Soviet
withdrawal and the rise of the Taliban are referred to by RAWA members
as "the time of the fundamentalists""^^ (when RAWA members refer to
"fundamentalists, they are generally not referring to the Taliban, although
they often add "the Taliban are also fundamentalists"). RAWA's
opposition to these "fundamentalists" remained absolute. But despite the
suffering of Afghans during the civil wars of the 1990s, Afghanistan
received little international attention until the rise of the Taliban and their
particularly attention-grabbing brand of misogyny. For the most part,
international feminists were similarly oblivious.

7.4 Transnational feminist activism

The Taliban advance initially received rather muted international press
coverage, and even some mildly positive reports of the new militia's
desire to cleanse the country of warlord corruption and brutality.^"
However, reports soon emerged of the regime's attempts to impose an
extremely repressive code of behaviour upon women, enforced by the
Department for the Promotion of Virtue and the Prevention of Vice. The
Taliban's notorious restrictions on women's dress, employment and
mobility had disastrous effects on female income, health, and education.
Taliban edicts ranged from the deadly - forbidding women to seek
medical help from male doctors, while curtailing the ability of female
doctors to work - to the merely petty (if grim), such as the edict enjoining
When speaking in English; otherwise they use the term "jihadists". N o w that the word "jihad" has
become absorbed into the international political vocabulary, they increasingly use the term "jihadists"
when speaking in English as well.
See for example (With Guns and Koran 1995; Myre 1995)
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women to walk noiselessly upon the streets least male passions be aroused
by the sound of their footsteps. Women were denied the right to work and
study, and to go out in public unless accompanied by a male relative and
dressed in the burqua that covered their entire body except for a mesh
screen at eye level. Those found disobeying even trivial injunctions risked
humiliation and injury from beatings in the street.

As writers such as Val Moghadam have pointed out, Taliban ordinances
against women strongly resemble decrees made by the mujahadeen during
the years of counter-insurgency (Moghadam 2002: 25). However, in the
post-Cold war era, Afghan militias were no longer regarded in the West as
allies and freedom-fighters whose less savoury foibles could usefully be
ignored. Unlike previous similar misogyny against Afghan women,
Taliban abuses succeeded in generating a transnational feminist response.
The resulting campaign was multifaceted rather than unified or
centralized.

A wide range of international feminist organizations campaigned against
the Taliban, from Women Living Under Muslim Laws to Feminist
Majority to the National Organisation of Women (NOW). The campaign
in fact consisted of several different campaigns, since there was limited
co-ordination between the various individuals and organizations involved
and no single guiding strategy or ideology. Many of the shortcomings that
have since been identified arose out of one prominent strand of the
broader movement - Feminist Majority's "Stop Gender Apartheid in
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Afghanistan" campaign. The Feminist Majority campaign has been
unfavourably compared with that of RAWA by writers critical of Feminist
Majority's complicity with US imperialism (Kensinger 2003; Cornell
2004; Ware 2006). However, despite their very different ideological
agendas, the two organisations collaborated before 9/11, and while
RAWA was never inclined towards imperial feminism, it was not above
deploying Orientalist stereotypes in its liaisons with Western media and
campaigners.

The transnational feminist campaign played an important role in
preventing the Taliban from gaining international legitimacy. In
particular, it is credited with halting negotiations over the $4.5 billion
UNOCOL oil pipeline, which would have traversed Afghanistan on its
route from Turkmenistan to Pakistan. However, aspects of the campaign
have been criticized for facilitating US imperialism and for marginalizing
Afghan women within their own struggle (Kolhatkar 2003; Husain 2005;
Russo 2006).

The "Stop Gender Apartheid in Afghanistan" campaign emerged as the
most high profile international response to Taliban misogyny because it
was able to situate itself as a fashionable celebrity cause. Mavis Leno
(wife of talk-show host Jay Leno) was enlisted as chair, and a benefit
event attracted Hollywood stars and attendant publicity. Political figures
such as Hilary Clinton and Madelaine Albright added their voices to the
growing condemnation of the Taliban.
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The transnational feminist movement was lobbying at an important
political moment. In the aftermath of its conquest of Kabul, it appeared
likely that the Taliban could eventually become recognized as the
legitimate government of Afghanistan, which would have facilitated
political and business deal-making in the region. The fragmentation of
Afghanistan had impeded trade and development initiatives throughout
Central Asia. With the Taliban's rise to power allowing the re-opening of
important and long-closed trucking routes, it seemed that this impediment
could be removed by "normalizing" the Taliban as a government like any
other, allowing stalled business ventures to proceed. A senior UNOCOL
executive greeted the Taliban capture of Kabul as a "positive
development", and Clinton administration officials indicated that they
would be prepared to recognize a Taliban government if they negotiated a
truce with the Northern Alliance and agreed to "modify their behaviour"
on women's rights (Morgan and Ottaway 1998).

