Zainab al-Ghazali: Pioneer of Islamist Feminism
By Pauline Lewis

Abbreviations and Transliterated Arabic Terms

EFU: Egyptian Feminist Union

MLA: Muslim Ladies Association

al-da’'wah: Call or Mission. Used to describe Islamist activism

Da’iya(s) Da’iyat(pl): Female participant ial-da’'wah

al-lkhwan: Brotherhood or Brothers. Used to refer to the Mudlirotherhood

Kafir (s) Kafirun (pl): Apostate. Used to criticize Nasser and other Musktcused of
renouncing Islam

Mujahid(m) Mujahida(f) Mujahideen(pl): Fighter, one who strives. Often used in the religio
sense, referring to one who fights in the path ol G

Umma: Nation. Used generally to refer to the entire Istaocommunity.

Introduction—Why Zainab al-Ghazali

The year is 1966. A middle-aged woman sits in ayplEgn military prison, awaiting the
torture sessions that have become part of her dailyine. She recites verses from the Qur’an,
sentences of classical Arabic which have been tegaemdlessly, but which never lose meaning.
Bismillah al-Rahman al RaheehBhe is among the top leaders of the Muslim Brdibed, a
social organization which seeks to Islamize Egypsiaciety and government. She is imprisoned
on charges of sedition and conspiring to assasski@sident Gamal ‘Abd al-Nasser. She denies
these charges, and while other members of the 8motlod are weakened into submission
through torture, every crack of the whip only sert@ strengthen her resolve.

The year is 1981. A woman in her mid-sixties sit@ gublishing desk foal-Da’'wah
magazine, a publication of the Muslim Brotherho8te is the editor of a women’s column for
the magazine, and writes articles on the domestiara of females and on the importance of
motherhood and wifedom for Muslim women. When shenot writing, she lectures on the
Islamic call,al-da’wah, the social movement whose participants seek Islam way of life, not
merely a religionBismillah al-Rahman al Raheer8he speaks publicly on the important role
which mothers and wives have in forwarding the nsta nation. Return to the home, she
encourages her female audience, and do not woskdeuthe home unless there is dire need.

These are two stories, but they speak of only onenan. She is Zainab al-Ghazali,
leader of The Muslim Brotherhood and one of the tncositroversial female Muslim figures of
the 2" century. Born in 1917 into the household of a laetigious leadershe was inculcated
with the importance of religion in everyday liferofn an early age her father encouraged her to
be a strong woman, and a leader who embraced tanthe indigenous traditions of Egyl-
Ghazali emerged into Egyptian society at a timgreat upheaval for women and the nation as a
whole. The Wafd revolution of 1919 had granted Eggpminal independence from Great
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Britain, but the nationalist movement continuedfigght for true sovereignty throughout al-
Ghazali’s formative years. The nationalist movemeas largely dependent on the mobilization
of Egyptian women, whose patrticipation marked amdac shift in social norms regarding
women and their role in public life. The late nigetth century had witnessed an awakening of a
feminist conscious among men and women within the elasses of Egypt. This phenomenon
was largely a nationalist reaction against coloarguments that often used the “oppression” and
“subjugation” of Muslim women as a cause for Bhtsontrol of Egypt. However, this colonial
mission to “emancipate” the women of Egypt was n#teol of political propaganda than it was
a feminist crusade. Lord Cromer—the British counstlEgypt during the early twentieth
century—must have been concerned for the poligoadncipation of only Egyptian women, as
he was a well-known staunch opponent of the women®rage movement back in Great
Britain.? Disproving the widespread belief that Egyptian veomvere helpless and desperate for
the guidance of British tutelage, female activisesgan to mobilize behind the nationalist
movement. Continuing the previous movements for em® political and educational rights—
led by such activists as Nabawiyya Musa and MalifkiHNasif*—the nationalist movement
proved to be another medium in which Egyptian woroeuld assert their social agency. The
mass participation of women within the nationalisbvement changed the traditional gender
landscape, as women moved from the margins toahg bf society. It was no longer a question
of whether or not women should be freed from theitional patriarchy that governed Egyptian
society—not unlike the British society of Lord Crem-but rather what path should such an
emancipation follow.

This awakening,nahdah resulted in the establishment of two schools ldught
regarding the advancement of women: those who s$dugdsternization” of society, and those
who sought “Islamization”” Each feminist camp viewed the other as the enehithough
cautious of attacking Islam, “westernized” femisistrgued that incorrectly-interpreted Islamic
traditions were the root of the women’s oppressaiting the seclusion of womeharem to be
a religious institution. On the other hand, thansists viewed the subjugation of women to be a
product of the lack of religion in society. Theynt@sted the lack of women’s education with
the Qur’anic stipulated rights of education for wenim These “westernized” and “Islamist”
feminist movements were not the cleanly formed fyinthat their titles suggest. The
“westernized” feminists, led by Huda Sha'wari ame tEgyptian Feminist Union, considered
themselves to be indigenous Muslim reformers wheewet “betraying” their culture to British
imperialism. Likewise, “Islamist” feminists, reperged by Zainab al-Ghazali, were not devoid
of influence from European encounters. It is likdhat most Egyptians subscribed partially to
aspects of both camps. While the “westernized” ‘dskdmist” feminists can not be so easily
separated, historical hindsight has proven thatwesternized” feminism of Sha’'wari achieved
a monopoly over the Egyptian women’s movement dutine first half of the twentieth century.
However, it now appears that the feminism of al-faiahas gained popularity amongst the

3 Leila Ahmed,In Women and Gender in IslafNew Haven: Yale University Press, 1992).

* For more information see Beth Bardiie Women’s Awakening in Egyptew Haven: Yale University Press,
1994).

® This paper will assert that both schools of thduggipoused a type of feminism, as they both wedédted to the
improvement the status of women and her empowermesticiety. See section on

Definition of Terms.



contemporary women of Egypt. This is a phenomeihaih demands a re-inspection of the life
and work of one of the first Islamist feminiéts.

Entering the fertile scene of the Egyptian natimt@omen’s movement, Zainab al-
Ghazali gained an early exposure to women’s aativased participation in public space. Joining
the Egyptian Feminist Union when she was no moam thighteen, she was exposed to the
ideology of Egyptian women who favored emulatiorthef west and a secularization of women’s
roles in society. However, al-Ghazali quickly beearfnustrated with the EFU’s methods,
believing that its members rejected Islam as aetiddefining the role of women in sociéty.
She quit the organization, and went on to estalilghlamiat Al-Sayyidat-al-Muslimeeioy,
Muslim Ladies Association in 1936. Correcting whktGhazali had seen to be the fatal flaw of
the EFU, she and the MLA encouraged women to sel@kan as a means to personal agency
and as a source of advancement. While al-Ghazzlted upon the independence of the MLA
from the Muslim Brotherhood, she was closely &iféid with the larger Islamist organization
and was among the top leaders within the Egymtaiwah movement.

