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In this issue of Critical Half

A

fter a decade of working to assist women survivors of war, Women for Women International
has become increasingly aware of the important role religion plays in shaping women’s perceptions,
decisions and lives. Women for Women International is a
non-sectarian group and does not work on religious
issues. However through implementing our humanitarian and development programs in post-conflict areas,
we have come to recognize the important role of religion and its impact on development work, particularly
as it relates to women. Because of this, Women for
Women International has decided to dedicate its first
issue of Critical Half to the topic of religion.
Religion is a pervasive influence throughout cultures and societies. Its power is not limited to conservative countries like Afghanistan, where religion has
played a dominant role in the resistance movement
against the Soviet invasion and the Taliban, but
extends to what used to be known as secular nations,
such as Bosnia and Herzegovina, Kosovo, and now
Iraq. All of these societies have encountered varying
waves of religious adaptations during and after wars.
For example, religion provides ways for people to deal
with the hardships associated with war and often
promises a better life. It also serves as a uniting force
for populations in their resistance of unjust, corrupt or
ineffective governments and provides an identity for
minority groups that otherwise don’t fit in. The danger,
however, lies when individuals fall prey to religious
extremists who utilize religion for political gain and
resort to violence as a means to obtain their goals.
Although not every religion is represented, the
articles in this journal address and interweave many
such themes. They help point out the seemingly invisible yet critical threads associated with religion that
shape a woman’s life; threads associated with selfunderstanding and self-definition. Religious ideals provide a haven of sorts for women through its glorification of traditional roles, among other ideals, in
response to economic insecurity and the unattainable
demands of modernization and globalization. - If
women cannot succeed in the economy, they can at
least be valued as mothers. Hence, understanding the
role and impact of religion on women sheds light on
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important components of a society that fundamentally
shape its population. This reality is often not captured
in data and is therefore misunderstood, particularly as
it relates to women, since their contribution is often
unremunerated.
Each contributor to this journal focuses on different aspects of religion and women. Dr. Abdulaziz
Sachedina’s article, Globalization, Religion and Women,
focuses on the tension between globalization of the
international economy and universalization of
“Political Islam.” While globalization engages the subject of markets and commodities, “Political Islam” is
concerned with the establishment of institutions under
divine principles. These ideologies impart conflicting
cultural significance. Women, Sachedina argues, are
capable of reconciling these movements by interpreting
them as facets of a shared humanitarian ethic. In this
sense, in societies where these forces compete for popular support, women have great potential as leaders and
agents of change.
In contrast, Hoda Rohana’s article, entitled On
Feminism and National Identity: The Experience of
Palestinian Women in Israel and Muslim Women in
India, is critical of a dichotomy weakening the feminist
movement—namely,
the
tension
between
national/religious struggles and feminist movements.
In societies comprised of different ethnic and religious
groups competing for power, religious identity serves as
a foundation for claims to political, social and economic rights, as well as the basis of movements for
countries asserting themselves as nation-states. As in
the cases of the Muslims in India and Palestinians in
Israel, women’s struggle for their rights as women has
been said to undermine the national/religious struggle.
The one-dimensionality of insisting that communal
identity take precedence undermines feminist efforts; a
dialogic approach would help women reconcile their
identities as minorities and as women, advancing a
broader notion of rights.
Charlotte Spink’s article, Panacea or Painkiller?:
The Impact of Pentecostal Christianity on Women in
Africa, assesses the beneficial impacts of Pentecostal
Christianity on women’s rights in Africa. Charismatic
movements like Pentecostal Christianity offer women

an alternative community in the midst of unstable
states, mainstream churches with conflicting messages,
and patriarchal societies. At the same time, the
Pentecostal Gospel of Prosperity, which promises
wealth to the faithful, legitimizes and supports women’s
struggle for economic independence. The charismatic
movement has a message relevant to the realities of life
for African women, at the same time provides for their
social needs, making the movement a promising force
for the advancement of women in Africa.
Rose Uchem’s article, entitled Overcoming Women’s
Subordination in the Igbo African Culture and in the
Catholic Church, illustrates the need for change within
an established religion in order to accommodate egalitarian views on women. The status of women among
the Igbo has suffered under the perpetuation of religious myths related to human origin and “female evil,”
which have rationalized and legitimized the subordination of women under colonial and missionary policies,
reinforcing gender biases in Igbo culture.
Reinterpreting these myths in light of other cultural
myths and scientific principle has the potential to reshape Igbo consciousness of gender equality. In this
sense, religious mythology becomes an important force
in instilling respect for women and ending practices
that demean and disenfranchaise women.
Simona Vohra’s article entitled The Practice of
Dowry from the Context of Hinduism focuses on the
internalization of female ideologies in Hinduism that
have resulted in a feeling of powerlessness among
Indian women. Dowry, which is given along with the
bride as compensation for her weakness and inferiority
as a woman, is one of many traditions perpetuated by
women out of their own sense of devaluation. While
laws related to women are in need of reform, so is the
self-perception of Indian women. By reconstructing the
notion of gender in Hinduism, women may become
aware of their rights and inherent worth as human
beings, enhancing their confidence and self-reliance and
encouraging them to work to improve women’s access
to property, employment and education.
And finally, my own contribution in the article
entitled Why Might Women Support Religious
Fundamentalism?, is focused on the effect the separa-

tion of “public” and “private” spheres has on women.
Many societies have relegated both religion and women
to the “private” sphere of life. The administration of religious rather than secular laws regulating issues of concern to women, such as marriage, divorce, and wealth
distribution, may place the woman at a disadvantage.
Women have petitioned for their grievances to be dealt
with by secular rather than religious laws, such as in the
Shahbanu case, in instances of dowry abuse, and by
Palestinian women in Israel. Dismantling of this
dichotomy between the public and private spheres
would allow women’s issues to be governed by universalist principles advocating equality, which tend to characterize the public sphere, as opposed to the particularist principles which tend to perpetuate the subordination of women.
With this in mind, Women for Women International
offers this first publication as a forum for further discussion and reflection of the impact religion has on
women in the development process. We hope it invokes
a greater desire and commitment to better understand
the reality of the women we are trying to help. Resource
allocations that are initiated in the North at large, as well
as the policies directing the spending of these resources,
have both direct and indirect implications on the lives of
women we are trying to assist. The more we understand
the complexity of their reality, the better we are
equipped to be supporters of their efforts to improve
their conditions and to encourage recognition of their
rights within their societies.

Zainab Salbi
President and Founder
Women for Women International
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ON FEMINISM AND NATIONAL IDENTIT Y

WOMEN IN MINORITY POPULATIONS experience a double
oppression: they are members of a minority group oppressed by the
majority, and they are oppressed within their own societies because
they are women. This necessitates women having to chose between
nationalist and feminist agendas in order to further their rights as
individuals. Identity needs to be reformulated, specifically the
nationalist/religious identity, in such a way as to make it compatible with a feminist perspective. The possibility of combining the
national/religious and the feminist struggle of minority group
women has to be proposed in a way that will benefit them both
equally. Women’s participation in rebuilding the dominant discourse of their societies is essential to this process in order to
advance their interests. Men also play an important role in the
rebuilding and reformulation process and should be encouraged to
support women’s struggle for their rights not only against the
majority but within their own communities.
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On Feminism and National Identity:
The Experience of Palestinian Women in Israel
and Muslim Women in India
H O DA RO U H A N A

Introduction

The role minority women play in the national or religious project of their respective communities is rich in
ambiguity and often paradoxical. The foremost difficulty
these women face is the double oppression levelled
against them. They are members of a minority group
oppressed by the majority, and they are oppressed within
their own societies. This fact presents a myriad of complicated questions for feminist movements operating in
these minority communities. According to Kandiyoti:
It may well be argued that there is no particular reason to single women out as prisoners of
the discourse they share with men. However,
their gender interests may, at times, indicate
their own demands and produce divided loyalties with men of their class, creed or nation.
Women may choose to either openly express
or to suppress such divergences of interest,
which they generally do at their own cost in
both cases.1
In this article, I address paradoxes and ambiguities
that result from this double oppression, and discuss some
of the questions that arise from the formulation of this
dichotomy, which forces women to choose between feminist and nationalist agendas. I discuss who formulates
this dichotomy, who identifies nationalism and feminism,
and who benefits from this identification. To address
these topics, I discuss two specific examples: Muslim
women in India and Palestinian women within Israel.
The experience of Muslim women in India

The Muslim minority in India numbers 100 million or
11.5% of India’s population. The majority of the country’s population is Hindu, and other, smaller minority
groups include Christians and Jews. The MuslimHindu clashes that led to the partitioning of India
placed the Muslim minority in a precarious position:
The decision of partition in India and the cre-

ation of the state of Pakistan in 1947 was
accompanied by the worst communal riots the
world has ever witnessed. Yet all over India,
Hinduism was rising with an ugly, violent,
revengeful and aggressive face immediately
after 1947. Muslim life and property were
placed in great danger. Their number had been
reduced and the community had been weakened in all respect by the emigration of the
Muslim professionals, bureaucrats and the
wealthy, and was virtually falling prey to
Hindu chauvinism.2
Muslims in India are governed by their own personal status laws, codified by Britain in 1937 and protected by India’s constitution. The constitutional commitment to secularism in India does not imply a separation of religion and state, however, but has meant the
co-existence of various religions under the supervision
of the state.
Muslim women in India suffer from double
oppression: as part of a patriarchal community in which
women are discriminated against and as part of a
minority community subjected to discrimination by
Hindu fundamentalism. The Muslim population feels
insecure and threatened, and thus clings tightly to its
own customs and practices. These traditions have
become an important symbol in the struggle of Muslim
groups against attempts by the Hindu majority to
assimilate and destroy their Muslim identity.
The ghettoization of Muslims in India has meant
that Muslim women fighting for their rights are disarmed from the beginning. Any struggle to improve
their condition is not only seen by Muslim fundamentalists as undermining the community, but is actually
used by the Hindu pluralists to do precisely that.3 The
Shahbanu case is the example I shall examine.
In 1978, Shahbanu, a 70-year-old Muslim woman
from India, filed an appeal to the judicial magistrate
CRITICAL HALF
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under Section 125 of the Criminal Code, demanding
alimony from her wealthy husband, Mohammed
Ahmed Khan, who threw her out of her home after 43
years of marriage. While the application was pending,
Shahbanu’s husband divorced her, paid her Rs3,000 as
mehr (dowry), and claimed she could no longer
demand anything from him. The magistrate, however,
ordered him to pay Rs25 per month, and Shahbanu got
the sum raised to Rs179.20 in the High Court.
Shahbanu’s husband appealed to the Supreme
Court, arguing that under Muslim Personal Law, he
had no responsibility to pay maintenance to his
divorced wife, and therefore Section 125 did not apply
to him. In April 1985, the Supreme Court ruled in
favor of Shahbanu.
The Supreme Court’s ruling created a furor among
the Muslim population. Muslim fundamentalists were
disturbed by what they perceived as the Hindu homogenizing influence, which they believed would lead to
the assimilation and destruction of Muslim identity.
Muslim leaders denounced the decision as the beginning of government attempts to interfere in the personal issues of the Muslim minority. These leaders
declared that “Islam is in danger,” and protests erupted
throughout the country, with demonstrators demanding that Section 125 not apply to Muslim women.
Shahbanu herself endorsed this demand, condemning
the court’s judgment in a public letter addressed to all
Muslims, despite the fact that it supported her claims.4
The Muslim Personal Law Board intervened in the
case on behalf of Shahbanu’s husband and, unsuccessful
in the Supreme Court, carried the battle to the
Parliament. A Muslim member of Parliament introduced a bill entitled the Muslim Women (Protection of
Rights in Divorce) Act, which was passed in May 1986.
According to this new act, divorced Muslim women fall
outside the purview of Section 125 of the Criminal
Code. Under the law, the divorced woman’s husband is
only obligated to return the mehr, and pay alimony
during the period of iddat (three months following the
divorce). If the divorced woman is unable to maintain
herself after the iddat period, her children, parents or
relatives entitled to inherit her property upon her death
are responsible for her maintenance. If she has no relatives, or if they have no means to pay her alimony, the
magistrate may direct the State Waqf Boards (administrators of Muslim trust funds) to pay whatever alimony
is determined by the court.
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The women’s movement found itself paralyzed by
the fact that all discussion concerning the decision was
communal. Some groups found it difficult to be enthusiastic about the Court’s judgment because Hindu leaders utilized it to undermine the Muslim minority. Others
felt compelled to support the judgment against those
Muslim leaders opposed to rights guaranteed for
women. Other groups criticized Section 125 itself,
pointing out that while the decision was not ideal, it
should be used as a last option for Muslim women.
The experience of Palestinian women
in Israel