However, as the regime failed to consolidate its control of the country and
as its abuses against women became a prominent feminist cause and
media story, this outcome became increasingly unlikely. This was
illustrated by the failure of the UNOCOL pipeline, which would have
provided the Taliban with revenue of between $US50-100 million a year,
had it proceeded (Morgan and Ottaway 1998). As UNOCOL executives
courted Taliban officials, the feminist lobbyists succeeded in pressuring
the Clinton administration to withhold its endorsement. The project was
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repeatedly put on hold and finally shelved after the United States targeted
Osama bin Laden in missile strikes on Afghanistan in August 1998.

The transnational feminist success in placing Afghan women's rights on
the international agenda and in denying legitimacy to the Taliban regime
was an important achievement. However, the Feminist Majority failed to
place the Taliban in the context of recent Afghan history, and also failed
to reflect upon the widespread neglect of Afghan women by international
feminism over the preceding decades. As the campaign against the
Taliban gathered pace, amnesia developed regarding the past indifference
to the oppression of Afghan women. Spokespeople for the transnational
feminist campaign implied that the suffering of Afghan women dated
from the ascendancy of the Taliban. Karen Johnson wrote in NOW's
journal: "The music died for millions of women and girls in Afghanistan
in September of 1996. That was when the ultraconservative Taliban
Islamic militia took control of the capital city of Kabul and more than
two-thirds of Afghanistan." (Johnson 1997) Similarly, Mavis Leno, who
chaired the "Stop Gender Apartheid in Afghanistan" campaign claimed:
"Until September of 1996, Afghan women, particularly those living in
cities, were highly involved in public life. They wore contemporary
clothing, participated in the government and worked in all professions,
particularly as doctors, nurses, lawyers and teachers." (Leno 1998) This
historical amnesia erased discussion of the culpability of US foreign
policy in arming and empowering misogynist warlords during the years of
counter-insurgency, rendering the Taliban as a purely "Afghan" problem.
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It also failed to identify other violent patriarchal forces within
Afghanistan, in particular within the Northern Alliance.
Rather than analysing this geopolitical background, much of the
international attention was devoted to the Taliban's notoriously restrictive
dress code. The burqua was fetishised, displayed in countless media
montages and snipped into blue squares which the Feminist Majority
Foundation sold for $5, to be worn "in solidarity" with Afghan women. As
Sonali Kolhatkar writes: "The postcard on which the swatch of mesh is
sold says "Wear a symbol of remembrance for Afghan women", as if they
are already extinct." (Kolhatkar 2003)
But in interviews^', Afghan women (including RAWA members) tended
to accord much less symbolic weight to the burqua. They were more
preoccupied with other, not necessarily gender-specific, issues - the loss
of close relatives, homes, and farms; the struggle to subsist when the
means of subsistence had been destroyed. When they did talk about the
burqua. they used quite different language to that deployed by their
Western supporters. Western campaigners tended to describe the burqua
in sensory and aesthetic terms. As Eleanor Smeal said: "[Afghan women
under the Taliban] can't see a blade of grass, can't feel the wind in their
hair, they can't get sunshine." (quoted in Mann 1998) While some urbaneducated Afghan women complained of the burqua in aesthetic and/or
ideological language, most women talked about more practical
Conducted in Peshawar in 2000 and 2001
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considerations. Low-income women complained about the economic
burden of purchasing an extra garment, or the fact that if a household
could not afford a burqua for each of the women in the house, they could
not all go out at the same time. Some women objected not because they
objected to covering per se, but because the burqua was not their preferred
style of veiling. Many Afghan women cover not with the burqua, but with
the chador, a long piece of cloth that covers the hair and torso and can be
drawn across the face. Others favour the modem hijab, consisting of a
headscarf and coat, found throughout the contemporary Islamic world.
Such women may have resented having the burqua foisted upon them, but
had no desire to unveil entirely. For others, the enforcement of the burqua
either reflected existing social practice, or was worn for security reasons
that had little to do with the Taliban. Many Afghan women have entered
public space in circumstances not of their choosing that render them
highly vulnerable. This is particularly the case for women who have been
forced into marginal forms of labour such as hawking, begging, or
prostitution, where the burqua can provide at least some degree of
anonymity and sense of safety. Yet much of the feminist literature focuses
exclusively on the right to expose one's face, rather than the right to the
minimum level of safety that would make such exposure possible or
desirable.

In the light of these complexities, it is not surprising that Afghan women
failed to fulfil Western expectations that with the fall of the Taliban they
would immediately cast off their burquas in large numbers. Many of those
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who did discard the burqua continued to cover their hair and often their
faces with other forms of veiling, such as the chador or the hijab, thus
failing to conform to Western notions of de-veiling.