While specifically concerned with the role of womensociety, al-Ghazali dedicated
herself to theda’'wah movement as a whole. She criticized “westerniZediinists for devoting
themselves only to “women’s issues,” arguing thett only was it impossible to separate the
issues of women from those of society at large, that in fact such specifications only
weakened the community and ignored comprehensineenis of society. As ada’iya’, al-
Ghazali was passionate about spreading Islam teealiors of society, as well as devoted to
teaching the benefits that she believed Islam wbulilg to Egypt. While she had been married
at a young age, she quickly divorced her husbarmhwshe remembered as trying to impede her
da’wah activities'® With no children from her first marriage, she vede to fully devote herself
to the work of the MLA and the Muslim Brotherhoodtill she married again. Her steadfast
dedication toal-da’'wah was again demonstrated by her insistence thatctiméract for her
second marriage stipulate that her new husbanddcoat prohibit or prevent al-Ghazali's
activism. Such actions prove not only her committmenthe Islamist movement, but also
demonstrate her beliefs in the personal agencyivgsyand women. With a tamed husband and
no children, al-Ghazali was able to fully dedichézself to the life of public leadership at which
she excelled.

After the military coup of 1952, the newly empowersecular-nationalists—led by
Gamal ‘Abd al-Nasser—targeted the Muslim Brotherhaad its Islamist ideology as a threat to
their newly secured power. Accused of sedition,dneds of Muslim Brothers were imprisoned
or assassinated, crippling the leadership appatdttie organization. Accused of conspiring to
assassinate the president, al-Ghazali herself m@gderated in a military prison before being
transferred to the all-women’s prison afQanatir. Before her transfer, she was subjected to
heinous torture and inhumanity, described in hemoieReturn of the PharaolHer leadership
within the Brotherhood had made her a target, drdlgavely withstood the consequences of
such activism.
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Because of her commitment to ta’'wah movement, al-Ghazali is considered amongst
many Islamists to be mujahida—a fighter in the path of God. She is remembered asld,
courageous, and outspoken woman who thrived inmbg&-dominated scene of politics and
religious activism. Therefore, it may seem slightlgongruous to recall that thisujahidais the
same woman who exhorted women to remain in the hantktake up the domestic roles of wife
and mother. It is the recollection of this anecdetech richens the story of al-Ghazali. For at
face value it seems that by promoting domesti@tywomen, she somehow rejected the life of
public activism which she led.

As an editor for a column withial-Da’'wah magazine, al-Ghazali had the opportunity to
write numerous articles to women who wished to Gbate to, or participate within, the Islamist
movement. Given the life choices and experiencethefauthor, one might expect that such
articles would promote the public activism and ijggration of women within theda’'wah
activities. Indeed, al-Ghazali encouraged her femand male audience—to dedicate
themselves to Islam and the Islamization of socidtywever, for her female readers, al-Ghazali
specified that their participation be defined pnityawithin their natural roles as mothers and
wives of the male fightergl-mujahideen While she herself acted on the stage ofdasvah
movement, it seems she preferred that other wome&rotk behind the scene. While she herself
lived a life amongst men in the public sphere dftps and leadership, she encouraged Muslim
women to return to domesticity, protecting and rreamng the base of Islamic society: the home
and family. While contemporary western feministsynaaise her life as having defied
patriarchal social structure and for having claingegublic space, al-Ghazali rejected those
western feminists, believing them to be corruptivéradition and religion.

This perceived disjuncture between the rhetoricactobn of al-Ghazali is the root of the
controversy that surrounds her. However, it is dis® key to understanding the ideological
syncretism that she represents. Scholars in se&nmatognizable traces of western feminism in
the Islamic world are tempted by al-Ghazali’'s lifieactivism and leadership, but are befuddled
by her subscription to the cult of domesticity. Bwvaore problematic for some is the fact that al-
Ghazali is not an anomaly within the community @ygtian Muslim women. Her ideological
blend of conservatism, nationalism, feminism, apulitsiality may be the guiding principle of
many Islamist women today. She, and her inheritmes conservative in their efforts to maintain
religious and social traditions amidst the chandmggdscape of a modernizing society. They
subscribe to nationalist sentiments in their répectof western imperialism and its legacy,
supporting the independence of Egyptians and cdmglevereignty of Muslims. Thirdly, it is
impossible to deny the sinews of feminist thouglthiw the discourse of al-Ghazali, as she
demanded the respect and rights of women withismmisind society as a whole. Finally, al-
Ghazali and her successors are unwavering in togimmitment to Islamism, striving for the
panacea believed to be found in a collective andidual return to religion. While this paper
will not address the future generations of Islamistmen, the research of other scholars—such
as Duval, Mahmoud, Abu-Lughod—has revealed theicoation of al-Ghazali's ideological
syncretism within both the Islamist and the womemsvement of Egypt. Understanding al-
Ghazali is key to understanding the Islamists wowfecontemporary Egypt, their international
counterparts, and their commitment to an ideologictvseems at best contradicted and at worst
misogynist to the ethnocentric eyes of some wegeminists.



Definition of Terms

The rising popularity of Islamism in Egypt has yed the impossibility of sidestepping
the arguments of al-Ghazali and her inheritors,iga®ring their voices would result in a
comprehensive ignorance of the current social tyedRather than make this egregious error,
scholars must strive to accept the arguments dbhalzali as being representative of a
mainstream approach to feminism in contemporarypEgVhis use of the word feminism is
deliberate, despite the reservations that certamigs may have regarding its application to
Islamist activists. Some western feminists maygwiat the prospect of widening the definition
so as to include women whom they have stereotymedeing conspirators to their own
subjugation. However, as Saba Mahmoud has argtésljmpossible to expect one culturally
specific definition of feminism to be applied tosaparate society, whose own history and
anthropological experience demand a feminism adWa.

“In the 1970’s, in response to the call by whiteddie-class feminists to
dismantle the institution of the nuclear family, iath they believed to be a key
source of women’s oppression, Native-and Africanefisan feminists argued
that freedom, for them, consisted in being abléoton families, since the long
history of slavery, genocide, and racism had opdratrecisely by breaking up
their communities and social networks.”

Likewise, al-Ghazali—and many other female Isldractivists—rejected the term of “feminist”
due to its association with western imperialism aexual promiscuity. Leila Ahmed is one such
scholar who has researched the reluctance of Muslabh women to use this term.

“Colonialism’s use of feminism to promote the cudtuof the colonizers and
undermine native culture has ever since importedirfsm in non-western
societies the taint of having served as an instnirogcolonial domination.. *

However, despite such reservations, it is clearttiere are female activists from various
cultures and times who have dedicated themselvéisetaimprovement of the status of women
and their empowerment in society. While their mearesy differ, this shared goal of gender
justice allows for a new definition of feminism whi can be found in a multi-cultural and
international setting. It is my hope that throubk tnalysis of the life and work of al-Ghazali,
not only will | reconcile the perceived disjunctuyetween her life and works, but | will also aid
in another reconciliation. By widening the defiarti of feminism, | hope to prove al-Ghazali's
subscription to a breed of feminist thought, arat she and her “westernized” counterparts are
not as estranged as they mutually consider themsely be. A feminism which takes into
consideration the historical, cultural, and poétidackgrounds of different societies will no
longer be a monolithic and exclusive ideology, aiher a multi-cultural federation of feminist
thought.