Palestinians in Israel are the minority that remained on
their lands following the 1948 war and the establishment of the state of Israel. Members of this group were
eventually granted Israeli citizenship, and currently
account for 18.3% of Israel’s population. Like Muslim
women in India, Palestinian women in Israel suffer
from discrimination as women living in a patriarchal,
traditional Arab society, and as part of a national minority suffering from discrimination by the Jewish state.
In Israel, issues involving personal status matters are
generally decided by religious courts and laws. While in
some personal status matters citizens have the right to
apply to the state “family court,” marriage and divorce
remain exclusively within the jurisdiction of religious
courts. In some cases, Jews, Christian, and Druze individuals can choose to bring their conflicts before the
newly-established state “family courts,” as long as these
disputes are not pure marriage and divorce matters.
Until November 2001, Muslims did not have the
option to choose between the state family courts and
Muslim religious courts as the latter retained exclusive
jurisdiction over personal status matters. Similarly,
Christian courts retained exclusive jurisdiction over
issues concerning wife maintenance. This presented
Palestinian feminists with the challenge of balancing
their struggle as women with their struggle against the
state. This dilemma was highlighted when a group of
Palestinian women activists proposed a bill in 1996 to
the Israeli Knesset (Parliament) giving Israeli civil courts
the authority to adjudicate personal status matters of
Arab Muslims and Christians. The judges of the
Muslim religious courts and some national and religious
leaders immediately opposed the bill. They saw it as a
serious threat to the “Palestinian National Project,”
which aims to achieve autonomy, or at least limited

autonomy, for Palestinians in Israel. They argued that
intervention of Israeli civil courts in personal status
matters of Palestinians contradicts the aims of this
Project and weakens the identity of the Palestinian
minority, and also that it is difficult to support such legislation since the state is defined as a Jewish state, and
thus is not secular. The religious authorities argued that
the intervention of civil courts in the personal status
matters of Muslim women is against Islam, since the
laws applied in those courts are not “Islamic” laws.
Muslim women in India and Palestinian women in
Israel face a common dilemma: struggling for their
rights as women while attempting to retain their
minority (national or religious) identity. Formulating
the dilemma in this way, as a dichotomy, forces women
to choose between the feminist and the national/religious struggle, therefore ignoring women’s multiple
identities. This dichotomy has the effect of eliminating
all feminist perspectives from the national/religious
struggle of the minority group, even pitting feminism
against this struggle.
The national/religious-feminist dichotomy

The fact that the national/religious-feminist debate was
presented as a dichotomy to Muslim women in India
ultimately undermined feminist efforts. This was
demonstrated by Shahbanu’s signature on the petition
against the court decision in her favor. She had little
choice, having been accused of responsibility for the
extensive communal bloodshed that followed the
court’s decision. It was also very difficult for some feminist groups to enthusiastically support the Shahbanu
judgment when they saw that Hindu groups used it to
harm the Muslim minority.
The experience of the Palestinian minority followed a similar process but produced different results.
Palestinian women have been forced to choose between
the nationalist and the feminist as two separate projects.
In reality, though, they have not been given any choice,
because in either case they will be accused of compromise at the least or betrayal at worst.
It is clear that if the dilemma is perceived as a
dichotomy, women will lose. The question is: Who does
this dichotomy serve, and on what is it based? Before
trying to answer these questions I will outline some
non-feminist attempts to resolve this struggle that have
apparently attempted to combine the national/religious
with the feminist but have frequently harmed both.

The legitimacy of the courts

In the Indian case, the Muslim Women Act was portrayed by the government as a means of protecting
Muslim minority rights, as well as Muslim women’s
rights by presenting new alternatives rather than forcing women’s dependence on their former husbands.
The bill, however, encourages women’s dependence on
family members instead of providing them with
income. The new bill failed to resolve what Muslim
leaders claimed to be its primary flaw: preventing the
majority from interfering in the internal issues of the
minority because the bill infringes on the authority of
the State Waqf Boards by obligating them to pay
alimony.
The sharia court judges in the Palestinian case had
argued that the religious courts, defined by them as
Arab national associations, could provide protection for
Arab women’s rights from within the community and
without any fundamental changes. They claimed to
achieve both goals simultaneously: protecting
Palestinian women and protecting the national identity
of the Palestinian minority. The courts’ actions, however, demonstrate that there has been no real attempt to
formulate a new interpretation of religious law, or to
protect the Palestinian minority’s identity in a progressive way. Any claims concerning the protection of
Palestinian women’s rights has been general, without
deep analysis of religious law or new interpretations.
The word “protection” itself is problematic, as it carries
with it an implicit hierarchical relationship between the
“protector,” who has authority, and the “protected.”
Using this terminology only provides camouflage that
hides true intentions and power politics, and harms
feminist interests.
Presenting the religious courts as an expression of
the national and cultural identity of the Palestinians is
also problematic. It is difficult to see judicial institutions
based on religion as an alternative to necessary, Arab
national institutions. This is not to say that Arab culture
must be devoid of Islamic influence, but the Islamic
presence in Arab secular culture is a cultural presence,
not a religious one.
The bases of the religious project in India and the
Palestinian Project in Israel have not been examined in
any serious way or with a feminist perspective. To do so,
there is a need to re-think and revisit several questions:
what is group identity, who defines it, and who defines
the interests of the group.

CRITICAL HALF
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The question of identity

In the case of India, fundamentalist Muslims defined
the identity and interests of Muslims as a whole, without considering the opposition from within the group.
Arif Mohammed Khan, who resigned as Minister of
State when the Muslim Women Act was introduced to
Parliament, said: “The state is imposing a form of religion as interpreted by a particular group of people, and
they are asking every Muslim, if you are Muslim you
have to accept this form.”5 An article in the Urdu Times
demanded that “if some Muslim women oppose
Muslim personal law in the name of the Shahbanu case
or want changes in it, or if they desire that a common
civil code be imposed on the entire country, then such
women, though their names be Muslim, should
renounce Islam if they do not agree completely with the
Islamic Shariat.” A similar process took place in Israel,
where religious judges and nationalists defined Arab
national identity on behalf of all Palestinians, directly
relating this identity to the use of the religious courts.
This one-dimensional interpretation of identity
requires a more general analysis of identity as a concept.
For example, if we analyze the actions of Shahbanu, we
see that she possesses multiple identities. Her identity as a
woman is what caused her to apply for alimony under
Section 125, while being a member of the lower class
allowed her to ignore the comments of upper-class
women who accused her of lacking respect. Later, her
identity as a Muslim made her sign against the court decision when she was told that “Islam is in danger.” This call,
in fact, ignored the other dimensions of her identity.
In all the discussions surrounding the Shahbanu
case, which was interpreted as a discussion of the religious identity of Muslims in India, Shahbanu the
woman—her personal story, suffering, difficulties and
interests—were lost in the discourse of religious identity.
The discussions surrounding Shahbanu and the resulting
Muslim Women Act provide a vivid demonstration of
the way in which the discourse of national/religious identity is used to control women and to further personal,
political power. In Israel, attempts to block the
Palestinian women’s bill provide a similar example.

most important question remains the same: what projects should feminist activists undertake in order to initiate social changes and justice for women?
The reformulation of nationalist/religious identity
in such a way as to make it compatible with a feminist
perspective is a very important project. Such a project
must be built on changing the dominant culture from
within. Such a process is long-term, however, and until
it is achieved, women will continue to suffer. We cannot
demand that oppressed women wait until the rebuilding
of the dominant culture is completed. In reality, there is
the possibility that utilizing secular courts will force
national/religious institutions to make positive changes.
This perspective raises another, parallel question: Is
it possible to force a religious identity (even if it is an
enlightened one) on secular women who do not accept
religious authority? Is it possible to find a space for secular identity in the collective one? All these questions,
and many others, must be critically investigated in order
to advance feminist interests. As such, there is a tremendous need for women’s participation in attempts to
rebuild the dominant discourse.
HODA ROUHANA is a Palestinian citizen of Israel. She is a

Program Officer in the International Coordination Office
of The International Solidarity Network Women Living
Under Muslim Laws (WLUML) in London. Hoda has an
M.A. in Gender and Ethnic Studies from Greenwich
University, London and has been involved in the
Palestinian feminist groups in Israel, working mainly on
violence against women and on Personal Status Laws.

Conclusion
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GLOBALIZ ATION, RELIGION, AND WOMEN

GLOBALIZATION RAISES LARGER QUESTIONS about the
role of women in the production and distribution of wealth, in the
preservation of cultural and religious identities of future generations, and in combating foreign political and cultural domination by
making important sacrifices that go unnoticed in most cases
throughout the world. It also competes with religious universalism
through the promise of a better world for humankind. The specific appeal of international religious organizations lies in institutions
that are created to provide charitable support to large numbers of
people who are neglected by international agencies and corrupt
governments perceived as lackeys of the West. Working to improve
the accountability of governments and fairness of political systems
must not be neglected and will help lessen the appeal of fundamentalist movements, which thrive in the absence of these institutions. In addition, a universal caring ethic is needed to counter both
globalization and religious fundamentalism - two competing forms
of global militancy. Finally, intellectual constructs of “West versus
Islam” must be questioned. A better understanding of Islam would
help clear misconceptions, such as that Islam rejects secular
authority. It would also point to critical questions that must be
addressed in the new understanding of religion in the Islamic world
– questions like, is religion a private matter or can religious commitment fuel political activism?