As other feminists were alerted to the "Stop Gender Apartheid in
Afghanistan" campaign (often through e-mail appeals), those committed
to a counter-hegemonic feminism began to experience, and in some cases
to express, serious misgivings. Those who were alert to the history of
"imperial feminism" recognised the continuity between its language and
imagery and that used by Feminist Majority. However, they also shared
Feminist Majority's antipathy towards the Taliban, and they did not
believe that cultural or religious difference precluded feminist solidarity
between Afghan and non-Afghan women. The question was how this
solidarity should be expressed in such as way as to include Afghan
women as active partners.

This question was particularly acute for those women located in "the
West" but who had ties (personal, political, professional, and or
intellectual) with women in Muslim societies. Miriam Cooke described
the "dilemma" faced by the Association of Middle Eastern Women's
Studies (AMEWS):
It was not that we did not appreciate what was
happening to these women or how important it was to
act. But we knew from history that the rescue
paradigm often has unintended (and, perhaps,
intended?) consequences...So how could AMEWS, an
association made up of U.S.-based women scholars,
who know well the gendered strategy of the mission
civilisatrice, respond to the Feminist Majority's call in
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the late 1990s for action on behalf of Afghan women?
(Cooke 2002)

AMEWS responded with a statement drafted by Val Moghadam, which
described the historical background to the rise of the Taliban, including
the role of United States' foreign policy, highlighting the role of Afghan
women in resisting the Taliban and calling for international donors to flind
projects to benefit Afghan women and girls that would "not only meet
basic needs and rights, but eventually undermine the patriarchal controls
to which Afghan women and girls have long been subjected."
(Association for Middle East Women's Studies 1999)

7.5 RAWA and the transnational campaign

As Western feminists began to seek ways of showing solidarity with
Afghan women in their struggle against the Taliban - other misogynist
forces within Afghanistan were still widely ignored - RAWA began to
generate more and more international attention. With its Maoist origins,
its commitment to social transformation and its hostility to United States'
imperialism, RAWA would appear unlikely recipients for sympathetic
attention from American liberal feminists, not to mention American
corporate media. RAWA's success in seizing the political moment during
the years of Taliban rule was in part due to their single-minded
determination in gathering compelling evidence of Taliban abuses and
their adroit communication skills. However, it also reflected RAWA's
willingness to re-frame its political identity when dealing with outsiders
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and to perform to certain required stereotypes, even as it sought to
overturn them.
RAWA's website, established in 1996, is frequently cited as an example
of successful transnational cyber-activism, and enabled the organisation to
build important links (Kensinger 2003; Dartnell 2003; Bickel 2003). For
many years, RAWA had used its magazine Payam-e-Azam to
communicate with Afghans; the website gave them an international
audience at a time when for once, information about Afghan women was
highly sought after. RAWA activists were particularly intrepid in
gathering such information, returning to Afghanistan literally
"undercover" to gather oral testimonies, photographs, and most
compellingly, video footage. The execution of a woman known only as
"Zarmeena", filmed by a RAWA member from under the cover of her
burqua, was eventually to become an iconic image of Taliban atrocities
(RAWA 1999). The image eventually became detached from the event
itself, so that many of those who viewed it assumed that Zarmeena was
being executed for a crime of "immorality", such as adultery. In fact,
Zarmeena had been convicted of murdering her husband - a crime that in
some circumstances could have rendered her liable for the death penalty in
the United States, too, even though her marriage's abusive history might
have proved a mitigating factor (Antonowicz 2002). The footage did not
gain immediate media traction, but as stories about Afghan women
became more newsworthy, the execution of Zarmeena became a major
story not only for the brutal manner of her death, but also for the
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"backstory" of how it was secretly recorded from beneath the burqua - a
symbol of oppression turned into an instrument of resistance. This
"backstory", however, often went unreported, as many networks screened
the footage without attributing it either to RAWA specifically or to
Afghan women activists more generally.

Although the initial momentum was slow, RAWA's cyber-campaign
eventually began to generate media and feminist interest. After
discovering RAWA's website. Eve Ensler, author of "The Vagina
Monologues", travelled with RAWA to Peshawar in northern Pakistan,
and across the border to Afghanistan, and wrote series of articles on her
experiences for the glossy magazine "Marie Claire" and other publications
(Ensler 2001, 2002). Feminist Majority invited RAWA to attend its
"Feminist Expo 2000" and assisted touring RAWA members in gaining
media exposure. An appearance by RAWA on the Oprah Winfrey show
led to so many hits that the RAWA website collapsed. A logo on the
homepage read "Welcome, Oprah viewers". Both the RAWA-filmed
footage of the execution of Zarmeena and RAWA itself featured
prominently in a highly successful documentary, Saira Shah's Beneath the
Veil. As the feminist campaign against the Taliban gained momentum,
Afghan women became a cause celebre, and RAWA its heroines.