As just exhibited by the term “feminism,” many wsrprevalently used in this paper may
carry the unwanted weight of previous experiena @resuppositions. Before continuing, it is
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important to define a number of terms used prevgiemhe hope is not to conclusively define
their meaning in the abstract, but rather in trecsjc context of this paper.

Feminism: An awareness for the need of gender justice; desticep the improvement of the
status of women and their social empowerment.

Western/Westernized: A socially constructed term derived from the assuompof a binary
relationship between the “East” and “West”. Wheerdiby imperialist,
it is often meant to denote cultural superiorityciontrast to barbarity.
When used by the imperialized, it is often assedatvith foreign
hegemony and in contrast to indigenous sovereighty.

Islamism: A modern socio-political movement which hopes tdéartscize society either
gradually through education and social activism, rapidly through a violent
overthrow of the state and the implementatioslraria,or Islamic law.

The goal of this paper is to shed light on a figwte has been shrouded in controversy,
and to expand the narrow understanding of feminighaich has previously precluded the
existence of an Islamist feminist. However, thigpgradoes not intend to slap a label of
“feminist” on al-Ghazali, a label which she woulave resented and which would also fail to do
justice to the complexity of her character and exemee. In order to prevent such an outcome,
this paper will attempt to analyze the life and k#of this woman within the context which that
lived, and the cultural norms which guided her.|&hort of a full biography of al-Ghazali, this
paper will attempt to break down the perceivedutisiure between the experiences that shaped
her life, and the writings which defined her legacy

Chapter One addresses the various influences tmtilouted to the formation of al-
Ghazali’s public personality and complex ideolog¥hile not excluding other possibilities, this
chapter targets the three main influences of alz@lnathe early Egyptian feminist movement,
the gender discourse of Sayyid Qutb, and Sufi ticati. By displaying these various sources of
conservatism, nationalism, feminism, and spirityalihis chapter hopes to lay the groundwork
for untangling the various tensions found withim descourse. Her actual arguments will be the
subject of Chapter Two, where a number of al-Gh'azatitings are analyzed, drawing out the
central tenets of her work. | will assert that heguments rested evenly on three critical points:
the Muslim woman is fundamental to the successstdmic society, she must fulfill her
responsibilities in Islamicda’'wah and she must reject the evils of western impsralthat
remained after the collapse of the formal colo@pparatus. The third Chapter examines the
response which the life and work of al-Ghazali emed in both Arab-Islamic journals and
amongst feminist scholarship. By collecting theimas interpretations of al-Ghazali, this chapter
aims to create a more comprehensive understanditigisocontroversial figure. Through the
various adulations or condemnations of her worljetter understanding will be created: a
conglomerate which is bigger than the sum of itdspd his final chapter also seeks to examine
these various methods of interpretation in orddrdtier determine a proper method of debating
and discussing the subject of feminism in an Is&amontext.

13 Lila Abu-Lughod criticizes the East and West Binas basing itself on the false notion that “...t#e form of
narratives of cultural domination versus resistaooaéiural loyalty versus betrayal, or culturaldogersus
preservation.” See Lila Abu-LughoBemaking Wome{iPrinceton: Princeton University Press, 1998), 16.



This examination of al-Ghazali will be in itselstudy of how to discuss a figure such as she.
Feminist, Islamist, or both; al-Ghazali deserveseagemembered as a multi-dimensional
talented figure whose legacy should not be limiigdhe intellectual prejudices of others. This
paper argues that rather than acting as prootoh#&radicted woman, the seeming disjuncture
between the actions and words of al-Ghazali isfppbthe ideological syncretism that defined
her life.

Chapter One: Arriving at al-Ghazali: Social Intellectual and Religious Influences

“It will be a long time before any true idea of thaignity of woman enters the debased minds of Arab
Mohammedans.* —Rev. Henry Harris Jessup. D.D, 18 century American Missionary

Jessup’s quote sums up the Euro-American steremtyogrounding Arab-Muslim
women during the late nineteenth century. These evowere pictured as victims, oppressed by
culture and religion alike, and doomed to a lifegiof ignorance and subjugation. What is most
pernicious about this understanding of Arab-Musiiamen is that it seeks to target Arab-
Islamic culture as being particularly misogynist,taough the treatment of Egyptian women in
the late nineteenth century were any worse thanofheontemporary Great Britain or the United
States. As British commanders used the “oppresbiEgyptian women as a basis for colonial
rule, British imperialism and Egyptian nationalifmth became intrinsically tied to the question
of Egyptian women. As the forces of colonialisnul arationalism played tug of war for public
favor, cries for feminist reform were often courtby pleas to conserve cultural traditions and
religious authenticity. Zainab al-Ghazali would o espouse an ideology that attempted to
synthesis conservatism, nationalism, feminism, sgmdtuality. Such an ideology was not simply
created in her lifetime, but was the culminatioracderies of historical influences which pre-date
the subject of this paper. By examining the rodtdear ideology, this chapter will target three
main sources of influence on the life and worksha$ woman: the debates of early Egyptian
feminism, the gender discourse of Sayyid Qutb,taedraditions of Egyptian Sufism.

The Debut of Egyptian Feminism

The Egyptian encounter with Europe aroused a nurobgressing questions for the
nation. As the encounter was largely defined byosorgal relationship, many Egyptians
guestioned the nature of this seemingly omnipatetdnial power. Was western influence to be
a blessing that delivered the modernity and adwaneyeloped in Europe? Or, was western
influence an insidious poison that produced mirgli@sppets who would happily sacrifice their
traditions and sovereignty to their imperialist teas. Most Egyptian reformist of the late
nineteenth century compromised these two interpoats, arguing that while Egypt should seek
to model itself after Europe’s technological adwmand militaristic superiority, it should not
lose its distinct heritage as an Arab-Muslim state.