10
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Globalization, Religion, and Women
A B D U L A Z I Z S AC H E D I N A

Globalization in the post-colonial age

Globalization has a central position in international
relations today. The topic has wide-ranging implications for North-South and East-West relationships in
terms of the transfer of technology, the control of markets, and the determination of material and ideological
culture. In the post-Soviet era, globalization is often
equated with the supranational role of Western industrialized nations, under the leadership of the U.S., in
shaping the world’s social, political and economic
future. The emerging supranational role of the U.S.—
and its influence in global politics—is a source of fear,
whether imagined or real, in much of the rest of the
world, including Europe.
Globalization is viewed as leading to increased
domination by industrialized countries of the developing world, and is seen by a number of native observers
as a new type of colonization. Economic and political
interests are not separate, and globalization has to be
studied in light of the political interests that drive it,
particularly in its relationship to “Political Islam” and
the latter’s agenda of recovering the political-cultural
losses of colonial periods.
Globalization raises larger questions about the role
of women in the production and distribution of wealth,
in the preservation of cultural and religious identities of
future generations, and in combatting foreign political
and cultural domination by making important sacrifices
that go unnoticed in most cases around the world.
Throughout history, women have been denied basic
human rights, through religiously imposed restrictions
or economically designed exploitation and manipulation of their position in family and in society.
Globalization—as a new type of domination and a universal ideology—presents new challenges relating to
women’s human rights, their use as cheap labor, and
their exploitation by multi-national corporations and
their male surrogates in developing countries. Even
more threatening to women is the manner in which
religious ideologies are used to perpetuate injustices to

women in male-dominated societies. The globalization
of the market place and the universalization of “Political
Islam” can be viewed as sharing a worldwide spatial and
ideological vision of domination. The former intends to
dominate economic-cultural turf, whereas the latter
envisions religious-cultural domination. In both cases,
the well-being of women is threatened by those who
seek to justify, from ideological presuppositions, their
views about the place of a woman in the world order.
Reassessment of religiosity

The post-Enlightenment conceptualization of religion,
which confines it to the private domain of human activity in order to control its divisiveness and threat to civil
society, is not very helpful in understanding the unfolding of “Political Islam” and the way it engenders not
only exclusivist religiosity but also a universalist secularity. This universalist secularity confounds most analysts
as an unlikely feature of this Abrahamic tradition.
Secularity is associated with modern, secularized society—how could Islam (when compared with the modern
West) be so retrograde and yet be convincingly modern?
Islam, with its comprehensive and even universal
mandate to create an ideal society on earth, is a major
source of tension in the modern world, which has set
limits on religion’s claims to represent a wide range of
human interests in the public domain. We have often
heard that Islam does not make a distinction between the
“church” and the “state,” or the spiritual and the temporal. But, as I have shown in my work on democratic pluralism in Islam, based on the Koran, Islamic tradition
recognizes in practice the separation between the spiritual and the temporal by limiting human jurisdiction to
the sphere of interpersonal justice, while leaving the spiritual realm entirely within God’s purview. In Islamic tradition human beings are guided and given power to create, regulate, and maintain all human institutions to further human relationships, but God’s relationship with
humanity is left strictly in the hands of God. Even the
Prophet, as God’s envoy, has no authority to mediate and
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interfere in God’s special relationship to humanity.
Human institutions, then, are geared toward
enhancing interpersonal human relationships in such a
way that the Islamic division of jurisdictions, what I
have identified as divine and human spheres of jurisdictions, actually sets the ground for secularity and with
it modernity. The modern confinement of religion to
the private domain of human life is a kind of religiosity that can perhaps achieve what we call civil society: a
society where different faiths and multicultural communities can co-exist in harmony, despite competing
claims to the truth. Although Islam reserves the right to
speak for both private and public domains, it recognizes
the secularity embedded in its message reminding the
Prophet that his duty is to deliver and not to enforce religion: “There is no compulsion in religion” (The Koran,
2:256). Hence, in the matter of faith, it is an individual’s prerogative to negotiate his/her spiritual destiny
without interference from the state.
Two universalisms at odds

In some unique sense, Islam—as a global religion with
an international membership and a blueprint for an
ideal society—and economic globalization—with its
promise of opportunity and abundance for all regions
of the world—are both messianic. I am suggesting that
economic globalization is in competition with religious
universalism through the promise each makes for the
betterment of humankind. But the agenda of both universalisms has its concealed ambition. It has been suggested that economic globalization has as its goal
increasing the availability of markets for industrialized
nations, what the French call the “Cocacolanization” of
the world. Religious globalization, on the other hand, is
trying to win the souls of humanity by providing an
alternative to economic hegemony, by intensifying the
divine promise of a better life in this and the next
world—the establishment of, to use the language of the
Christian messianic promise, the Kingdom of God.
International religious organizations are in the business
of creating parallel institutions that provide charitable
support to large numbers of people who are neglected
by international agencies and corrupt governments perceived as lackeys of the West.
Economic dominance is also seen as cultural dominance through Western values. The Muslim world cannot watch the factual “mondialization” of CNN without concern: they are constantly reminded that the
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“masters” of globalization are devouring their resources,
both human and natural. Muslims, especially radical
preachers and influential teachers of Islam, are not looking at news items passively: they are reacting aggressively to Western value systems that do not fit well with
their traditional cultures. These preachers see the condition of women, the rise in divorce rates and the breakdown of families in Middle Eastern metropolitan areas
as evidence of the threat to traditional cultural and religious values, and they call for a “Return to the Tradition
of the Elders” (salafiyya) in order to wage holy war
against Western domination. In the absence of accountable governments and just political systems, such a call
finds a ready response. Ironically, their ideology is far
removed from Islam or any other ideal system. The
Taliban, as well as the salafiyya version of Islam, have
targeted the basic human rights of women to be educated and to earn their financial independence. The
Taliban doctrine was a home-spun response to the
threat of domination by the West, one facet of which
was to deprive women of any age of their basic dignity.
Cultural warfare has its economic side, too. The militant leaders point to imported values (e.g., equality of
gender, right to determine one’s future) as perpetrators of
the cultural and material gap between Muslims and nonMuslims. Thus, even when there is an attraction to technological advancement, there can be militant resistance to
its accompaniments. According to this view, technology
is not neutral: it imports with it freedom to access information, which results in lifting restrictions that provide
control mechanisms in patriarchal social systems. Even
some modern, Western-educated Muslim men prefer the
traditional patriarchal system that leaves them in a dominant position to control women and perhaps deprive
them of their financial independence—the main source
of women’s autonomy in the traditional system.
Religion’s ascendancy

Religion’s ascendancy in the world since the 1970s has
been marked by a change in people’s outlook and evaluation of religion and religiosity. In its external form
religion is inclined toward less rigidity and more practicality than are the world’s confessional religions, and in
substance it seeks the realization of a global community
with a common vision and destiny. Insofar as religion is
concerned with the creation of an international community, it is naturally concerned with justice and peace.
This sort of universal religiosity is visible, for instance,

in the newly-established volunteer services mainly run
by concerned women in Iran, Egypt, and other parts of
the Muslim world, and in peace movements. In different parts of the world, one can find similar kinds of
issues bringing men and women together, which
emerge as global humanism, deeply spiritual and moral.
Organized religion appears to have less to offer in
these new international and religiously or spiritually
inspired movements. The language of correct theology
has given way to correct attitude and religiosity. The
need for a more general religion in modern society seems
to be an inevitable consequence of the irrelevance of
much of institutionalized religiosity. This explains the
attraction of Sufism and other forms of mysticism that
have a capacity for bringing together non-confessional
and international groups of people for a common purpose. These groups are often interested not only in mysticism but in political, educational, and environmental
issues. Thus, a politicization of religion, even mystical
forms of it, takes place in for example Turkey (at annual
gatherings of an international community celebrating
the birthday of Sufi mystic Rumi) and in other parts of
the world that are considered “secularized.”
The emerging religiosity of modern society does
not view institutionalized religion and religiosity as
identical. A growing number of people in every religious community is in search of a tolerant creed to further human understanding beyond an exclusionary,
intolerant, and even militant institutional religiosity.
The militant ascendancy of Islam from the 1970s to the
present comes not from religiosity per se but is largely a
response to Western domination.
In our analysis of the role of religion as providing a
counter to economic and cultural domination, we need
to pay attention to the following questions: What is left
of religious commitment and conscience if religion is
debarred from dealing with issues relating to justice and
peace? The common understanding is that spirituality is
peace-generating. Does this mean peace is the result of
simple, disinterested religiosity, or of overcoming injustices in society? This becomes a critical question in the
new understanding of religion in the Islamic world.
Religion in the New World Order

The source of my caution concerns the role of religion
and the real threat it poses to inter-communal, interpersonal, and believer-nonbeliever relationships. I am
concerned about coexistence and living in peace. The

globalization of world markets, the strong impetus to
implement what the West regards as the normative values of the postmodern world order, and the U.S.’s
telling the Muslim world: “We will tell you how to be
democratic and how to be free,” are perceived as a militant view of the world. It is interpreted to mean that
world leadership through globalization will be realized
only when the West pursues its brand of militancy,
which is in competition with the militancy founded
upon the ideological glory of the fallen Muslim empire.
This empire, which stretched between the rivers
Nile and Oxus, remains a strong element in the imagination of Muslims, some of whom seek its revival as a
kind of supranational entity, not different from the
American supranational entity. This idea of a supranational entity of empire is inspiring militancy, which
becomes heightened as it is claimed in the name of a
higher authority, that of God. The danger lies herein:
What will happen if the two competing forms of militancy—one founded on secular ideology and the other
on religious ideology—become globalized. The essence
of this conflict can be seen in the “With us or against us”
approach in the post-September 11 all-out war against
terrorism. The globalization of any form of militancy,
whether religious or secular, needs to be tempered by
ethical, universal criteria to prevent it from becoming a
source of further destruction in human life.
Women can teach world leaders

One of the major contributions of women in the development of humanitarian ethics has been their ability to
reach out to those who have needed compassion and
merciful treatment. Throughout history, women have
remained the paragon of these divine attributes and, at
the most difficult times in familial, social, and now international contexts, they have through their own sensitive
minds and sacrifices taught the world how to be human
and to care for those who need it. This universal ethic
needs to be globalized today. It is ultimately women who
will teach us to change “swords to ploughshares.”
Since 1976 ABDULAZIZ SACHEDINA has taught at the
University of Virginia, where he is Professor of Religious
Studies. Professor Sachedina has written extensively about
Islam over the years, focusing on topics as wide-ranging as
jurisprudence, religious liberty, human rights, and medical
ethics. His most recent book is The Islamic Roots of
Democratic Pluralism (2001).
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IN THE MODERNIZING AGENDA, women receive conflicting
messages of newly forged opportunities restricted by religious law
and economic insecurity. Because of this, women often feel failed
by modernization and find a return to traditional Islamic society
with pre-defined gender roles as offering more security. Within
such fundamentalist movements women continue to advance their
own interests through patriarchal bargains and wearing the veil.
However, until religious law and tradition better reflect modern
family structures and needs, the security and protection offered
will deteriorate.
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Why Might Women Support
Religious Fundamentalism?
ZAINAB SALBI