Having gathered the raw data needed to make their case, RAWA was very
skilled in dealing with media and international campaigners. They made
journalists' work easier by directing them towards good stories and
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supplying them with documentation and footage. They had polished,
English-speaking representatives available for interviews. But more than
this, many Western activists and journalists described their encounters
with RAWA in terms suggestive of seduction. Eve Ensler's description of
herself as "completely smitten" illustrates a very common reaction
(Brown 2001). The preparedness of often very young, fragile-looking
women to put themselves in the frontline was a part of this emotional
appeal. But RAWA was also very skilled at giving outsiders a sense of
being part of their struggle. A banner on their website reads "If you are
freedom-loving and anti-fundamentalist, you are with RAWA". This was
a powerful appeal to the desire of many women in the West to show
solidarity with Afghan women.
RAWA's security procedures also had the effect of making their
international supporters feel chosen and trusted. My own initial contact
with them followed what appears to have been the established pattern initial contact by e-mail, in which RAWA advised that I should let them
know where 1 was staying in Peshawar so that they could contact me
there, followed by a very short initial meeting and then transport by
ambulance to the camp where RAWA's projects were based. I cannot see
how RAWA could have made any definitive assessment of me from this
screening, beyond that of gut instinct. Nor did I ever hear of any interested
journalist or researcher being denied contact with RAWA during the pre9/11 period in which international exposure and support was both vital
and difficult to come by.
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However, this screening process, and the sense that one had to be judged
worthy before being entrusted with access to RAWA members, also
imparted a sense of privileged access that the writers concerned did not
hesitate to highlight to their audience back home. As Anne Brodsky
writes:

Because RAWA is an underground organization facing
grave security risks, this book would have been
impossible without years of established trust between
the organization and me.. A n outside researcher could
not have been allowed to live with RAWA, permitted
inside the organization, nor the number and range of
people that I did (Brodsky 2004: 9).

Similarly, Eve Ensler described how: "we [Ensler and her photographer]
met them in a hotel in Pakistan where they interviewed us to decide if they
would take us into their clandestine world. Then they made the decision to
trust us and took us in." (Ensler 2002)

Ensler's enthusiasm for RAWA and her fame as a writer left a deep
impression on the young RAWA members I met in Pakistan, not long
after her visit. They said that Ensler had asked to join the organisation, but
had been told that only Afghan women were eligible. (Separate
international support wings were later established). In asking to join
RAWA, Ensler seems to have been unaware both of the requirement for
Afghan nationality and the nature of the commitment that RAWA
demands of its members. Women cannot simply join RAWA by applying;
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they must go through a lengthy application process and convince senior
RAWA members of their commitment and their value to the organisation.
This was brought home to me after I asked my RAWA guide whether the
women attending a RAWA literacy class were RAWA members. "These
are just illiterate village women. How can they serve RAWA?" She added
that women "like that" were also unable to join RAWA because they
would not be able to gain the support of their families. A woman's RAWA
activism requires not only an absence of hostility from her family, but also
a very high level of personal commitment, since members may have to
relocate according to the needs of the organisation.

Even though (as Ensler discovered) non-Afghans could not join RAWA,
they were nevertheless made to feel like insiders. This sense of being an
"insider" can be hard to come by in transcultural feminist movements,
where disputes over "ownership" of a struggle are common. No matter
how committed women may be to transnational feminism, how
determined to forge relationships across national, cultural, class and
experiential barriers, and how successful and rewarding such relationships
may ultimately become, the process of building them generally involves
some fraught and difficult moments. This confrontation is not necessarily
imposed upon the "privileged" members of the relationship by the
"oppressed" (although this may happen). Rather, it is a product of the
process of intercultural dialogue, which demands critical self-reflexivity
of its participants. Comparing my encounters with RAWA with similar
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encounters with Pakistani, Afghan, and Indonesian feminist activists, one
of the most distinctive traits of RAWA was their gift for intimacy. They
were unashamed to share the degree to which the political was the
personal, and to invoke connections between themselves and their nonAfghan listeners. Asked whether she was afraid during her clandestine
visits to Taliban-era Afghanistan, a young RAWA activist responded "It is
my duty. And it is your duty to help us."