Many aspects of society were considered by thef&emists: education, law, military,
dress-code, and the role of women. The latter tecaime, perhaps, the most inflammatory
subjects, as the British command frequently poirttedhe “oppression” of Egyptian Muslim
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women as a primary reason for colonialism of thenty!° Likewise, the Egyptian nationalist
movement depicted the nation as a woman, evokiagdnflation of patriotism with protection
of one’s womert! The institution of theharem was often targeted as the epicenter of the
misogyny in the Islamic world, both by western @tadists and by Muslim reformists. Based on
the Islamic and Ottoman traditions of the seclussbwomen, these harems were the housing
units for the wives of the Sultans and OttomaneelReserved purely for women, with the
exception of male eunuchs, the harem could be agdroth a social, gregarious setting for elite
women, and also as a prison preventing the paaticip of those women in public lif€.Soha
Abdel-Kader espouses the first argument, pointmmghe various memoirs and diaries of elite
Egyptian women which told of the social interactiohthe harem and failed to mention any
sentiments of oppression. However, Margot Badraagiees, arguing that the subjugation and
oppression of the harem would lead directly to ¢aely Egyptian feminist movementsThe
true experience of life in the harem is therefaf@adlt to discern. However, what we do know
is that the image of the harem became the symbitieoimarginalized Muslim woman, and thus
became the target for both Orientalists and als&§yptian reformists who sought to modernize
their nation.

Qasim Amin: Indigenous Feminist or Colonial Patchf

This relationship between modernity and the statisvomen is seen quite clearly
through the experience of Qasim Amin, authof ahrir al-Mara/The Emancipation of Women
Published in 1899 in Cairo, this book was a deneoment of the treatment of women in
Egyptian society, a glorification of the “gendemality” of Europe, and a call for Egyptians to
liberate their women by ending a number of religi@and cultural traditions. Amin was highly
critical of polygamy, seclusion of women, veilingck of women’s education, and of laws that
made divorce easily available for men. He belietred the status of women in a certain society
was a clear indicator of the level of civilizatiaich that society had reach&iThus, while he
specifically criticized the treatment of women igytian society, he kept no secrets about his
disgust of Egyptian society as a whole. This isidledemonstrated by Amin’s argument that the
despotic nature of Egyptian society was conducivéhts subjugation of womefl. Therefore,
Amin argued, if Egyptians wished to attain the ficdil freedoms and advancements of European
society, Egyptian women must be ready to adoptstt@al norms and cultural mores of the
sophisticated Europeans.

Like previous reformists, Amin did not advocateanplete break with Egypt’s Islamic
past. Despite whatever radical suggestions Amin imaye issued in regards to polygamy,
women’s education, and seclusion, he maintained Ihamic law could be compatible with
modernization through reinterpretatigjtihad, of the Qur'arf® But as it was in its current state,
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Amin argued that Egyptian Muslim society deprivé@ twvoman of the rights and respect to
which she was entitled, and which her European teoparts received.

“Freedom for men is countered by enslavement f@men; education for men is
countered by ignorance for women. Men develop thafionality and mental
faculties, leaving for women only idiocy and retidn...The whole universe is
for men, while women occupy only the peripheried dark corners®

However, Amin’s convincing words should not be takaut of context, lest we forget the
complexity of his person and argument. He was @a Elgyptian of Turkish background, who
had studied at length in France, and who was censidoy many to be a colonialist mouthpiece.
Furthermore, one can read in his writings a tonechviis utterly patriarchal, in which the
emancipation of women is viewed in terms of whalfigg it will bring to men, rather than what
moral obligation it should render upon society.

“Our present situation resembles that of a veryltganan who locks up his
gold in a chest. This man unlocks his chest daityttie mere pleasure of seeing
his treasure. If he knew better, he would investgald and double his wealth in a
short period of timé?

Such a statement supports al-Ghazali’'s future aegirthat western approaches to “women’s
liberation” were based on a capitalist greed tda@kgromen as commodities.

Additionally, modern critics—such as Leila Ahmed—+hasuggested that Amin simply
aimed to rearticulate in indigenous terms the inglist notion that Arab-Muslim women lived
in oppression in order to further assert the baciness of Egyptian society.

“In calling for women’s liberation the thoroughlaiarchal Amin was in fact

calling for the transformation of Muslim societyad the lines of the Western
model and for the substitution of the garb of Istastyle male dominance for

that of Western-style male dominané@.”

As it becomes more difficult to assess the truesara behind Amin’s calls for liberation, it
becomes easier to understand the knot of issuesusuiing the question of women during this
period of reform. Even for those who may have blegitimately concerned with the status of
Egyptian women, it seems that achieving reform euthbeing stigmatized as “western” or
without compromising feminist goals was nearly irsgible.

Amongst the most vocal of Amin’s critics was T&'lA-Harb, who preached against
Amin’s encouragement of western emulation. Instedesorting to a foreign culture to gain
inspiration for the role of women in society, alfHaargued that Egypt should look to its
traditional Islamic heritage for guidance. In aarlattack against Amin’s arguments, al-Harb
declared the utter importance of both seclusiorwofmen and the veil. Criticizing Amin’s
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Qur’anic interpretation, al-Harb argued that the’@uis unequivocal in its message that women
must practice veiling, including covering the haralsd face—a practice which Amin had
deemed unnecessafyal-Harb supported the expansion of women’s edaatiut qualified that
their education should not compromise his strictiebein the importance of seclusion.
Additionally, such an education should be largediigious and encouraging of the traditional
female role of a domestic, modest, and subserwiéfé and mothef’ al-Harb truculently
denounced Amin’s support of the entrance of wormma the public sector, arguing that this
would violate the sacred principle of seclusionthAlgh clearly critical of Amin’s theories on
the treatment of women, al-Harb is perhaps everemsondemning of Amin as a westernized
fraud. As Abdel-Kader explaines, “al-Harb brandée& tmovement for the emancipation of
women as just another plot to weaken the Egyptation and to transfer the immorality and
decadence prevalent in the West to Egyptian satféfjhe dependence on anti-western rhetoric
to form an argument is a theme which characteraekarb, and which would continue to
characterize Islamists such as Sayyid Qutb andabaah-Ghazali.

The debate between Amin and al-Harb can be urmteisas an early confrontation
between the forces of “westernized” and “Islamistdught. It was not a confrontation between
feminism and anti-feminism, as both Amin and aldHaupported the continuation of patriarchal
societies® Just as Amin and al-Harb differed on the methafdsreserving male dominance—
Amin encouraged the adoption of British patriaretiyile al-Harb urged a continuation of the
Islamic system—Iater feminists would debate whidology would best serve to overturn such
structures.

Huda Sha'wari and Westernized Feminism

If al-Ghazali may be considered the feminist comyaat to al-Harb’s Islamic patriarchy,
than certainly Huda Sha'wari would be the femiragsmplement to Amin’s embracement of
“westernized” patriarchy. Born in 1879 into thedra of Sultan Pasha, her elite status provided
her with an education of French, Turkish, pianod @ahe Qur'an. Despite her privileged
upbringing, Sha'wari recalls an unhappy childho@d;melancholy caused from an early
recognition of the social discrimination betweerlsgand boys. She recalled that her brother was
given many more opportunities than she, and begagalize that this preferential treatment was
on the basis of his male s&xFor Huda, one of the most influential moments Wwasmarriage
at thirteen to a gentleman in his forties, Ali Shali. Like most marriages amongst the Egyptian
elite, she had no choice in the arrangement, andidwe life as a young wife was unbearable.

