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In political and popular media discourse “Muslim woman” has become the prime example of the oppression of women in the world. In a climate where Islam is constantly associated with extremism, violence and oppression of women, this article aims to give the students tools to critically engage with the category of “Muslim woman” and have a nuanced understanding of how we come to know Muslim women and the complexity of this category.

Let us start with an exercise: if somebody asked to name or to describe “Christian woman,” what would you tell? Or maybe a better question is: which “Christian” woman would you think of—a white American evangelical who lives in Kansas, a Brazilian Catholic from the favelas or perhaps an African American Lutheran from Alabama? Would you think of yourself as a typical example of a Christian woman (if you were born into a Christian family)? You can probably already see how difficult it would be to say something about the broad category of “Christian woman.”

The same is true with “Muslim woman.” The term “Muslim woman” is an abstract category and it does not say anything about the complex lives of women living in societies where Islam is the predominant religion. Women who are lumped together under this term live in a vast geography that includes Asia-Pacific, North and Sub-Saharan Africa, the Middle East, Europe and Americas. They come from widely different historical, cultural, political, economic, sectarian, national, ethnic, linguistic and other backgrounds. According to Pew Research Center, 1.57 billion Muslims live in the world today. About 80 percent live in fifty Muslim-majority countries and 20 percent live as minorities. There are sizeable Muslim minorities in India (161 million), China (22 million) and Russia (16 million). In other words, except from being born into Muslim parents, there may be very little in common between a woman from Afghanistan and a woman from India.

WHO PRODUCES THE KNOWLEDGE ABOUT MUSLIM WOMAN? EXAMINING IMPERIAL POLITICS AND CORPORATE MEDIA

Power is critical to knowledge production and representations are not neutral, objective depictions of the world (Hall). The representations of Muslim women are not free from power dynamics and politics. Various scholars have shown how the representations of Muslim women in Europe (and later, the United States) have emerged in a particular historical context within a specific imperialist political paradigm (Abu-Lughod; Ahmed; Kahf).

European colonialism (from fifteenth-century to the end of World War II) had a huge impact on all countries where Muslims are a majority either by direct colonization or indirect influence and control. The borders in the Middle East were drawn by the British and French in their own interests during the First World War. Egypt and Pakistan were British colonies, Algeria a French colony, Indonesia a former Dutch colony, Malaysia a former British colony, to cite just a few. The imperial powers produced knowledge about these colonies and their populations in order to rule the natives and justify their domination of foreign lands. Knowledge about these countries was, thus, produced from the perspective of the imperial powers (Said; Kumar), leaving out local knowledges or modes of self-identification. One common way of justifying domination is to depict the colonized as lesser, morally and intellectually inferior people, and conversely the colonizer as civilized people at the higher stages of human progression with the burden to civilize the “primitive” people. The knowledge produced through travel writing (Mabro), postcards (Alloula), literary and artistic work (Kahf), photographs (Graham-Brown), novels and scientific accounts have depicted Muslim women from an imperial perspective, showing women either in need of emancipation and imperial intervention or exotic sex objects. In other words, the imperial power showed only one side of the picture and concealed its own role in disempowering women. For example, Lord Cromer, the British Consul-General of Egypt from 1883 to 1907, declared that Islam “degraded” women while Christianity “elevated” them. For him practice of veiling was the evidence of Islam’s degradation of women. Yet, he did not invest in education and refused to fund the training of women doctors in Egypt, and at the same time opposed women’s suffrage in England (Ahmed 30-32; qtd.in Abu-Lughod 33).

Little seems to have changed in the past century. Following the World War II, colonialism took on new forms as the US emerged as the new global imperial power. Scholars pointed to the US invasion of Afghanistan in 2001 as an example of justifying military intervention by deploying the old colonial language of liberating the Muslim women from their oppressive cultures (Abu-Lughod; Mahmood). Abu-Lughod notes how the language of “saving the Muslim women” makes women’s own work toward gender equality in Muslim societies invisible and conceals the cultural oppression, violence and discrimination women experience in Western societies.

Today, television programs, news media, magazine articles, blogs, textbooks, academic articles, conferences, publishing houses, bookstores are all part of an immense process of producing knowledge about Muslim women. If the imperial politics is one filter through which knowledge is produced, corporate media and journalistic routines are another that shape the ways in which we learn about Muslim women. Furthermore, there is a substantial body of research that shows that the media coverage of international affairs align with US foreign policy interests (Andersen; Herman and Chomsky) that center on the control of oil in the Middle East.

In popular representations, Muslim women are seen in stereotypical stock photos of the veil, burqa and headscarf most of the time. The practices of headcovering are rarely contextualized within a specific location (village, city, region or country) or to a particular group (defined by ethnicity, denomination, and class background). The struggles and debates around these sartorial symbols in Muslim countries are not part of the picture; rather what we see is an essentialized image of Muslim women as the victims of culture and tradition. Yet in Turkey and Tunisia, some women have been fighting to uphold their rights to cover their hair, opposing their families and governments to freely express their religious observance. In Iran, they fight against forced headcover and take it off whenever the opportunity presents itself. There is no single meaning to the headscarf, veil or burqa.