However, the emotional openness of many RAWA activists, who shared
their pain, their passion, and their fears with transnational activists,
disguised an ideological and organisational opaqueness. In its dealings
with international feminists, RAWA tended to be coy about its own
political ideology, positioning itself exclusively as a feminist rather than
as a leftist organisation. These two elements of its ideology were of course
closely entwined, in the belief that a complete remaking of Afghan society
was necessary to secure women's rights. However, such a remaking
would of course have implications far beyond gender equality,
implications to which RAWA did not draw attention. Indeed, RAWA
members went out of their way to reassure liberal feminists that their
ideology was not politically radical by Western standards. When feminist
campaigners or journalists queried the use of the word "Revolutionary" in
the organisation's name, which some found confrontational and
worryingly radical, they were placated with the explanation that in a
society as conservative as Afghanistan, an innocuous agenda such as
campaigning for women's rights was revolutionary. This was true, of
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course, but it also evaded the issue of RAWA's broader political
orientation, which was very distant from that of some of its American
supporters and would be considered "revolutionary" by other standards
than those of Afghan culture. In conversation with some non-Afghan
feminist campaigners and journalists, I found enormous resistance and
even hostility to the suggestion, no matter how sympathetically expressed,
that RAWA was not only a feminist but also a leftist organization. Even
some left-wing women reacted badly to this subject, as though identifying
RAWA with left-wing politics somehow violated the organisation's purity
as a movement devoted solely to women's rights. RAWA had been very
successful in imparting the message that such claims were slurs
propagated by women-hating fanatics.

Nor were most non-Afghan RAWA supporters conscious of the
movement's organisational structure and the various mechanisms that are
justified as necessary security precautions, but which also operate to
contain dissent. The membership of RAWA's elected leadership council is
not revealed to outsiders; Anne Brodsky writes that it is unknown even by
many RAWA members (Brodsky 2004: 153). This secrecy may operate to
protect the council's members, but of course it also renders RAWA's
much-hyped electoral and collective decision-making process far from
transparent. RAWA's highly Maoist procedures for self-criticism and
"correction" must also play a role in the very homogenous ideological
front presented by its members.
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While RAWA is entitled to address internal organisational matters away
from the scrutiny of its international supporters, the opacity of these
processes could be disconcerting, and was strongly at odds with the
apparent intimacy RAWA extended to "trusted" outsiders. However, at
the outset of the transnational campaign, international feminists either did
not know about, or were not concerned by, such aspects of RAWA's
internal procedures.

In the United States, the FM campaign to "liberate" Afghan women
contained many weaknesses, and RAWA's close association with it was to
lead to later difficulties. The campaign focused its attention exclusively
upon the Taliban, despite the multiple sources of oppression for Afghan
women. In a special performance of Eve Ensler's play, The Vagina
Monologues, a burqua was symbolically lifted to reveal the face of an
Afghan woman and RAWA member - not by the woman herself, but by
talk show host Oprah Winfrey. This type of depiction, in which Western
women were the headline act. while Afghan women were reduced to
cameo roles in their own struggle, became a source of resentment, much
of which remained unexpressed until after the fall of the Taliban.

Orientalist stereotypes of downtrodden Afghan women were generated by
Western media and campaigners rather than by RAWA. However, RAWA
nonetheless stood accused of playing to Western stereotypes in order to
gain media attention. Their veil-draped television appearances drew
particular ire. Azarbaijani-Moghadam writes:
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Cashing in on the naivety of journalists and researchers
content to be hoodwinked and manipulated, RAWA
fuels Orientalist notions of veiled Afghan women living
in seraglios, jealously guarded by bearded Mussalmans
wielding scimitars. RAWA has yet to prove that its
relentless self promotion has contributed in any
significant way to the betterment of Afghan women
(Azarbaijani-Moghaddam 2004: 101)

It is true that during the Taliban era, RAWA members were certainly
willing to deploy the Western fetishisation of the veil. Visiting RAWA
projects in Peshawar in 2000, my young RAWA guide, anxious that I
should get all the photos necessary to accompany my story, correctly
assumed that for a Western publication, this would include pictures of
women in burquas. None of the women in the camp used burquas in
everyday life (though most used chadors) so a search was made and a
couple of crumpled burquas (their condition in stark contrast to the
women's other clothes, which were generally immaculately cared for, if
often old and worn) were found. A pair of young women was prevailed
upon to don them, their self-consciousness rendered invisible by the
enveloping fabric, and a baby and a few toddlers were rounded up to make
the image complete.

Very few of the women who attend RAWA's literacy classes, medical
clinics, and other programmes go out in public without veiling in some
form. RAWA's official line on the chador is that it is religiously
unnecessary, but an accepted element of Afghan culture which may be
worn by personal choice. However, according to the English language

322

323
version of the RAWA website: "we will NOT wear the veil as far as
security and social discretion allow us, for we regard rejection of the veil
as a symbolic form of resistance and defiance of the
fundamentalists."(RAWA) "Social discretion" dictates that RAWA
activists wear the veil (in the form of the chador) not only when they are
at risk of encountering fundamentalists, but also in their work among the
ordinary Afghans who patronise their welfare programmes. As referred to
by Azabaijani-Moghadam, RAWA members also use the veil to cover
their faces when being photographed or filmed by the media. The fact that
they choose this form of disguise, rather than using pixilation, could be
seen as a means for the RAWA member to control her own image, rather
than trusting the film-maker to blur the photograph. However, the use of
the veil was both more aesthetically striking and a visual allusion to the
Taliban's enforcement of veiling.