In what Sha’'wari wrote on her marital relationship,is clear that this period of her life
reinforced her frustrations with gender inequaditie

As a young woman, Sha'wari began to interact witenEh women living in Cairo,
eventually coming to participate in various saltimst aimed to be a place where women could
discuss various social and political isstfe§opics such as universal suffrage, seclusion, and
divorce laws took primacy at such discussions.dditeon to the opening of a dialogue on such
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issues, these meetings were also important singulyie development of public networks and
social communities which had been unavailable tonem in the harem. This dialogue between
European, Arab, and Turkish women was one of Sw#Saearly exposures to western

feminism. Sha’rawi’'s decision to unveil—an actiorhieh distinctly separated her feminism

from the future Islamist feminism—has been attouto the influence of Eugenie Le Brun, a
French feminist who was quite close with Sha’r&it is important to recognize that Sha'rawi,

as a member of the upper echelons of Egyptian typeielcomed the association and affiliation
with European culture. As the Egyptian elite oftgained from the imperialist experience in
Egypt, they were more inclined to emulate or praiseropean culture as more highly

sophisticated than that of the indigenous, podesses>* This is not to say that elite Egyptians
were somewhat less authentic than their middle laner class counterparts, but rather that
many affluent Egyptians assumed the adoption otemegype thought and behavior to achieve
progress and advancement.

Sha’rawi and other women activists were heavilyolwed in the revolution of 1919, and
often saw their own struggle for gender equalitytémms of the nationalist struggle for
independenc& When the revolution failed to repay with suffrabe women whom had fought
for its success, Sha'rawi decided to establish Eggptian Feminist Union, an organization
which would continue the struggle for gender edualiVhile the nationalist struggle had been
achieved, the women of the EFU were unable to gpv¢heir fight for the goal of erasing their
“disadvantage status® Their emphasis on equality in both the private pablic spheres is not
only what made them unique in Egypt, but what destrated the influence of western feminist
on Sha'rawi's ideology. While this adoption of a ste&rn tone may have been welcomed by
much of the elite, it was the reason why othersated Sha'rawi and her notions of feminism.
Sha’rawi and her followers claimed that they weoé attempting to change tisharia and that
they all considered themselves to be good Muslime were merely fighting for their “usurped
Islamic rights”. However, Sha’rawi’'s associationthwithe west seemed to critics that her
feminism was yet another colonial instrum&nt.

One such critic of this western influence was Ahial-Ghazali, who at one point was a
member of the EFU. Her decision to leave the omgimn seems to have been largely because
of her disappointment that the EFU based itselvbat she saw as western feminism, a concept
which she felt was neither necessary nor apprapfiat an Islamic society. She disagreed
greatly with the approach that members of the Edalk in their struggle for women'’s rights.

“She campaigned for women and the nation in Islameisns, whereas the other
feminists at the time campaigned for women’s riglsl human rights in the
language of secularism and democracy. Whereas tleesmists consistently

stressed the superiority of the West in their fastigoals and actions, al-Ghazali
was committed to indigenous culture and to purségngjnism within Islam®®

% Margot BadranHarem Years: The Memoirs of an Egyptian Femirfisew York: Feminist Press, 1987), cited in
Duval, NewVeils66.
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al-Ghazali accused Sha'rawi and the EFU of attamgpto ape the west, invoking the same
accusations that al-Harb had thrown at Amin. Addidlly, al-Ghazali and al-Harb both
depended disproportionately on criticizing the amguats of their intellectual enemies. Despite
her disapproval of EFU methods, it will be seemliGhazali’'s work that the Egyptian Feminist
movement had a profound influence on developing lb&r antagonism towards the west, and
also her insistence that women'’s rights be secimeaigh Islam alone.

Sayyid Qutb

al-Ghazali's belief that feminist goals could behiaved through Islam is simply an
extension of the Islamist theory. If all ailmemntssiociety can be cured by a return to Islam, than
so too may women gain the respect and rights skerdes through Islamization. One of the
great theoreticians of this philosophy, and likeayigne of al-Ghazali's greatest influences, was
Sayyid Qutb. Although today he is largely rememdbeas influencing Ayatollah Khomeini and
the leaders of al-Qaeda, his discourse was mudterriand more diverse than encouraging
violent revolutions. A leading intellect of the Mus Brotherhood, Qutb was a prolific writer,
publishing a number of works of Qur'anic exegesid an social commentary of Islamic life. In
his book,Social Justice in IslapQutb devotes several pages to describing whheheves to be
the role of women in an Islamic society. Writteril®45, this work contains the main arguments
which al-Ghazali would later come to espouse ad loéthe Muslim Ladies Association and as a
spokeswoman for the Islamist movement. Given theectontact between the two leaderalof
da’'wah,it is likely that Qutb’s work directly influencethé¢ creation of al-Ghazali's discourse.

Examining Qutb’s work, one finds his section on dgn equality tucked between
chapters on general equality in Islam and in aanst society. This context demonstrates Qutb’s
belief that gender equality is neither more norslésportant than the equality of other
relationships in society. According to Qutb, men aomen share an equal status in the eyes of
God, yet the issue of gender equality is not oagmaportance which must be elaborated upon.
In this document, Qutb aims to achieve three gddis. first is to prove that first and foremost,
Islam values a kind of equality between the seXhs.second is that there are acceptable reasons
and circumstances that may prevent equality froevailing all of the time. The third goal is to
counterattack the west and argue that, in fadg they who deprive women of their entitled
respect.

Qutb firmly believes that Islam grants women eyaltith men. He not only explicitly
states this in the opening paragraph, but he alskemit the overall theme of the chapter. In
order to support his argument, Qutb relies heawilywarious suras, or chapters, of the Qur’an.

“Whoever does good works, man or woman, and is lee\Bg—such shall enter
into Paradise and shall not be wronged one jot.”

“Whoever does good works, man or woman, and is leBe—we shall make

them live a good life, and we shall give them theivard for the best that they
have done®

Qutb argues that these suras clearly indicateGloat does not discriminate between the sexes,
and that in the eyes of God, men and women ard.equa

¥sayyid Kotb,Social Justice in Islartrans. John B. Hardie (New York: Octagon bool@§a), 50.
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In addition to spiritual equality, Qutb also irtsishat Islam granted women intellectual
equality and financial independence. In the Qur@od commanded both men and women to
strive for knowledge. Likewise, both men and womesd the privilege of owning and
administering property, and the responsibility afing the zakat, or alms. These three pillars of
spirituality, intelligence and finance are the lsaskQutb’s claim that there is gender equality in
Islam.