Introduction

The emergence of religious fundamentalist movements
in different parts of the world in the latter part of the
twentieth century is the result of a variety of historical
and socio-political processes. While there are some
common denominators behind religious appeals
throughout history, one cannot ignore the fact that religion, like other aspects of society, responds to different
political, economic, and social realities in each particular context, and is constantly shaped and reshaped
according to the reality it is addressing.
While attempting to examine some of the common
denominators among different religions and the reasons
behind women’s attraction to fundamentalist movements, this article, to avoid many generalizations, will
focus mainly on the Middle East1 and the resurgence of
Islamic revivalist movements. In the process, this article
argues that in their support of such movements, women
operate as active agents seeking to advance their own
interests through the revival of religious traditions.
The public and private spheres

The confinement of religion to the sphere of private life
in many nationalist/secularist states around the world2
can be seen as one common denominator shared by different religions in different contexts. Waylen argues that
“most of the political theory which underlies Western
liberal democracy and liberal democratic theory has as
its roots the separation of the public and the private.”3
While the public sphere is the focus of political and economic discourses, the private sphere is ignored and
viewed as being personal and thus not related to the
politics of the public. Despite the fact that women and
men are viewed as equal citizens in the public sphere,
this sphere is masculine in its view of the general aspects
of life and how it is reflected in the socio-political and
economic realities.4 Religion, in this case, can be seen as
the only movement that is addressing the private

sphere. This entails addressing issues ignored by the
public sphere, which are mostly related to women.
In the Middle East, for example, post-colonial
nationalist/secularist movements included women’s liberation as part of their slogans in their modernizing
agenda. Women soon came to realize, however, that the
new modernizing agenda not only utilized the same
patriarchal notions they were supposed to fight but that
it was only related to the public sphere, leaving the private sphere untouched. In discussing this issue,
Kandiyoti argues that “emancipatory measures directed
at women (education, employment, legal reforms) by
post-colonial states were never intended to lead to a
renegotiation of men’s existing privileges but merely to
endow women with additional capabilities and responsibilities.”5
Furthermore, the process by which the modernizing agenda dealt with the question of women’s rights
and roles was in many ways based on a Western woman’s
reality rather than the grass-roots experience of women
in the region. In other words, the discussion of women’s
role in the “public” was based on an imported notion of
women’s role, and the “private” was left to be regulated
by religious traditions. This has led to the creation of
multiple layers of challenges faced by women: those
inherited by traditions that maintained certain practices
and expectations despite the change in circumstances,
and those imposed by an alien notion of the meaning of
women’s emancipation.
Secular and Religious Law

Throughout the Middle East, secular laws were adopted
in all aspects of governing except those related to the
family code. Religious law known as the sharia was maintained only to regulate the “private” or the family code.
So despite the changes in the economic and social reality of Middle Eastern women, for instance in terms of
their mobilization to work in the labor force, tradition-
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al/religious laws continued to regulate family codes that
include marriage, divorce, inheritance, and other
aspects directly affecting women. Thus after working all
her life and contributing her income to her family,
upon divorce a woman would only get her delayed
dowry that is accorded to her by sharia law and nothing of the family’s accumulation to which she may have
contributed. Compounding the problem, religious law
is interpreted strictly from a perspective of male privilege, in a manner often more restrictive than actually
exercised in Islamic history. Women in this case find
themselves losing on both ends: they are neither enjoying the freedom brought about by modernization nor
the protection dictated by religious traditions.
Patriarchal bargains and motherhood

Thus, as we talk about the emergence of the Islamist
movements and the support women lend to them, the
“discussion must be based upon a prior acknowledgment of the imperfect nature of women’s citizenship in
the Middle East under purportedly secularist regions,”
known for their adoption of Westernized modernizing
policies.6 Finding themselves constrained between the
limitations of the “public,” which is controlled by the
modernizing agenda of the state, and that of the “private,” which is controlled by religion, women find
themselves having to enhance their position through
“patriarchal bargains.”7 Through this process, women
seek to increase their security by engaging in a bargaining process that may seem to lead them to sacrifice certain rights.
Women in the Middle East may view bargaining
with the religious movement as a more viable option than
that with the state. For the religious movement is also the
main opposition movement to the state. It carries political as well as religious promises for improvement in the
personal lives of citizens. In such a context, religion promises a change in not only the “private” but also the “public.” Thus, while “patriarchal bargains” can be carried on
with both the state and religious movements, in the case
of the Middle East, religion provides promises for a comprehensive protection or improvement.
Indeed, the very essence of the Islamist movements’ promise of a return to the “golden age” of
Islamic civilization can be viewed as one of the main
reasons behind women’s support for such movements.
Many women Islamists argue that “unlike capitalism
and much of feminist discourse, Islam recognizes the
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importance of women’s life cycles; they have been given
different roles and responsibilities at different times of
their lives and at each and every stage they are honored
and respected for that which they do.”8 In dealing with
notions of motherhood, for instance, women may see
religious views as more supportive than those of the
state, regardless of the religion in question.
In her discussion of the spread of Christianity in
South Africa, Gaitskell points out how religion was seen
to be one of the most “powerful ideological forces contributing to the ongoing centrality of the notion of
motherhood in African women’s organizations.”9
Although Gaitskell does not fail to mention that the
state (in South Africa as in other countries) has mobilized notions of motherhood as prudent in the process
of nation building, the state’s handling of this notion is
within the boundaries provided by the modernizing
agenda, where women were expected to balance their
public role as citizens with their private role as mothers.
Similarly, Islamist movements’ reiteration of the
value of motherhood in Islam sounds as an attractive
alternative to many women who are faced with the double burden brought about by the clashes of modernity
and tradition. Through historic religious sayings such as
“heaven lies underneath mothers’ feet,”10 religion offers
motherhood a safe and a stable position in Islamic society. Motherhood as a social identity in religious thinking thus provides a “positive and assertive self-identity
among women” and a “sense of self-worth from which
to challenge various forms of oppression and, in the
process, develop new strengths and capacities.”11
While there are merits to Kandiyoti’s descriptions
of the different kinds of patriarchy in her discussion of
“patriarchal bargains,” her discussion has to be viewed
from a contextual point of view. Kandiyoti’s grouping of
various parts of the Muslim world that may only share
a common religion but not a common history or political experience into models of classic patriarchy can be
problematic. One cannot talk about the rise of religious
fundamentalism in a country without studying the specific impact of colonization, modernization, and urbanization, among other issues, and their impact on the
definition of the family.
The changes in the family structure in the Middle
East were very specifically related to the economic policies introduced by the nationalist/secularist states. Such
policies emerged in response to the Western notion of
family as a privatized unit of obligations and exclusions12

and not the local formation of an extended family with
multi-layered relationships and responsibilities. Along
with changes brought about by urbanization, these policies created a situation in which women found themselves caught between dealing with the lack of protection
provided by the state in their new roles while at the same
time facing a reduction in the protection provided to
women by the traditional family structure.
A secure identity

In a time when the state is dealing with economic insecurity, increased poverty, and unemployment, women
may find a return to traditional Islamic society with
pre-defined gender roles as offering more security than
the options provided to them by modern requirements.
In that sense, the value of women’s role is no longer
determined by their “production, which is an important
determinant of their status within the home and the
public sphere, but [by] their control over what is produced.”13
Perhaps the most public manifestation of this phenomenon has been the widespread adoption of the veil,
through which women express their endorsement of a
return to traditional Islamic law. In fact, women
Islamists see the veil as providing them with a freedom
of mobility that is “liberating, and not an oppressive
force. They maintain that the veil enables them to
become the observers and not the observed.”14 The veil
becomes the symbol available to Muslim women to
counter the unattainable demands imposed by modern
and Western values through globalization. These
Western values are seen as introducing foreign images
and values of women that are often dismissive of
Muslim women’s images and role in society.
The discourse of the veil was, in many ways, started by Western feminist and colonial images of Muslim
women, from the colonial era until now, as oppressed
and immobile. Muslim women’s adaptation of that very
same discourse and transforming its meaning to represent Muslim women’s freedom and autonomy should
not be surprising.15 The adoption of negative images
and their transformation into positive ones has always
been part of the periphery’s attempt to take control of
its image from the center. As Ahmed suggests, “the veil
came to symbolize, in the resistance narrative, not the
inferiority of the culture and the need to cast aside its
customs in favor of those of the West, but, on the contrary, the dignity and validity of all native customs, and

in particular those customs coming under fiercest colonial attack—the customs relating to women—and the
need to tenaciously affirm them as a means of resistance
to Western domination.”16
This is not the first time women’s bodies, images,
and movements have been used to demonstrate political
views and ideologies. Women have historically been
seen as the carriers of their people’s honor, heritage, and
culture. Thus, political movements always attempt to
control women’s images to reflect political, national and
cultural ideologies. In Muslim countries, the usage of
the veil has been regulated by the government in reflection of its policies. The Iranian government, for example, forces women to wear the veil to reflect the religious
foundation of the state, while the Turkish government
forces women not to wear the veil to reflect the secular
foundation of the state.
Nevertheless, it would be wrong to assume that
women are passive recipients of the policies advocated
by current Islamist movements in the Middle East. As
Kandiyoti argues, “[p]olitical Islam speaks to the gap
created by the breakdown of patriarchal bargains and to
the turmoil and confusion created by rapid and often
corrosive processes of social transformation.”17 The fact
of the matter is that the vast majority of Middle Eastern
women are choosing to wear the veil despite its negative
image in the West.
Many Middle Eastern women feel that they were
failed by the modern nationalist states that promised
freedom and prosperity in modern life and did not
deliver on these promises. They found themselves
“being victimized by Orientalism on the one hand and
by neopatriarchy […] on the other.”18 Their demands
and need to create a locally developed image and political agenda is part of a cry many in the Middle East from
different economic classes are uttering.
Among all the political ideologies available (nationalist, communist, capitalist, secularist), most of which
are imported from the West, the Islamist revivalist
movements’ appeal for a return to a familiar history,
known only for its glory, is in many ways the only locally developed political agenda to emerge since the end of
the colonial era in the Middle East. In searching to
advance their interests or to improve their condition
within the family and the state, many Islamist women,
like women who support different religious movements
in various countries, are finding more promise of protection provided by tradition than provided by the
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modern state. For that religious protection to become a
reality, though, religious law and tradition will have to
be redefined and renegotiated to reflect modern family
structures and needs. Until that happens, the religious
promise for safety and security for women will remain
mythical. But, when talking about the Middle East,
myths and promises are all that is available now.
ZAINAB SALBI founded Women for Women International