It may be argued that this type of "strategic essentialism" was necessary in
order to gain media attention and puncture Western indifference at a time
of acute crisis. Certainly, despite my deep discomfort at some of the
Orientalist imagery involved, my own belief at the time was that it might
be desirable, even necessary, to deploy misplaced stereotypes in the face
of such a serious level of oppression. Concerns about Islamophobia,
which loomed large in the lives of Australian Muslims, including myself,
seemed very remote during my conversations with RAWA members and
other Afghan women in Pakistan. Here, the immediate enemy were
violent and Islamically-named patriarchal militias. There was a strong
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sense among many Afghans (including RAWA members) that the outside
world, which had taken an interest in Afghans when they had been the
brave guerrillas fighting Soviet imperialism, had afterwards forgotten
them, abandoned them to their fate. They were not much concerned if
Western media reports or support campaigns (which most Afghans of
course never saw for themselves) were ahistorical, Orientalist, and even at
times crypto-racist, provided that they adequately communicated to the
outside world the prevailing sense of crisis. I came to share this attitude to
the extent that without consciously being aware of the fact, I regarded the
feminist campaign for Afghan women and the anti-racist campaign which in Australia at that time was strongly focused on the rights of
asylum seekers - as two entirely separate and different spheres in which
different language, tactics and discourse were to be deployed.

But of course, the two campaigns did not operate in separate spheres at all,
and in the case of asylum seekers, they related to some of the same
individuals. Reductionist portrayals of Afghan gender relationships
heightened Western fear and suspicion of Afghan men; fear which had
very concrete repercussions when Afghan refugees attempted to find
sanctuary in the West. In Australia, the arrival of "mainly Muslim asylum
seekers", many of them Afghan, was greeted with political and media
hysteria. Two notorious events - the "Tampa" incident, in which a
Norwegian cargo ship which had rescued asylum seekers from their
sinking vessel was refused permission to land in Australia, and the
"children overboard" affair, in which the Australian government falsely

324

325
accused asylum seekers of throwing their children into the ocean in order
to force the Australian navy to rescue them - had a decisive effect on the
outcome of the 2001 federal election, with voters re-electing a
conservative government under the slogan "We will decide who comes to
this country and the circumstances in which they come" (Poynting and
Noble 2003: 49). Asylum seekers, including children, who managed to
reach Australian territory were subjected to mandatory detention in remote
desert prisons, where they remained for months or years. Mental illness,
self-harm, and suicide attempts were rife. The government insisted that
the reason for its harsh treatment of Afghan and other asylum seekers who
had made way to Australia by boat from Indonesia was the unregulated
manner of their arrival, not their national or religious identity. However,
some sections of the government and media did indulge in "dog whistle
politics" (Poynting and Noble 2003), in which "who they were" was at
least as significant as "the manner in which they came". In this, supposed
Afghan/Muslim attitudes to gender relations played a significant role. The
failure by media and feminist campaigners to provide a political and
historical context for the Taliban's atrocities against women meant that
such atrocities could be seen as an integral element of Afghan male
character. On the issue of immigration and asylum, sympathy for Afghan
women was far outweighed by fear of their husbands, sons, and brothers.

But most crucially, in the weeks following 9/11 the de-historicised and
uni-faceted campaign was easily appropriated for the propaganda
purposes of the "war on terror". After September 11, the "Stop Gender
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Apartheid in Afghanistan" campaign dovetailed with the propaganda
campaign supporting Operation Enduring Freedom, in a synthesis of
feminism and militarism. The Feminist Majority literature expresses it
thus: "by mid November, the Bush administration was giving speeches
that could have been lifted directly from the organisation's literature."
(Brown, Rounds, and Armstrong 2002: 74) Many feminists, both Afghan
and non-Afghan, were disturbed at the appropriation of their cause by
American militarism. RAWA could not be held responsible for this,
having expressed vehement opposition both to the Northern Alliance and
to the US military intervention.