Qutb seeks to defend Islam against the westeackattthat it is a misogynist religion.
Therefore, he focuses on the issue of equality asamed to be the central issue of western
feminism. However, aside from the three aforememtbspheres, it appears that gender equality
is not a value that Qutb holds to be importantsiarh. Qutb argues that it is only natural that
men and women should not considered equal in ced#wations. He insists that physical
differences, cultural practices, and differing @sgibilities between men and women call for
unequal participation from each gender. But whilgiQmakes it seem that equality is the rule—
perhaps to meet western standards of feminism—bisf geems to suggest that gender equality
is not the central factor in Islamist feminism. @atmethod of speaking in terms of western
feminism is rejected by al-Ghazali, who de-emphessithe question of equality when speaking
of the rights and status of women. Instead of Imgjdislam accountable to the arbitrary
stipulations of western feminism, al-Ghazali setekdefine a feminism that is derived from the
indigenous culture. Qutb does not attempt suchefamtion, and therefore his defense of Islam
is in terms of equality and other western femindstals. Thus, while Qutb was a great influence
on al-Ghazali and the development of her discowgise,adjusts the vocabulary of her argument
to better suit Islamist feminism, rather than obhlgestern audiences.

According to Qutb, the physical and emotional dipancies between men and women
preclude any possibility of true gender equalityd aany effort to create such an unnatural
phenomenon would prove disastrous. For instanceéb Quapples with the problematic sura
which calls men to dominate women.

“Men are the overseers over women because of wial Aas bestowed of His
bounty on one more than anothét.”

Qutb goes on to argue that the explanation forltagantly unequal gender relationship lies in
the fact that the different social roles given temand women have produced various emotional
dispositions in each sex. As it is customary fonvea to be the caretakers of children, he argues,
they have developed into more passionate, emot@eatures than their pragmatic, professional
husbands.

“So when man is made to oversee woman, it is byoreaf physical nature and
custom that this ordinance stands.”

By using his own bio-sociological explanation ftetdevelopment of men and women, Qutb
intends to prove that the control which men haveravomen is an inequality that is simply
unchangeable and socially necessary.

Continuing his effort to explain certain inequstim Islam, and in specifically the Qur'an,
Qutb confronts the issue of gender discriminatiotthie courtroom. It has been interpreted from
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the Qur’an, that the word of two women is equah®word of one man. Therefore, when giving
evidence in a trial, there must be two female veses if they wish to testify.

“In this verse itself the explanation is made cldar the nature of her family
duties the growth of the woman’s spirit is towaessotions and passions, just as
in man it is towards contemplation and thougft..”

Again, Qutb defends this sexist discrimination tlglo the existence of physiological
discrepancies between the sexes, even if he hasientific evidence to back up his claim.

In addition to these physical differences that t@imodified treatment, Qutb also notes
social responsibilities which call for an unequalktionship between the sexes. Faced with the
notorious law of inheritance, Qutb argues thatdhisra sound reason why the man receives
twice as much as a female inheritor.

“He marries a woman, and he undertakes to mairitarnand their children; he
has to bear the responsibility of the whole strieetof the family. So it is no more
than his right that for this reason...he should Haeeshare of two womert®

As shown by various examples above, Qutb assuneesottial roles of men and women to be so
concrete that they are as unchangeable as theopdygiof men and women. Since it is assumed
that the man must be the provider of the househalid-that the woman must be dependent
upon him—then it is likewise logical that the mdrosld receive twice the inheritance as the
woman.

Throughout Qutb’s presentation of the acceptabdguities between men and women,
his purpose has always been two-fold. The firsbiassert that these inequities are natural, and
that they are permanent. Not even a religion agletened as Islam would dare, or wish to alter
such differences between men and women. God creadedand women to be different, to be
two halves of a whole, but not necessarily two iaah halves. Secondly, Qutb continuously
tries to downplay the significance of these insésnaf discrimination. His argument focuses on
the belief that these are rare occasions, exceptmthe overall rule of gender equality in Islam.
This of course creates confusion for the readeesd@utb support gender equality, or not? His
determination to prove that Islam espouses gendealigy would point to the fact that he
supports the notion, yet his emphasis on innatierdiices between the genders points to his
acceptance of a degree of gender discriminatiois ddnfusion proves the problems which arise
from Qutb’s attempt to frame Islamic feminism ircalance with the stipulations of western
feminism—a mistake which al-Ghazali learned to dvoi

Perhaps aware of the trap in addressing gendaligquutb moves on to another issue
which more clearly points out what Islam guarantesdale believers. Qutb, like many Islamic
scholars, argues that Islam brought many new rightise women of seventh century Arabia. He
strains to emphasize the fact that before Islammafe infanticide was common and that the
coming of Islam brought an end to the practice.

“Islam was opposed to the idea that girl child veadisaster, and that she was
better put away while she was still an infant; @asnimplacably opposed to the
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custom of burying daughters alive, which was curiarthe life of some of the
Arabian tribes.*

By pointing out various ways in which Islam improvihe life of women in early Arabia, Qutb
hopes to support his previous assertion that theyaued members of society. Being a valued
member of society does not equate to being equal mven, and Qutb avoids the topic which
proved so troublesome.

Qutb again attempts to prove the respect that leefaslims receive, using marriage
rights as an example. Qutb asserts that Islam essuvmen consensual marriage and that they
can demand a dowry. Additionally, women have ceri@miancial and physical rights which must
be respected both in married life and in divorcg.f@using on the improvements that Islam
brought to the women of seventh century ArabiabQuiplies that Islam will also bring rights to
the women of the twentieth century. Yet, while Qséems to imply that the improved status of
the women of seventh century Arabia would be gaoough for the women of modern Egypt,
aI-Gha}éali further explains how Islam is still tkeurce of women’s rights in modern day
Egypt.

Qutb’s avoidance of the issue of gender equabtytioues in his discourse regarding the
comparison of the treatment of women in the west Bnlslamic societies. He begins this
section of his argument by stating that whatevghts or privileges Islam guarantees female
believers, it does so purely out of righteousnesg] not with ulterior motives. This noble
purpose is in stark contrast to the supposed ‘sigivhich the west has granted women, such as
the right to work outside the home, which was iegtfa capitalist attempt to exploit the
“liberated” women. These poor women had not onlgrbéorced to work due to their indolent
husbands, but also they were now being exploitedhkycruel corporations of the USA and
Europe.

Qutb’s attack on western society continues as beesi1to one of his strongest attacks
against the west: France had not yet granted waimemight of administering their property
without the consent of a guardian. Qutb assailseh@imitive laws, boasting that Islam had
granted such a right hundreds of years earlietteéas of instigating laws which would be
beneficial to the women of France, the lawmakenewmrstead giving them other rights of which
Qutb strongly disapproved.

“At the same time France grants to women the rafrevery kind of unchastity,
public or private. This “privilege” is the only on&hich Islam denies to its

women-folk, just as it denies it to men?8”

According to Qutb’s interpretation, the west is thee misogynist force in the world, and Islam
is the true source of respect for women.