to provide support to women survivors of war and conflict.
In 1995, President Clinton honored the organization for
its accomplishments in Bosnia. Salbi has written and spoken extensively on the role of women in war and post-conflict situations; her work has been featured in both television and print. She holds a BA in Sociology and Women’s
Studies from George Mason University and a Masters
Degree in Economics and Development Studies from the
London School of Economics.
NOTES
1 Discussion of the Middle East will be focused particularly on the Arab
world, from North Africa to central Asia. While each country has its
own specific experience, they all share a common history from the
period of the beginning of Islamicate civilization in the mid-600s to
the period of modern colonialism well into the late twentieth century. Most post-colonial governments in the Arab world identified
themselves as being committed to socialist values. The emergence of
post-colonial Islamist movements swept the Arab world first after the
1967 Israeli-Arab War, and the defeat of the Arab states by Israel.
Islamist movements were further heightened in the last two decades
following the populist Islamic revolution in Iran.
2 This excludes countries that identify themselves as theological states
such as Saudi Arabia and Iran or religious-ethnic states such as Israel.
3 Georgina Waylen, “Analyzing Women in the Politics of the Third
World,” in Women and Politics in the Third World, ed. Haleh Afshar
(London: Routledge, 1996), 8.
4 Ibid.
5 Deniz Kandiyoti, “Islam and Feminism: a misplaced polarity,” in
Women Against Fundamentalism 8 (1996), 11.
6 Ibid., 10.
7 Ibid.
8 Haleh Afshar, “Women and the Politics of Fundamentalism in Iran,”
Women Against Fundamentalism 5, vol. 1 (1994), 16.
9 D. Gaitskell, “Devout Domesticity? A Century of African Women’s
Christianity in South Africa,” in Women and Gender in Southern
Africa to 1945, ed. C. Walker (Cape Town: David Philip, 1990), 271.
10 This saying is attributed by Muslims to Mohammed, the prophet of
Islam. Mohammed’s sayings, known as al-hadith, along with the
Qur’an, the holy book for the Muslims, and the traditions of
Mohammed’s life, known as al-sunna, are some of the main bases for
traditional Islamic law, known as al-sharia. Some Islamic schools of
thought have a more pronounced emphasis on jurisprudence and
independent reasoning which might conceivably allow women greater
freedom in interpreting or re-interpreting Islamic law in the future as
advances in countries such as Malaysia and Iran indicate.
11 C. Walker, “Conceptualizing Motherhood in Twentieth Century
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IN THE ABSENCE OF A STRONG STATE and the perceived
irrelevance and hypocrisy of traditional churches, individuals turn
elsewhere for support and guidance. Modern religious Christian
movements like Pentecostalism offer a new panacea of opportunities to fill this void. Women in particular stand to gain through a
newfound independence from traditional patriarchy and gerontocracy, and through leadership and responsibility in a new religious
system. However, the long-term implication of movements like
Pentecostalism are still unknown. The potential threat of women’s
re-marginalization remains - Will Pentecostalism change the overall
environment or remain in a vacuum?
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Panacea or Painkiller?
The Impact of Pentecostal Christianity
on Women in Africa
C H A R LOT T E S P I N K S

Introduction

The constraints preventing African females from attaining socio-economic independence provide the context
for an increasing attraction to strong religious commitment, with women in Africa particularly drawn to
Pentecostal Christianity. Such groupings provide an
expression of identity beyond the socio-cultural constraints of traditional patriarchal African society, but
thus far have been underrepresented and underestimated in the literature.1 This article seeks to redress this
deficiency, and charts the modern rise of Pentecostal
Christian movements in Africa in order to determine
why women are attracted to these movements, and to
assess their impact on women in Africa.
Background

Terminology
There are numerous terms for modern Christian movements in Africa, including Pentecostal, charismatic,
(neo-)fundamental, and born again; several Church
groupings are known as Assemblies of God (AoGs) and
African Independent Churches (AICs). Although each
term has a different meaning, all essentially refer to the
same Christian ethos promoting the personal experience of spiritual gifts (e.g., speaking in tongues, healing,
prophecy) and Baptism in the Spirit (seen as vital to
being “born again”) over the primacy of theology and
religious doctrine (as in orthodox religions). For the
purposes of this article, the different labels are used
interchangeably. In fact, these new movements evolve
so rapidly that many specific labels are now obsolete or
far-removed in practice from their official definition.2
Rise of Pentecostal Christianity
There has been a rapid growth of charismatic religious
movements worldwide, and if indicators that 16,400
Africans become Christians every day3 are accurate,

clearly “Christianity is a significant force in the lives of
a good part of the [African] population.”4 Although the
growth of Pentecostalism has occurred since the 1970s
as a result of the influx of American evangelists,5 the late
1990s witnessed an explosion of radical Christian activity among Africans in the context of national crises.6
The absence of a strong state or civil society and the perceived irrelevance and hypocrisy of mainline Churches
have led Africans to turn elsewhere for solutions to their
problems.7 Pentecostal movements are especially attractive to women because of the contrast they offer to the
cultural marginalization they experience in Africa’s traditionally patriarchal society.8 While mainline Churches
and state structures have often failed to recognize the
concerns of African women, Pentecostal Christianity
has filled the void in “answering needs left entirely
unaddressed [elsewhere].”9
The ethos of Pentecostal Christianity
The Pentecostal emphasis on a personal conversion
experience (becoming “born again”) encourages a focus
on personal inspiration, prosperity teaching, spiritual
power and miracles, extreme commitment, and strong
methods of zealous evangelism. The strict Pentecostal
moral code (abstention from alcohol, tobacco, drugs,
sexual promiscuity, etc.) is promoted amid an emotional atmosphere of singing and dancing in which members can be re-birthed by receiving an infilling of the
Holy Spirit, often symbolized by speaking in tongues.
The Gospel of Prosperity teaches that God desires
every Christian to be wealthy, and that true faith leads
to prosperity (thus confirming the converse: that poverty is a self-inflicted sin, or a consequence of insufficient
faith). While not all Pentecostal movements adhere to or
even agree with this doctrine, it has an obvious attraction for those engulfed in poverty and those seeking to
legitimize extreme wealth. The prosperity ethos, which
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hails from North America, has been criticized for
opposing mainline Church teachings that treasures cannot be stored on earth10 and traditional African cultures
that teach against accumulating more than one’s neighbor and view wealthy individuals with suspicion.11

women, becoming “born again” offers new hope alongside personal and community strength to overcome
hardships and secure socio-economic independence.15

The origins of African Pentecostal Christianity
There is uncertainty about the origins of this movement
and the extent of American influence upon it. While
Gifford condemns African “charismania” as U.S.-originated and controlled, Marshall and Aigbe believe modern
Pentecostal movements have evolved in response (both
positive and negative) to previous African Churches.
Whichever interpretation of origins one favors, the modern African charismatic religious renewal is a dual
response to the perceived bureaucratization, religiosity,
and irrelevance of the mainline Churches on the one
hand,12 and to a state perceived as corrupt, authoritarian,
and unable to maintain societal order on the other.13

Opportunities
Although Pentecostal movements are criticized for
ignoring external social problems, women are ironically
attracted to the movements’ internal opportunities,
such as job prospects within the structure of the Church
(e.g., child-care workers, administrators)16 and the independence and hope that is encouraged within the safety
of group solidarity.
The Pentecostal message is unsurprisingly popular
among Africa’s “upwardly-mobile” young women, as
these Churches encourage them to rise above their circumstances.17 Those aspiring to succeed are given support, and the focus on achievement serves to increase
ambition and determination. These movements do not
exclusively attract educated, ambitious women, however,
as the Pentecostal focus on “personal reformation” is
equally relevant to poorly-educated women in impoverished areas. Indeed, the intensity of the Pentecostal movement provides an alternative route for breaking out of
socio-economic poverty, with charismatic phrases such as
“breaking through” and “victorious” encouraging women
to rise above their individual and national struggles.18

Role of women
Women identify easily with the charismatic movement
in two key respects. First, Pentecostal movements’ rejection of the socio-cultural status quo appeals to those
aspiring to escape from marginalization in patriarchal
societies. Second, prosperity teaching supports and
legitimizes ambitious young women seeking to break
traditional bonds (family ties and traditional forms of
wealth distribution) in order to achieve economic,
social, and political independence.
The success of the new churches is explained by two
sets of factors. The first push away from the perceived
racism and sexism of mainline Churches and the disinterest of state and society in recognizing women’s needs,
while the second pull toward Pentecostalism as identifying and meeting female needs and African spirituality.
The originators of most African Pentecostal movements
tend to be women and young men, who have fewer
stakes in the old order and are thus willing to challenge
socio-cultural structures. As Anderson and Daneel note,
women join these new churches not only because they
reject established Christianity and patriarchal structures
but also because they are attracted to the “proclamation
of a relevant message”14 providing an indigenous biblical interpretation relevant to their socio-economic aspirations. Pentecostal African women are not simply passive objects of push and pull factors, but active creators
of a culture-in-the-making. For disillusioned African
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Why are women attracted to Pentecostal
movements?

Worship and entertainment
The Pentecostal style of worship is exuberant, with an
emphasis on singing, dancing, and the use of popular
music. This participatory and exhilarating style of worship provides an alternative not only to the staid and
traditional hymns of mainline Churches, but also a free
version of nightclubs, where young women can interact
without restraint. Some Ghanaian Churches even run
their own music-label,19 and Zambian inter-Church
conferences are easily mistaken for rock-music festivals.20 Given the “dearth of other entertainment…the
element of show time increases in importance.”21
Instead of spending scarce money on nightclubs,
teenage women can dance, vent their frustration, and
meet young men at Church.
Social support
The Churches provide a network of support at a time
when extended family support has been fractured by

mobility and change. Pentecostal networks are both
global, where “saved” members identify with an international community of “born agains,” and local, where
support takes root in the wake of weakening family ties
and consequent uncertainty.22
Pentecostal movements provide a “new world” for
members, offering a secure “social space” away from the
harsh realities of poverty and social marginalization.23
Members are equal and free individuals within a mutual support system, thus enabling individuals to take
charge of their lives.24 This network of support is obviously attractive to insecure females unable to attain economic or social independence yet keen to rise above
their circumstances.
Challenging the dominance of male elders
Pentecostal emphases on personal inspiration as the true
source of power and authority rather than institutional
hierarchies provide the means for women and young
people to challenge traditional African social structures.
Female frustration with marginalization is not necessarily new, but Pentecostalism provides a platform to exercise this frustration, with the “born again” identity legitimizing the rejection of patriarchal gerontocratic
authority.25
Although African charismatic Churches are criticized for accentuating gender tensions and seeking to
“re-order society” for the benefit of women, they are
crucial in empowering women.26 While mainline
Churches and traditional African cultures preserve leadership positions for men and the elderly, in Pentecostal
Churches women and youth are encouraged to exercise
responsibility. Newer Churches prioritize leadership
training, to which gender and age is no barrier.27 As Van
Dijk notes, this provides “opportunities for [women
and youth] … to assert [themselves] vis-à-vis the positions of authority occupied by the elderly.”28 As the possession of spiritual gifts acquires socio-political status, it
is used to claim moral superiority over traditional male
elders who are not considered “real” Christians.
This legitimization of women’s rejection of traditional patriarchal society, however, has long-term negative implications for family bonds, cultural continuity,
and social stability. Indeed, the extreme commitment
required by Pentecostalism may cause women to feel a
stronger obligation to Church than to family. For
teenage women this undermines parental authority,
while for adult women it antagonizes family structures.

Making friends and match-making
Pentecostal Churches also address the personal needs of
women, especially young females, by providing a marriage service. In polygamous societies, only the elite can
afford to marry many wives, resulting in fierce competition for wives among the rest. The Church offers an
opportunity to meet partners, and young women are
encouraged to dress themselves up to this end, as the
“match-making function is openly admitted.”29
Furthermore, the Pentecostal rejection of polygamy
legitimizes those unwilling or unable to afford participating in this socio-cultural practice.
However, not all AICs are against polygamy. As
Anderson argues, the popularity of these Churches
stems from their resentment of Western missionary prejudice against African culture and family structures. As a
result, many embrace polygamy as an Old Testament
practice.30 Nevertheless, it seems likely that women are
attracted to the Pentecostal form of polygamy because it
increases their chances of meeting young men, as
opposed to the elders and the elite who traditionally
have a monopoly over women.
African Pentecostalism: Panacea or painkiller?