The relationship between RAWA and Feminist Majority descended into
acrimony after the fall of the Taliban, in large measure because of
Feminist Majority's perceived self-congratulatory tone and lack of
acknowledgement for Afghan women in general and RAWA in particular.
These tensions became public in 2002, when FM purchased Ms magazine,
and introduced themselves to its readers through a supplement which
focused on the role of FM in the struggle for Afghan women's rights. The
supplement's rather smug tone, its failure to mention RAWA^^, and its
delegation of other Afghan women and organisations to supporting roles
(in this context, perhaps understandable, as the supplement was intended
to introduce Ms readers to the magazines' new owners) prompted
Elizabeth Miller, an American RAWA supporter, to post a scathing open
letter on the RAWA listserve, from where it was widely circulated. The

although Janelle Brown, one of the supplement's co-authors, had previously written
extensively about R A W A in Salon (Brown 2001)
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letter, which described Feminist Majority as "the mere mouthpiece of
hegemonic, US-centric, ego-driven corporate feminism", recapitulated
earlier criticisms of the campaign: its erasure of the years of the Rabbani
government; its lack of acknowledgement for the work of Afghan
women" (Miller 2002). Miller also cites the amnesia regarding preTaliban abuses of Afghan women: "Could it be they are ignorant of a time
period before Afghan women were somehow newsworthy? Are they
unwilling to report on this period of time in which they, like the rest of the
world, were complicit in ignoring the pleas of our Afghan sisters for aid?

The exposure of this rift between a prominent American feminist
organisation and its Afghan "sisters" attracted a lot of attention,
particularly from academic feminists, many of whom used the rift to
critique Feminist Majority's ahistorical and simplistic campaign as well as
its collusion with the post-9/11 discourse on "rescuing" Afghan and
Muslim women. However, while this literature provided a valuable
critique of the Feminist Majority campaign and its deployment by the
United States' political establishment, the positioning of RAWA as the
"native" antithesis of Feminist Majority's "imperial feminism" is also
problematic. Too often, RAWA is treated as the voice of Afghan women,
rather than one voice among many. This deployment of RAWA as the
trustworthy "native informant" accords with RAWA's own claim to being
the only reputable Afghan women's organisation, untainted by association
with war criminals and fundamentalists. RAWA's exclusion of other
"
The letter (and RAWA itself) also made serious allegations against Sima Samar, at the time
the Afghan Minister for Women's Affairs, which lie outside the scope of this paper. RAWA later made
conciliatory overtones towards Samar, after her dismissal from the government.
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Afghan women's voices is problematic in itself, and is even more so given
the organisation's own ideological homogeneity.

Critiques that champion RAWA at the expense of Feminist Majority also
tend to describe RAWA as active agents of resistance in relation to the
Taliban and other misogynist forces within Afghanistan, but passive
victims when it comes to the appropriation of their cause by Feminist
Majority and United States foreign policy (Russo 2006; Husain 2005).
However, despite its strong anti-imperialist ethos, RAWA was an active
(if not equal) partner with Feminist Majority and other Western-based
media and women's organisations - a partnership that depended to a large
extent on eliding the question of its own ideological standpoint. RAWA's
efforts to render a worldview palatable to Western liberal feminists and
media consumers also rendered it particularly vulnerable to appropriation.

7.5 Conclusion
The transnational campaign in support of Afghan women in fact consisted
of several different campaigns, which were not centrally co-ordinated and
which represented quite different forms of feminism. However, public
perception (particularly in Muslim communities) tended to view it as a
monolithic campaign, represented by its most visible element - Feminist
Majority's "Stop Gender Apartheid in Afghanistan". The shortcomings of
this particular strand of the campaign were therefore ascribed to the
transnational feminist campaign as a whole. The post-9/11 appropriation
of feminist discourse for the purposes of United States imperialism was
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facilitated by the unequal power relationship within the feminist campaign
itself, in particular between Feminist Majority and the Afghan women that
it sought to rescue. However, in critiquing such instances of "feminist
imperialism", it is important not to bestow the mantle of authenticity upon
"native" women's movements without acknowledging the extent to which
they too may draw upon essentialist discourses in order to further their
own organisational agenda.
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Conclusion

Like much contemporary gender analysis, this thesis wrestles with two
rival imperatives, broadly deriving from the competing tensions of
universalism versus particularism. The first of these is the need to break
down the idea of gender as a singular or primary mode of identity, to bring
into question the assumption that either "women" or "Muslim women"
form a unitary category united by a common interest. The second
imperative is the need to remove barriers between women and in
particular to build feminist solidarity among women of disparate religious,
cultural and ideological boundaries. On the one hand, it is necessary to
"de-Orientalise" feminisms in order to build inclusive movements.
However, the process of de-Orientalisation risks building barriers not only
between "Western" and Muslim women, but among Muslim women
themselves. The quest for authenticity in both feminist and Islamic
identity means that Muslim women working on issues of gender risk
being de-legitimised as either insufficiently feminist on the one hand, or
insufficiently Muslim on the other.