Qutb continues his prosecution of western misogwtgting that women are purposely
hired for positions in which their beauty may bgeghified. He targets workplaces such as
embassies and newspapers as being the scenesnof agil inappropriate treatment of women.
Qutb accuses both the executives and the womenpddicipating in such an improper
professional scene.

*bid., 51
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“All of them are merely attempting to make use afmen; and they know what
success a woman can have in these fields. They kiooywhat she must give to
achieve her succes$’”

These blunt words reveal Qutb’s true feelings ormen working outside the home. He states
that not only will men try to take advantage of Wwng women, but that those women are willing
to sacrifice their honor in order to rise in thefessional world. Therefore, in the mind of Quitb,
any woman who either chooses or is forced to watside of the home has to relinquish her
honor, in either a small or a large way. For eveshe “gives nothing”, which Qutb quotes as
being “an absurd supposition”, her honor would &@ ripped apart by the hungry eyes which
feast upon het® Thus is the fate of working women, and accordm@titb, it is therefore clear
why Islam encourages its female followers to remaithe private sphere. Here is where Qutb
and al-Ghazali differ greatly. While al-Ghazali m@ins that a woman’s primary duty is with
her children, husband, and home, she also veheyraefttnds that Islam grants women the right
to work in the public sphef®&.

Continuing his attack on the treatment of wometside of Islam, Qutb contrasts the
rights of women in Islam with those in communisnis Ebondemnation of the communist system
in terms of gender equality is very similar to bastigation of the treatment of women within the
capitalist system. He argues that the only reasonwbmen working outside of the home is
because of their selfish and idle husbands.

“The essential fact is that men refused to suppornen, and that hence women
were compelled to work like men and in masculineles, in order to live

Communism and capitalism—both centered on materedlth—are unable to consider what
Qutb describes as “the generous and humane aspkdtse human life® Women work
because society has been so reduced to a “dogegatrentality, resulting in the end of proper
gender relationship and the destruction of theticaghl home.

In Qutb’s final paragraph, he reneges on his preyvstatement and argues that Islam has
always given women the right to work, even befammunism and capitalism did so. However,
where the capitalists and communists have continoetenigrate the women of their societies
through exploitation and objectification, Islam irccapable of stooping to such a level. The
mistake which the west made was it its belief tnaterial equality should be the yardstick of
gender relations, and therefore it has focusedlesgg on issues such as equal job opportunities
and equal pay. Qutb argues that the west doesimbt df society as a whole, but gets caught up
on individual success and wealth. For this flawedus, the society—and the women of that
society—suffer severe consequences. Islam doemaké such mistakes, as it clearly makes the
aim of both men and women to be the harmony ofe$peas a whole.
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“..Islam looks at life from many sides, and envisadpr individuals duties which
differ one from other, but which are all mutuallgnmected and ordered; within
this scheme is envisaged the respective dutieseof amd women, and it lays on
each of them the charge of fulfilling a duty prirhatowards the growth and the
advancement of life as a whol&”

In his final paragraph, Qutb clarifies his stancetloe notion of gender equality. In his opinion,
men and women are not physically, psychologicallyemotional equal, and therefore should
not be treated as such. This does not mean thatsdredter than the other, or that one is more
important in the eyes of God. Quite the contrarytlQargues that these two different halves are
both necessary to create the harmonious societytiarth God intended on earth. Qutb realizes
that it is difficult for the west to comprehend tiao beings considered unequal may be valued
equally, but for this he faults the west for itsroignorance.

This passage by Qutb is one of the most detaj@tians on gender relations by a leader
of the Muslim Brotherhood. Unfortunately, it is gra few pages, and there are a great deal of
points that go unexplained, and an even larger amoiuquestions which remain unanswered.
To which French laws was Qutb referring as perngttwomen to be unchaste in public and
private? Who is to decide which pre-Islamic custoane permanent—such as a patriarchal
family—and which are to be overturned—such as femafanticide? This last question is
perhaps the most problematic, for Qutb lists “cotd as one of the exceptional factors that
prevent total gender equality. If it is merely thesustoms that prevent women from gaining
equality, why is Qutb implying that culture shoutdmp the equality granted by Islam? These
pitfalls of his argument are largely due to hisiden to argue for the rights of women in Islam
through the lens of western feminism. Thereforewdk be seen in the second chapter, al-
Ghazali’'s alterations to the language of Islaméhihism allow her to successfully avoid the
weaknesses of Qutb’s argument.

Despite these contradictions and vagaries, Qutsenits the reader with a concise and
well organized argument on the question of gendgtions in Islam. Although at times he
stumbles over the western feminist issue of gemdgrality, in the end it is clear that Qutb
believes that while spiritual equality is guaradtere Islam, total gender equality is neither
possible nor desired. While al-Ghazali will avoidt@s mistake of emphasizing the question of
equality, her argument clearly rests on a numbgpoifits developed by Qutb. Like Qutb, she
insists that Islam guarantees the spiritual equafitvomen, that a woman’s primary role should
be that of mother and wife, and that the westemirisst movement devalues and denigrates
women.

Egyptian Sufism

Qasim Amin, Huda Sha’rawi, and Sayyid Qutb ardiladlly influences of al-Ghazali, and
indeed are critical to the development of her disse. However, there remains one influence
which may not seem quite as obvious, but which qgdagn irreplaceable role in al-Ghazali's
understanding of her own spirituality. This finafluence was modern Egyptian Sufism, and the
various ideals which al-Ghazali derived from Islamiysticism. Sufism is a broad and diverse
topic, and the modest objective of the next fewgsag not a full examination of the hundreds of
years of Sufi tradition. Rather, this section hofmesarget certain characteristics of Sufism and

2 bid., 54

17



explore how these particular traits reoccurredchim hehavior and works of al-Ghazali. In doing
so, it will become apparent that Sufism was anvacinfluence in her life. This paper will
explore specifically three pieces of evidence wipabve the Sufi influence in al-Ghazali’s life:
her emphasis on devotion to a spiritual leaderctrestruction of herself as a saintly figure, and
her view that she was an exception to both the sasfslamic tradition and the rules of the
state.

When looking at Egypt during the first half of thwentieth century, one must not
overlook the importance of Sufism in daily life.idttrue that the Sufi orders were not the social
force which they once had been, even one hundraib yeefore in the early nineteenth century.
Before the rule of Muhammad Ali (d.1849) Sufi orsldnad been largely responsible for
providing the religious practices, social structuwad most importantly the education of local
communities® Sufis were viewed as authentic religious authesjtivhose legitimacy seemed
even higher when compared to the political anditsify-dead caliphate of the nineteenth
century®® The reforms of Muhammad Ali succeeded in centirgizule in Egypt, but cultural
and religious practices remained largely partictbavarious towns and cities, where they were
influenced by the individual authority of Sufi spiral leaders. Therefore, while the government
may have replaced Sufism in its responsibilitiesedtication, Sufi leaders remained popular
alternative sources for spiritual guidance in Egynting the early twentieth century.