While the immediate attractions of Pentecostal movements for marginalized African women have been discussed in this article, there is uncertainty regarding the
long-term implications of this trend. The extent to
which African Pentecostalism is a panacea or a temporary painkiller for Africa’s long history of female marginalization is unclear, as the movements are so young.
Despite concerns that Pentecostal movements cause
cultural shifts and social disorder, there is clear evidence
that their focus on individualism and personal choice
brings social advancement for women. Additionally, the
movements’ egalitarian structures provide women with
leadership positions,31 and the vast numbers of women
involved are testimony to the strength of the benefits in
mitigating disadvantages (e.g., family separation and
resentment). In fact, the ability of charismatic religious
movements to challenge patriarchal structures and create a new system of social relationships indicates their
long-term “potential beyond other Christian movements” to contribute positively to Africa’s future.32
Experience elsewhere, however, reveals the declining importance accorded to women as movements grow
in age and prominence. For example, Quedendeaux’s
study on the 1970s origins of U.S. and U.K. neo-
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Pentecostalism emphasizes the key role played by
women and young people in the movement’s initial
stages, similar to the African experiences.33 But his
research reveals a decrease in the numbers and prominence of women and young people once movements
grow in size and local influence.34 This “re-marginalization” of women and youth has also been identified in
Latin American Pentecostalism,35 but African Churches
are not yet sufficiently established to ascertain if the
pattern will apply wholesale.
At the extreme, Gifford believes that
Pentecostalism is incapable of empowering African
females in the long-term, arguing that more immediate
structural change is necessary.36 Clearly, there is a need
for further field-level research to ascertain the longterm consequences of Pentecostal movements for
women in Africa. But for the short-term at least, they
provide a powerful platform for previously marginalized and excluded African women to develop their
identity and socio-economic role in society.
In opposition to Gifford’s pessimism, Marshall
praises the Pentecostal conceptualization of a new
world order as providing the tools necessary for women
to overcome long-term oppression. By creating
“autonomous spaces of practice which defy the oppressive logic of current power monopolies,” the
Pentecostal emphasis on individualism presents a powerful means of challenging oppression by creating new
power relations and survival mechanisms.37 The personal empowerment of spiritual rebirth cannot be
detached from the subsequent “practical power to
transform [one’s] social world.”38 If Marshall’s analysis
proves accurate, Pentecostal Christianity could be the
leading force in renewing Africa not only from the bottom up, but also with a clear agenda of gender equality. Such a renewal may prove to have far more permanent consequences than the top-down attempts currently promoted by Western economic, governmental,
and humanitarian bodies.
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OVERCOMING WOMEN’S SUBORDINATION

WOMEN’S CULTURAL SUBORDINATION is rooted in biblical
and cultural myths. The literal interpretation of biblical stories such
as that of Adam and Eve and of Hindu religious epics where male
gods are superior to female gods results in the belief of women’s
inferiority to men and women’s acceptance of their own oppression. Reinterpretation of these stories and myths through a more
symbolic reading in addition to pointing to historical inconsistencies is necessary to help change negative stereotypes of women. A
model for women’s modern empowerment can be found in the
egalitarian way of life found in pre-colonial Igbo African society.
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Overcoming Women’s Subordination
in the Igbo African Culture
and in the Catholic Church
RO S E U C H E M

Introduction

A number of scholars have pointed to the loss of traditional Igbo egalitarian political institutions that accorded women a more integral role in pre-colonial Nigeria
than exists now. This indicates that silencing women’s
voice and limiting their exercise of leadership, as
observed in many Igbo communities within and outside
Nigeria today, are not intrinsic to Igbo culture. They are
an aftermath of the introduction of medieval Western
Christian notions of women’s inferiority into Nigeria by
British colonizers, Christian missionaries, and the
Nigerian male elite favored by the change.1 Many present-generation Igbos have no memory of these empowering traditions. Consequently, they oppose change and
wrongly accuse Igbo women who resist male oppression
of not knowing their culture or of having lost it through
exposure to the Euro-American women’s movement.
Incidentally, women’s current participation in government both in civil society and in Catholic Church leadership in the predominantly Moslem north of Nigeria
far surpasses that in the more Christian southeast,
where women are often thought to be freer.
This essay explores the seeds of gender equality in
the egalitarian traditions of pre-colonial/pre-Christian
Igbo society as possible sources of women’s emancipation today. It also demonstrates how Judeo-Christian
biblical cultural myths, which reinforce current Igbo
African cultural beliefs that control women, can be reinterpreted to facilitate real equality in inter-gender
relationships.
Women’s autonomy in pre-colonial Igbo society

The Igbo people live in southeastern Nigeria.
Historically, they have been predisposed to democratic
and egalitarian social arrangements, which accorded
women a degree of autonomy. “Women’s participation

in the governance of their community was ensured
through the ‘dual-sex political system’ … Each sex generally managed its own affairs and had its own kinship
institutions, age grades, and secret and title societies.”3
The dual-sex political system “allowed women and men
to carry out their responsibilities without infringing on
the others’ territory. As elsewhere, men rule and dominate.”4 Seeing this patriarchal framework, “many
observers misinterpreted the position of women in these
societies and produced a distorted picture.”5
Patrick K. Uchendu contrasts the pre-colonial status of women in Igboland with that of European and
American women, who at that time were treated as perpetual minors and “legal non-beings.” “Igbo women,”
he maintains, “had distinct lives of their own.” Uchendu
notes how women were barred from certain professions
in Europe and the U.S. on account of their gender,
whereas women had no corresponding socio-economic
restrictions in Igboland.
In a commissioned study following the Women’s
War of 1929, anthropologist Margaret M. Green6 studied the power of women as custodians of morality in an
Igbo village. Her findings showed the “Otu Alutaradi,”
the Association of Wives married to men of the same
village, provided women with collective bargaining
power to safeguard against excesses of male dominance
and to deal with men who jeopardized women’s interests
or behaved abusively toward their wives. Daughters of
the lineage who were married and living elsewhere, the
“Umuada,” had a big say in their families of origin.
Their decisions, affecting both men and women in the
village, were “always final.”7 Women as daughters, sisters and aunts (Umuada) in their natal families had
more power than they did as wives (Alutaradi) in their
marital families. On the whole, the women’s associations protected not only women’s interests but also those
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of the entire community, and ensured peace.8 A system
of checks and balances maintained a subtle balance of
gender power before colonial policies upset the system,
tilting it in favor of men and in the direction of the
Western Christian cultural inferiorization of women.9
Women’s traditions of empowerment

Nkiru Nzegwu provides the key to understanding Igbo
women’s empowering traditions, including the ability
to impose sanctions ranging from “sitting on men who
devalued women”10 to mass boycotts of funerals and
other kinds of “activity in which inter-gender relationship was implicated … until their demands were
met.”11 According to Nzegwu:
Women’s independence was fostered by cultural
traditions that placed a premium on female assertiveness and collectivity, and did not define power as socially deviant. If men usually capitulated and were or
seemed “helpless” before the collective strength of
women, it is not because they were being passive or
timid. It was more that they were accustomed to
women being in positions of power and influence.13
Protesting the British marginalization of women

The system of government, commerce and education
introduced by the British marginalized women and
favored men. This is better understood in light of
Agbasiere’s observation that in Nigeria “on an economic level, the woman, not the man [was] the main
provider.”14 When colonial and missionary policies, following European customs, turned things around by
treating men as “the main providers” and women as
housewives and dependents, they took away women’s
power and along with it men’s respect for women. This
marginalization was the main reason for the women’s
protest in 1929, although the issue of taxing the
women without consulting them was the “last straw”
that precipitated the crisis. The resistance took the colonial administration completely off guard. The women
vehemently protested their marginalization through a
series of demonstrations variously known as “the
Women’s Riots of 1929”15 or “the Aba Riots,” but more
correctly as “Ogu Umunwanyi, the Women’s War.”15
The strategy employed by the women was one of
their political conflict-resolution schemes included in
the concept of “sitting on a man,”16 geared simply to
bringing the other party to negotiation. The colonial
officials panicked at their sheer numbers and called in
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armed police and troops, who fired at the women.
“Officially, 50 of the women were killed and another 50
wounded.”17 Their casualties notwithstanding, the
women continued their protest and demand to be represented in government.
Nzegwu concludes that:
the significance of the women’s war was not just
a matter of courage on the part of the Igbo and
Ibibio women who protested their marginalization. It is ultimate proof that women’s independence in pre-colonial Nigeria was an established fact; and that these traditions could still
be called upon to empower women today.18
Similarly, Van Allen points out that:
Conventional Western influence has been seen
as “emancipating” African women … What has
not been seen by Westerners is that for some
African women—and the Igbo women are a
striking example—actual or potential autonomy, economic independence and political
power did not grow out of Western influences
but existed already in traditional “tribal” life.19
Philomena Okeke,20 Toboulayefa Agara-HouessouAdin,21 and others have lamented the lasting damage
done to Igbo women’s status through the structural
gender inequalities introduced by the British system of
education, government, commerce, and wage employment. Thus, despite their relative gain from formal education and Western Christian civilization, Igbo women
are comparatively in a worse place than were their foremothers who marched in the Women’s War of 1929.
Western Christianity’s role in reinforcing
women’s inferiorization

The educational system introduced by the British did
not prepare women for the labor market. It focused
solely on domestic roles in marriage, as defined by
Western norms for housewives—a notion entirely foreign to Igboland, where women had operated equally in
the public and private spheres.23
Western Christianity’s role in disempowering Igbo
women was fourfold: the educational system and labor
market entrenched gender stratification; a pre-ecumeni-

cal spirit forbidding Christians from associating with
traditional worshippers and Christians of other denominations divided the women and weakened their solidarity; and Western cultural provisions of marriage and
myths of female evil projected on to Eve and all women
activated and reinforced gender bias in Igbo culture.24
The challenge of women’s cultural subordination

Despite the relatively positive status of women in Igbo
society past and present, they face cultural subordination. By “cultural subordination” I am referring to
males being accorded priority over females in cultural
and religious aspects of everyday life. This differs from
“marginalization,” which is an offshoot of subordination and is experienced as being left out, rejected and
discriminated against in the political, economic and
social spheres of life.
Cultural subordination manifests itself in malechild preference; rigid gender-specific roles; certain
marriage and burial customs, including harmful widowhood practices; and exclusion from certain privileges,
inheritance entitlements, and rituals like the Kolanut
blessing. The Kolanut is a seed usually presented to visitors as a sign of welcome and unity. It is solemnly
blessed, broken, shared and eaten as an act of prayer and
communion. As in the Catholic Eucharist, women are
excluded from officiating at the blessing and breaking
of the Kolanut, especially in mixed-gender gatherings.
Beneath the reasons given for excluding women
from presiding over the Eucharistic and Kolanut blessings are negatively-operating cultural and biblical myths
about women that must be explored in order to challenge women’s secondary status.
Reinterpreting biblical and cultural myths