In addition to the absence of multiple forms of dress worn by women in various geographies and demographic groups, accomplished women from Muslim countries rarely exist in the media and other popular representations. Stories about feminist activism in Muslim societies remain invisible leaving the impression that women’s lives have remained unchanged throughout centuries. Yet, vibrant feminist movements, inspired both by secular or religious approaches, have been actively and passionately working to improve women’s lives in Malaysia, Turkey, Egypt, Afghanistan, Morocco and Iran among others. Sisters in Islam (in Malaysia) and Revolutionary Association of the Women of Afghanistan (RAWA) are well known for their women’s rights activism. These movements and organizations also have many male supporters.

Of course, oppression and its sources are multiple, including the histories of colonization, war, current neoliberal global economy, authoritarian regimes (some supported by the Western governments) and religious extremism. These are the sources of structural oppression that have deeply affected both women’s and men’s lives in both Muslim and non-Muslim societies all over the world.

WHO TO TURN TO FOR KNOWLEDGE ABOUT “MUSLIM WOMAN”?

If popular representations and the knowledge that we can gain from the mainstream media is filtered through imperial politics and commercial interests, who shall we then turn to if we want to learn about the lives of women in Muslim societies? Here, I would advocate that as long as we evaluate the information and its sources with a critical attitude, it does not matter who we turn to. The main challenge is to look for different perspectives, and critically analyze and contextualize these ideas.

Let us assume that you are interested in hearing what women born into Muslim parents think about Islam in the X city of Country Y, and you decide to go and ask women themselves. The Islam you will hear about from a professional or academic woman may be pretty different from what you will hear from a working class woman. You may be surprised to find out that some of the denigrating views about Islam and the Muslims are reproduced among Muslim women themselves. Some will own Islam wholeheartedly and tell you how politicians and extremists corrupt their religion for worldly gains. Others will be members of the extremist and fundamentalist movements. Some will tell you what they think you want to hear. Any answer that you will get will depend on the type of question you ask and the context of interaction. There is no single “Muslim” voice, and each Muslim woman will speak from their own social, cultural and political standpoint in society; as an example see the documentary (Un)Veiled: Muslim Women Talk about Hijab. Asking Muslim women is not about “finding authenticity.” It is about making their perspectives visible and thereby disrupting the power relations in the current system of representations.

There are three yardsticks to evaluate the knowledge you encounter about Muslim women whether it is an academic book, a commentary, a documentary, a memoir, a novel, or an exhibition. First is contextualization. Look at the language and content. Is the language generalized to the vast majority of Muslim women without reference to any particular geographic location, or social or cultural group? How does the text sound if the terms “Islam” and “Muslims” are replaced with terms such as “Christianity/Christians,” or “Judaism/Jews”? Is there any reference to the history of the region as well as domestic and international political contexts? What is included and what is left out?

Second, locate the author(s) within the network of competing arguments and politics. What do debates among different readers and scholars tell you about the political background or motivations of the author? Try to identify the main argument: what the author is trying to promote and how the “knowledge” is organized for that purpose. How is the work funded? Would the sponsors expect a certain kind of outcome or argument?

Finally, try to figure out your own position vis-à-vis the text by analyzing your own reading and response to it. Ask self-reflexive questions such as: Who am I according to this text? What does this text assume about me? Where do I stand in relation to the politics surrounding this work? If I have a strong response, where does it come from? What does my own culture tell me?

Contextualization, critical reading, and self-reflexivity are some of the best keys to process, evaluate and produce knowledge that come closest to doing justice to the complex lives of women and men living not only in Muslim majority societies but all around the world.

HOW TO CREATE KNOWLEDGE FOR BETTER COMMUNICATION AND PEACE?

In Europe and North America, most material about Muslim women (books, TV shows, news articles, exhibitions, and magazines) position their readers as the members of the “Western” culture and readers are rarely invited to critically engage with the binary between the “West” and the “non-West.” In fact, the category of the “West” (or Western woman) is as problematic as the category of “Muslim woman” as it assumes a false commonality among people (or women) in the so-called Western world and masks the common problems that women both in the “West” and the “non-West” face. Identity categories such as Western, European, American, or Muslim are products of historical and political struggles. The categories, as well as their meanings, change when cultural contexts and time change. We should question not only the knowledge and discourse about “Muslim woman” and “Islamic culture” but also the discourse about “Western culture.”

I propose that to relate to women living far away from us, we should focus on similarities. Irrespective of religion and culture, women face similar problems all over the world today. A woman working at minimum wage at Walmart and a woman working at a sweatshop (i.e. a textile factory) in Bangladesh face the same problems created by the neoliberal global economy and suffer from structural inequality and poverty in spite of their hard work. A fancy blouse that a woman wears in London, might be touched by the hands of a Bangladeshi woman worker. As Launius and Hassel put it “in order to understand how individual social locations are shaped, it is important to see how systems of privilege and oppression [based on nationality, gender, race and class among others] intersect (114).

Only when we see ourselves not as members of a certain society and culture (which we assume to be better than the others) but as life-long learners and members of a global community of equals, only then we can focus our attention to producing knowledge for better communication, peace and understanding; not for power, profit and domination. We can fight gender injustice together without creating cultural hierarchies among each other. Questioning the category of “Muslim woman” by contextualization, critical reading and self-reflexivity provides a good start to challenge the role of imperial politics and the corporate media in knowledge production.
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