The challenge faced by Muslim feminists arises from a question
confronting feminists in general: having rejected feminist universalism,
how do we then build a feminist movement that is not too fragmented to
be effective? Faced with the diversity of women's activism, not all of
which can legitimately be considered feminist, on what basis do we build
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effective alliances to combat issues of common concern? This question
arises not only in relation to alliances between Muslim and Western
women, but with regard to alliances among Muslim women themselves. In
the absence of "real" Western women, Muslim feminists serve as a
convenient proxy, accused of transmitting Western gender norms and
advancing Western political interests.

The multi-layered nature of feminine identity means that natural alliances
do not necessarily arise among women who share a common label. The
failings of the Feminist Majority campaign in support of Afghan women
have been cited as evidence against "Western" feminism in general, but
many Western feminists were among Feminist Majority's most strident
critics (see chapter 7). Nor do natural alliances arise on the basis of shared
"religious" versus "secular" identity. Feminist Majority and RAWA share
a commitment to secularism, but Feminist Majority did not share RAWA's
antipathy to imperialism, and indeed replicated imperialism's
ethnocentrism in its dealings with RAWA and other Afghan women.
Similarly, reform-oriented religious based groups share more in common
with many secular women's organisations than they do with Islamist
religious groups such as the JI women's wing.

Building feminist alliances, then, requires a multi-layered approach and is
not simply a matter of negotiating common ground between Western and
Muslim women. However, the tensions within that particular relationship
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are reproduced in the relationships among MusHm women, as women
compete for political and cultural legitimacy.

Debates around the status of Muslim women continue to be burdened by
the fact that the rescue of Oriental women formed a central element of
European imperialism's civilising mission over Muslim societies.
"Rescuing" Muslim women continues to be cited (rather selectively) as
justification for political and military intervention in Muslim societies,
and it has also emerged as a reason for disciplining unruly Muslim
communities within Western societies. Women, including feminists, have
played an active role in this alliance between imperialism and feminism or
pseudo-feminism.

While many early nationalists and feminists in Muslim societies absorbed
Orientalist critiques of local gender norms, contemporary Muslims women
across a very broad ideological spectrum are preoccupied with the need to
refute Orientalist stereotypes and affirm their own legitimacy within
Islamic discourse. For some women, this necessitates a renegotiation of
their relationship with Western feminist movements; for others, it entails a
wholesale rejection of Western feminism and femininity.

Looking over the terrain covered by this thesis, it is possible to identify
recurring dynamics that hinder the building of effective alliances among
women. The first of these is the claim of privileged informant.
Generations of Western women ethnographers have staked a claim for the
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particular authority of their work based on their feminine identity and
therefore their ability to transgress the boundary between public and
private Oriental space. However, ethnographic claims to privileged access
do not rest on gender identity alone. Class identity has often been
explicitly invoked, whether in the form of Lady Mary Montagu's frequent
assertions of aristocratic privilege (and shared aristocratic sensibilities
across ethno-religious lines), or Emmeline Lott's counter-claim to the
more intimate understanding of a "humble" governess. Such claims assert
the author's role of reliable informant against those of Western men and
other Western women - Muslim women of course being excluded from
this particular equation altogether.

While Western women have tended to deploy the claim of privileged
access, Muslim women have often resorted to claims of authenticity. Like
their Western counterparts, they compete for the label of reliable
informant. However, while Western writers base such claims on their
access to the "real" Orient, Muslim women claim to embody it. This
claim to authenticity is particularly evident among Islamist women such
as Zaynab al-Ghazali and the women's wing of the Jamaat-i-Islami. Their
claim is based on their supposed cultural-religious purity - although they
may have adopted modernity, they have not been tainted by
"Westernisation".

However, this is not the only means by which the claim to authenticity
may be expressed, as is apparent in Ayaan Hirsi A H ' s self-portrait as
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simultaneous native informant and enlightened defector. This doublepositioning asserts Hirsi Ali' s reliability over both Western academics
whose sympathy for Islam is based on texts rather than the "real world",
and Muslim women who may share many elements of Hirsi A l i ' s "real
world" experience but who are too blinded by their religious upbringing
to provide an adequate analysis of that experience. RAWA, too, sought to
delegitimise other Afghan voices by claiming that RAWA alone was
untainted by association with fundamentalist warlords.

At the outset of my research, I considered the possibility that transnational
feminism could include the building of strategic alliances through which
women's organisations of radically differing ideologies could address
particular issues of common interest. However, it became clear that the
various issues confronting women are too deeply entangled to be
addressed on a case by case basis, and that the gains made through
alliance building in one area often come at a very high cost in another.

Transnational feminism requires ideological as well as cultural, religious
and ethnic boundary-crossing. However, successful and resilient alliances
requires participants to be alert to the ways in which feminist movements
may replicate the power imbalances that are to be found in the patriarchal
structures that feminism seeks to dismantle. Feminist alliances must be
based on a multidimensional approach, recognising that many women are
engaged in negotiating the competing demands of multiple struggles.
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