Myths are stories that shape a people’s consciousness
and worldview and forge their collective sense of identity. The gender biases of a culture are reflected in its
myths of origin. According to Abanuka,25 the (Igbo)
Nri Myth of origin explains the designation of yam as
men’s crop and cocoyam as women’s crop.
The creation myths in Genesis also display a gender bias. The most detrimental misogynist myth derives
from a literal reading of Genesis chapter 2—that
women were created as an afterthought and occupy a
secondary position in the order of creation. Other
myths proceed from this, suggesting women’s subordination is willed by God. Unless these myths are decon-

structed and re-constructed, they will continue to
manipulate women into accepting their devaluation and
resisting efforts to change their situation.
One way to address this problem is by reviewing the
biblical creation myths in relation to other cultural
myths26 and the scientific evolutionary myth27 of origins.
To get beyond the impasse created by a literal reading of
the Adam and Eve story, I propose an African cultural
symbolic hermeneutics.28 This evokes the African concept
of story and symbols as found in many animal stories like
those of Mbe, the tortoise, familiar to many Africans.
No one takes these stories literally; everyone gets
the moral lessons in them. The stories in Genesis could
similarly be read with a symbolic and non-literal mindset; especially that of Adam and Eve, which is chiefly
invoked to legitimize women’s subordination.
While Genesis Chapter 2 denotes monogenesis and
sees the human race as originating from a first couple,
Adam and Eve, chapter 1: 1-24 does not specify the
number of human beings involved but insists they were
of both sexes, meaning they were more than one. Is
polygenesis admissible? What is the significance of this
for fresh biblical interpretation?
Finally, contemporary biblical interpretation must
take into account scientific information about origins
and the spherical nature of the earth (reversing the hierarchical model of relations in the universe still operating
in many people’s idea of woman’s place as lower than
man’s) and the consequent change in human consciousness about the social order. This should pave the way for
a critical approach to inculturation.
Toward liberative inculturation

Inculturation must be accompanied by a consciousness
of gender and social justice. Male theologians often do
not address issues of subordination that impinge on
women. They preach and write gloriously about women,
yet when it comes to making real changes to implement
women’s equality with men, some of them are evasive
while others resort to an ethic of “dignity and role” of
women, which I think betrays a functional approach to
women and downplays women’s humanity.
In light of the tendency to tolerate and rationalize
women’s oppression by invoking proof-texts from the
Bible, and because sacred scriptures are tinged with cultural elements29 that are largely male-centered and patriarchal, it is important to establish criteria for deciding
which biblical claim corresponds to the Good News of
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Christ. The Good News, in my view, is that which is liberating and life-giving for both women and men. In this
sense of inculturation, all customs, traditions and cultures, sacred or secular, biblical or otherwise, are to be
sifted in the light of Christ’s Good News, which liberates men and women from “all oppressive situations.”30
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THE PRACTICE OF DOWRY FROM THE CONTEXT OF HINDUISM

AWARENESS OF WOMEN’S STATUS IN INDIA is a key element for change and abolition of dowry abuse. Hindu religious
notions have ingrained a sense of powerlessness in the psyche of
many Indian women. Women are discouraged from making complaints of dowry harassment and abuse in the name of defending
“family honor”. But, families should be encouraged to defend the
rights of its women. This needs to extend outward so greater solidarity among women can be built since women are often the ones
inflicting and perpetuating the abuse of young brides. All such
behavior would help to alter the core attitudes that victimized
women develop of themselves. In these ways, women can empower their existence within the context not only of policymaking, but
also within a world that will promote equality, respect, and dignity
for all living beings.
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The Practice of Dowry from the
Context of Hinduism
S U M O N A VO H R A

Religious Tradition

Hinduism is a complex religion that plays a crucial role
in many Indian women’s lives. The practice of dowrygiving derives from intricate religious traditions as well
as from the broader historical, social, and cultural contexts of India. The origins and evolution of dowry reach
back to Hindu marriage traditions. Many of those customs focused on the characteristics of inheritance and
property where there was a prominent relationship
between property, women’s inheritance rights, and marriage. Women’s economic inferiority was correlated
with their sexual subordination to men. Within this
patriarchal system, property was a symbol that divided
power between men and women. The elements of husband and ancestor worship, and respect for legitimate
motherhood, were also factors in the patriarchal
arrangement of marriage.
According to the ideology of stridharama advocated by the literature of Brahma, money or material
goods given to the girl by her parents were a stridhan,
meaning “woman’s treasure.” This gift was a sole and
secure property for the bride in time of need. Also,
dharmya represents the need for the bride’s father to
arrange the marriage and offer the gift of daughter
according to the scriptures of Manu. This form of ‘religious non-reciprocal gift-giving’ is one of the foundations of the patriarchal dowry system in India.
Hindu doctrine is explicit about the social position
of women. Portrayals of women in the Vedic age
likened women to Devis (goddesses), with “priests creating an idealized portrait of submissive, housebound
women” (though at the same time “evoking the image
of mothers as powerful, protective and supportive”).1
Important deities include Lord Rama and His wife Sita
Devi, and Lord Shiva and His wife Parvati Devi. Lord
Rama is known for His convictions of truth, justice,
and most of all, dharma (duty). He conveys these vital
ideologies in the important Hindu religious epic The

Ramayana. Lord Rama’s wife, Goddess Sita, sees Him as
a God; she is a devotee of His every Being. Goddess Sita
represents the ideal Indian wife, the one with impeccable purity. This purity is Her obedience of Her
Husband’s belief. This obedience, in turn, reflects Her
faithful devotion toward Him. This doctrine is the reason many Hindu men expect some form of obedience or
respect from their “devoted” wives.
Lord Shiva plays the ‘lead’ role of the Destroyer of
Evil. Goddess Parvati was separated from His body,
incarnating other Goddesses such as Kali Ma (Goddess
of Destruction) and Durga Ma (Goddess of Strength).
Although many Hindus devote their prayers to Durga
Ma as the Giver of Strength and Power, Lord Shiva overshadows Her potential. People of the Hindu faith regard
Him as the Ultimate Destroyer of Evil. In essence,
regardless of the power a woman may possess, her man
outshines her. The man leads and the woman follows.
An examination of the relationship between religious texts and the origins of women’s social and economic inequality could suggest ways to reinterpret religious doctrine in order to help advance women’s status
in India today.
Laws

During the period of British colonial rule in India,
many British writers condemned Indian religion, culture, and societal pressures regarding women. For example, James Mill, the author of History of British India,
“learned about Hindu society through readings of the
Code of Manu, some religious works, and accounts
written by travelers and missionaries. He concluded that
‘nothing can exceed the habitual contempt which the
Hindus entertain for their women…They are held,
accordingly, in extreme degradation.’”2
Ironically, the British did not view their oppression
of India as analogous to the Indian suppression of
women. Instead, they interpreted India’s ancient texts
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within the context of the societal changes that were taking place in the country as a result of the British colonial presence. The colonial period marked an era of
transformation in Indian socio-religious institutions
through the observation and criticism of the traditional functioning of Indian society. Hence, before British
rule, kanyadan, known as proper ‘bride-price,’ was an
enforced traditional ritual, whereas during and after
British rule, dowry had become a separate entity from
the marriage custom of kanyadan.
There is, however, no denying that Indian women
benefited from the gradual improvement of enforced
laws through the Hindu Marriage Act of 1955 and the
Dowry Prohibition Act of 1961. These “acts” were the
first steps toward the emancipation of women. The
Hindu Marriage Act removed all “legal disabilities” of
women in marital relations. A woman was entitled to
fair treatment, without the abuse of her husband
through cruelty, rape, emotional and sexual assault, or
desertion. Moreover, she had additional legal rights to
divorce. The legislation recognized the existing Hindu
marriage ceremonies, but “in order to facilitate decision
in case of litigation, registration was recommended.”4
There has always been difficulty in implementing
these laws, however, because of the social and traditional obligations of giving expensive ornaments, jewelry, and clothes to a bride. This points to a major problem in Indian society, the obsession with reputation
and family honor. The commodities earned through
“marriage bargains” enhance the status of the groom’s
family. Ironically, the transaction also displays a reputable “giving” nature from the bride’s side. Many families would do almost anything, even murder young
women, to uphold their prestigious status. It seems that
no law can stop this. The fact that laws and proposals
alone cannot change the mentality of a particular society is critical to understand.
Education and awareness

Social traditions such as dowry-giving place Indian
women in a fragile and often dangerous environment.
In the Hindu religious epics, women manage to hold
their own place in a male-dominated society. In traditional and modern India, however, women have to
overcome stereotypes, legal barriers, and social acceptance to assume an active and vital role in Indian culture. Religious notions have ingrained a sense of powerlessness in the psyche of women. Awareness-raising is
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a key initial step in breaking down traditional barriers
and changing attitudes .
It has been held that dowry is a means to compensate for the “weakness” symbolized by a girl. This justification counters the notion of a dishonorable gain on
the part of a son through the demanding of dowry. The
blame goes to the girl’s “inferiority,” enhancing male
chauvinism and leaving women in a subservient position. Arranged marriages thus place the boy’s family in
an advantageous position to make demands.
The solution to such an unfair distribution of
power is in the hands of the youth themselves. They
have an obligation to lead a crusade against the dowry
system and to bring about a healthy change within
Indian society. Ingrained religious orthodoxy does not
make the situation simple. Furthermore, “The antidowry act is rarely enforced. It also needs to be strengthened. A penalty of Rs2,000 and six months imprisonment is hardly adequate punishment for those who
inflict physical and mental torture on helpless young
women”.5 The punishment does not fit the crime and
reflects the anti-dowry battle from a decade ago. Even at
present, the laws do not prevent abuse and violence
against innocent young women.
Many women do not have the courage to come forward with complaints of dowry harassment and abuse
due to fear of putting their “family honor” to shame.
Radha Kumar believes that “no one (including the
police) had ever bothered to investigate [these complaints] or even categorize them. And mostly they had
been passed off as private affairs that took place within
the family and were of no concern to the state.”7 Indeed,
the accusers of dowry abuse can easily bribe corrupted
police officers to get away with the violence they inflict
on brides.
The solutions to the problems of dowry abuse lie
not only in laws, but also in the core attitudes of the victimized women themselves. Women do not value their
own lives, and thus endure massive physical, mental and
emotional abuse from their husbands and in-laws. An
unfortunate irony is that many of the cruelties are
inflicted on these innocent women by women themselves. One would expect that mothers-in-law would
compassionately understand new brides’ fears and anxieties. Paradoxically, their blind obsession with money
takes away this sense of support. Mallika Sarabhai, a
well-known dancer and women’s rights activist, points
to the significance of women supporting each other:

Women are suppressed, tortured and killed for
many different reasons in India. . . If every
Indianwoman promises to herself that she will
not torture another woman, that she will protect each woman, that she will respect womanhood, India will change tomorrow.8
Education plays a crucial role in building this supportive attitude between women. Despite the increase in
literacy rates for women, most women are not educated
in the real sense of the term. According to Dr. Vinay
Bharadwaj, a professor at the University of Delhi, “the
Indian education system, which should help change the
thinking of the society, is not doing that.”9 The Indian
education system produces engineers, doctors, and professionals, but it is not liberating the mind. There is no
social or moral orientation within education.
On the other hand, Kailash Rekhi,10 a social worker who helps dowry victims receive legal and financial
assistance through non-government and government
agencies, optimistically believes the situation is getting
better, due to the fact that many Indian girls are becoming aware of their rights and their rightful place in society. They are rejecting marriage proposals where dowry
is demanded. They believe they are not worth less than
any boy because their parents have given them a good
education and they are financially independent. If a
young man wants to marry one of them, he has to
accept her on her own merit and not for money.
In addition, young people are taking responsibility
for their own lives which provides optimism for the
movement against the consumerist treatment of
women. They are “raising their voices and asking their
parents why they are being used as commodities with a
price tag?”11 Indeed, many Indian girls are rejecting
men who see them as property, rather than as living,
breathing, and feeling human beings. Traditional values
are difficult to mold in one day. Nevertheless, there has
been a gradual yet prominent improvement in the handling of pertinent issues of dowry.
Awareness-building and education will increase
confidence and self-reliance in the psyches of women,
who will then incorporate the basic transformations
necessary to fight effectively against the injustices of
female infanticide and dowry abuse. Ultimately, the
movement to combat dowry revolves around the core
notion that men and women are equals and should have

equal access to education, employment, and property.
One should, indeed, “seek the possibility to bring about
equality between the sexes and wipe out the vile institution of dowry.”12
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IN THE FIELD

This section highlights a perspective from one of Women for Women International’s field
offices. This month our Afghanistan Office is featured and illustrates how religion is viewed
and practiced in the life of the Afghan woman.

THE ROLE OF RELIGION IN THE LIVES OF WOMEN
IN THE NEW AFGHANISTAN by Lina Abirafeh

T

he Islamic State of Afghanistan is clearly a
Muslim country. On the surface the country is
united by religion, yet it is ethnically and linguistically diverse. Tajiks, Hazaras, Uzbeks, Pashtuns,
and others all co-exist within the Islamic State, speaking
a variety of languages, of which Pashto and Dari are the
most prominent. Beneath the umbrella of Islam, Afghans
are governed by tribal and kinship-based groups that follow an Islam merged with their own traditional customs.
The majority of the population is Sunni Muslim.
Roughly 10% are Shi’a. The fractional percentage of
Afghan Sikhs and Buddhists were driven out by the
Taliban, and are only just beginning to return. The
country itself is revitalizing its indigenous Islam, not
the alien interpretation of the Taliban.
Afghanistan gained world attention because of religion – its interpretations, disagreements, conflicts. The
Taliban’s unique brand of Islam was not compatible
with the cultures, traditions, and religious beliefs of the
Afghan people. The Taliban’s religious ideology was as
much social as political. So-called fundamentalism –
whether Christian, Muslim, or any other - is a reaction
to accelerated change. This manifests itself through
women first as they come to represent the symbol of the
most drastic changes. During processes of revolution
and cultural change, women become the marker of
political goals and national identity. In Muslim countries, on a superficial level, the unveiled woman represents modernity, progress, and development, while the
covered woman is a symbol for tradition and cultural
preservation. In such a way, woman’s rights and status
are politically charged and representative of the nation
as a whole. Such was the case in Afghanistan, where religious leaders bound women in accordance with their
ideologies to represent their agenda of the day. However,
the Afghan population did not support their claims.
It is now for Afghan women to determine what
brand of Islam they choose to apply. Beyond the surface, what are women’s sentiments about their religion
and its mutations? After being led on a socio-religious
roller-coaster, have Afghan women found a balance in
their religious lives?
In dialogues with Afghan women, they all say that
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they are Muslim and were raised Muslim. They all practice, but in varying degrees. They all agree that Islam is
a complete religion, and they are content within its
parameters. They accept Islam fully. And only after
lengthy discussions did other issues begin to emerge.
From the earliest days as children, some women
explained that they were never taught why they should
be Muslim. They were told to do so, and they have
never been given the opportunity to question it. One
woman explained: “When a baby is born, the family
says ‘you are Muslim, you are Muslim’ but the child is
never taught why… so they have a hard time differentiating between the culture and religion”.
Women feel that their role in Islam is the same as a
man’s role. It is their duty to be good Muslims. “Everyone
has a limited right. There is no difference between Allah’s
creatures,” one woman explained. But they blame invading cultures and customs for tainting the religion and
imposing strict edicts on women. These women often
find ways to defend their rights in an Islamic context.
They want to search for answers in the Koran, or through
another practicing Muslim. And they want to know more
about Islam and the rights that it affords them.
The women believe that they must perform the
religious duties to the best of their abilities. But do they
practice Islam fully? “We accept five important rules
and foundations of Islam, but we can’t perform it 100%
because no one can do a task without any mistake,” one
woman explained. Still, they seek to be better Muslims.
“We can’t perform our prayers regularly, because we are
not educated,” one woman said. “We don’t perform
some rules, but we can’t bring changes to the Holy
Koran”. Most of the women said that they do their best
and feel that they are not blamed for practicing Islam
incompletely. “Islam doesn’t force anybody,” they said.
“But we hope to perform all regulations of Islam”.
Afghan women feel strongly that Islam, more than
any other religion, guarantees equal rights to men and
women. The women are well aware of the existence of
women’s rights in Islam. “Women have the right to
work, to study. Women have lots of rights,” they said.
“Women have rights in Islam. They can work outside of
the house,” one woman added. But they could not elab-

orate much further. There was a need to learn about
their rights. The women explained that education was
the primary obstacle to their understanding of women’s
rights in Islam. They rely on others to understand where
their place is within the religion. But they want very
much to know and understand for themselves. “There
are lots of rules for women in Islam, but people weren’t
educated enough and didn’t have much information
about their religion. So people preached some wrong
words about Islam.” The women agreed that they wanted to seek knowledge in order to defend their rights.
“Islam provides and respects any opportunities for
women, but unfortunately a non-respectable culture has
been mixed with Islam,” one woman said. The women
know that the Koran safeguards their rights. They know
that many of the interpretations and edicts are incorrect.
Yet they do not have access to the evidence that they can
use to defend themselves. Many of the women are illiterate, and are therefore not able to read the Koran for themselves. They are thus compelled to rely on the words of
others. Many Mullahs are to blame, they say. “They want
to change Islam and mix it with culture and custom”.
When asked how the men in their lives feel about
the role of women in Islam, the responses became more
animated. “He will teach us his religion. We can’t say anything because he is our husband and we respect him”.
The women disagreed regarding their views about
covering and the veil. “The practice of hijab only means
to have a clean heart,” one woman explained. “If she has
that, she can do anything”. Another woman said: “If we
don’t wear the veil, it doesn’t matter, because are hearts
are pure and clean”. Others disagreed. It is for women
to be modest and cover their hair and appendages. Most
of the women felt that each woman could do as she
pleased in this regard. But what about their daughters?
The women want to teach their daughters to be good,
modest, and respectful.
Most of the women felt that Islam was complete.
“We can’t change it,” they said. “It is all complete, why
should we change it?” others responded. Another said:
“There are different ideas about it. One is that women
shouldn’t work and go outside. One is that a father
must let his daughter go to school when she becomes 8
years old”. “Islam says we have rights, but men don’t
accept. Everything that they want for themselves, they
do it”. Only one woman specified. “I would change the
idea that a man can marry four wives,” she said. And it
was the only thing she wanted to change.
Women are making distinctions between Islam as
their religion, and Afghan culture and customs. And
they are beginning to teach their children about Islam
in this way. The women say they would allow their
children to practice whatever level of the religion they

find comfort in. And, they would be allowed to marry
a non-Muslim. Many of the women said they would
also have married a non-Muslim, had they felt love for
that person. Others said that they would prefer that the
person convert to Islam and accept their religion. “It is
for mothers to conduct their children, to accept a good
and right way. These are the women who fought for the
success of the true Islam”.
In the end, the women said, religion does not matter. It is a private relationship with God. “If someone
dies,” they said, “we are very sorry about it. It does not
matter whether she is American, Russian, or from any
other country or any other religion”.
When asked about the Taliban, Afghan women
responded fervently that the Taliban were not Muslim.
“They tried to act like Muslims and they tried to alter
Islam and disrespect the culture of Afghanistan,” one
woman said. “During the Taliban regime, it was just the
name of Islam, but not real Islam. They were like wild
animals”. “All of their ideas were wrong. They said that
women should wear a bourka. They said we must cover.
All things were wrong.” “Taliban regime was a dark
regime,” one woman said. “They forced people to do
things that they wanted”. “Taliban were against Islamic
regulations. They hit people… it wasn’t important to
them. The hitting of women isn’t allowed in Islam, but
they hit women”.
Some women explain that they were under so much
pressure, that they were powerless to fight. “I was as
other Afghan women… opposed to Taliban rule,” one
said. If a similar ideology were to return, the women
said, they would fight them as they fought the Taliban,
and stronger. “We pray and get help from Allah that the
dark regime of the Taliban didn’t come into being again
because Islam doesn’t say to wear a boukra”. “Now we
are a little bit free,” one woman explained. “I will not be
a servant of human beings,” an Afghan woman said. “I
am only a servant of God”.
LINA ABIRAFEH is the former Country Director for Women
for Women International - Afghanistan. Lina has worked
with women’s issues in a variety of organizations, from
Catholic Relief Services in Morocco to Grameen Bank in
Bangladesh to the World Bank and the International
Human Rights Law Group in Washington DC. Her previous position was Communications Associate at the World
Bank for the Development Gateway portal working on
ICT and development issues. Lina spent four years with the
Bank and still maintains strong links with the institution.
Lina received her MA in International Relations and
Development from Johns Hopkins School of Advanced
International Studies (SAIS).

CRITICAL HALF

37

ABOUT
WOMEN FOR WOMEN INTERNATIONAL
Changing the World . . .
Women for Women International provides women survivors of war, civil strife, and
other conflicts with tools and resources to move from crisis and poverty into stability
and self-sufficiency, thereby promoting viable civil societies.

Changing the World . . .
Women for Women International is dedicated to creating a world that ensures equality
and justice for all. Our definition of justice includes civil, political, economic, social
and cultural rights with gender equality at its core.

. . . One Woman at a Time
Women for Women International believes each individual has the responsibility to
assume an active role in creating and maintaining such a world. Women, in particular,
as a community and as individuals, need to be at the forefront of ensuring and maintaining women’s full equality and women’s equal access to resources and opportunities.
Our rights-based development approach empowers women to take control, rebuild
their lives and generate economic sustainability in their communities through a fourphase strategy that incorporates direct aid, rights education and leadership training,
skills training, and income-generating support. These programs help a woman define
her life, discover the power of her own voice, and rebuild her community.

We Envision a World Where . . .
No woman is abused, poor, illiterate, or marginalized.
Women have full and equal participation in processes that ensure their health,
well-being, and economic independence.
Women have the freedom to define their lives and future and to reach their full
potential.

1850 M Street, N.W. , Suite 1090, Washington, D.C. , 20036
tel. (202) 737-7705 fax. (202) 737-7709
e-mail. general@womenforwomen.org