This devotion to a spiritual leader often camevaball other commitments. As outlined
above, Sufism provides alternative religious autles, or as the rulers might see it, alternative
allegiances® How can there be a united nation when its citizans Sufis who commit
themselves fully to God and are fully devoted mothteir caliph, khedive, or president, but only
to their Sufi master? For this devotion to his @r ISufi master is indeed one of the most
distinctive attributes of Sufism. Insubordinatiamwirds one’s master is unthinkable, as one’s
teacher is “thought to be connected by a chaimrateor blessing and sometimes blood-kinship
to a founding Saint®

Zainab al-Ghazali exhibited this extreme devotiorher own spiritual guide, Hasan al-
Banna, founder of the Muslim Brotherhood. In hemmog, Return of the Pharagtshe relates
her decision to finally submit to al-Banna’s wishbat she relinquish full control of the MLA,
allowing it to merge with the Muslim Brotherhood.

“I believed that he (al-Banna) was the Imam thadtMulslims must pledge
allegiance to...l felt that al-Banna was strongernth@e and franker in
disseminating and announcing the truth.”

al-Ghazali expounds, describing the note which séwet to al-Banna, in which she further
expressed her obedience to his word alone. Pledwendotal servitude to God, she goes on to
swear her belief that al-Banna is the “only peratio can do to this Ummah something for the
Call to Allah in a way that pleases hiftf.Her diction reveals complete spiritual subservietc
this man who she considered to be both strongercévgkr to God than she. Similarly, al-
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Ghazali tells of how before marriage, she forceddeeond husband to recognize the importance
of her commitment to not only her mission, but dls@l-Banna. “I have sworn an oath of fealty
to Hasan al-Banna that | shall die in God's patA’.To al-Ghazali, al-Banna was more than a
teacher. He was a conduit between herself and thedynly one who could truly reveal to her
what her mission was to be, and the only persoeasth who could exercise any authority over
this bold woman. This unquestionable devotion tBahna is the first of three indicators which
demonstrate the influence of Sufism in the lifebGhazali.

The second Sufi trait that is revealed by thedifiel works of al-Ghazali, is the institution
of sainthood. As stated before, the aim of thigiseds not to define or outline the history of
Sufi sainthood. Let it be sufficient to say thatista common theme in Sufi traditions that a
master be considered much more than just an epogly pious man or woman, but that he or
she may indeed be considered a saint. Howevenst tme noted that the term “saint” does not
correspond directly to the same term used in Gandraditions. Michael Gilsenan argues that
the whole notion of sainthood is “bound up, nothwrague ideas of other-worldly holiness, but
with the capacity for significant action in the Wbt® In his book, Gilsenan notes that
selflessness and even self-neglect are of utmopbriiance for saints. Remarking on the
leadership behavior of one Sufi master, Gilsenaeaithe way in which a master would place
“himself always at the disposal of his followersith@ut any thought for his own personal
comfort.”™! Equally important, according to Gilsenan, wasaheeticism of Sufi saints. Gilsenan
argues that this asceticism was to be praised “botierms of rigorous practices of devotion
entailing a degree of physical suffering, and asamrd form of spiritual self-disciplin&®

This is not to say that the performance of mirattersot of utmost importance in Sufi
sainthood. Valerie Hoffman argues that, in facg, ébility to work miracles is critical to the very
definition of sainthood. “Sainthood in Egypt idrparily a function not of virtue but of power.
The ability to work miracles is a necessary attebfor a saint*® While not always the case,
many of the miracles attributed to Sufi saints imeothe enduring of great pain, or even the
unlikely survival of fatal scenarios. In her bod#koffman gives a number of legends of how
Sufi saints remained unscathed after submerging hlaeds into boiling molasses, or remained
un-poisoned after handling numerous snakes angisosf® Through Gilsenan and Hoffman,
one is able to achieve a general sense of theiariteeded to be considered a Sufi saint in
Egypt: the ability to perform miracles and partatipn or activism in the local community of
followers.

This conception of sainthood is a major themehim writings of al-Ghazali, largely in
describing herself. She tells of how she was atsplrleader for both the women of the MLA
and also for the male youth of the Muslim BrotherthoMeeting Gilsenan’s requirement that a
saint be dedicated to action and that she be aInfmdethers, her memoir recollects how she
received troubled pupils in her home even in thediei of the nighf> Even after she was
imprisoned, her leadership continued. Sitting in jreson cell, she would hear the screams of
tortured Muslim Brothers. She recalls how she woaddnfort them with her words, and
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encourage them with her own resoluteness in the dhdorture. These events also allowed for
al-Ghazali to meet the second criterion for saiathothe enduring of great pain and the
escapement of physical harm. In her memoir, shallseter first interrogation session. After
verbal and physical abuse, the guards set therpdiegs upon her.

“The dogs were unrelenting, digging their teethoimbhy scalp, my shoulders,
back, chest...l repeatedly invoked my Lord...’"Oh Lordestow on me Your
Tranquility’...1 expected that my clothes would be thoroughly n&di with
blood...But, incredulously, there was not a singl@obstain on my clothes...My
God be exaltedf®

Just as previous saints escaped death by snaleedyuans from boiling molasses, al-Ghazali
managed to avoid serious harm from the vicious dolge integrity of this story is not important,
as neither is the accuracy of the hundreds of amsilories of the miracles of saints. What is
important is recognizing that al-Ghazali truly leeked that through her piety and righteousness,
God prevented any harm from coming to her. CooKerseto al-Ghazali's phrasing as “the
language of Sufi saints”, remarking on the pardheimes found in these hagiograptiie€ooke
goes on to argue that al-Ghazali even viewed trisifte “as a means to her goal of salvation”.
Her ability to withstand such pain—either througér lown steadfastness or through divine
intervention—gave hope to the other tortured bnetlaad sisters of the movemé&htiaving an
understanding of the Sufi conception of sainthabd impossible to read al-Ghazali's writings
and not recognize the references to these Sufigherhmiracles and selfless leadership.

The final aspect of Sufism which is manifestedha life of al-Ghazali, is the idea of an
exceptional believer. At the heart of Sufism is ithea that the relationship between God and the
believer comes before all else. Likewise, Sufism loa seen as an exercise of individualism, not
a practice of the community. As Hoffman puts itufiS aim to transform the individual through
a combination of divine grace and strenuous petsgffat... Their concern is the reform of the
individual, not of society at largé” For Sufis, personal spiritual advancement trumyarye
social construct, whether it be from the natior@atlegnment, or even from religious authority.

As an example of this belief in being exceptiom#dffman points to the issue of strict
gender segregation: a generally accepted tenstashic tradition. Hoffman points out that many
Sufis do not abide by this rule, as both male ardale Sufis socialize and practice together.
Hoffman explains that many Sufis see themselvesxasptions to the general rules of society,
even religion. For them, she continues, there is@ed for such strict morality codes because
they have already surpassed the obstacle of naemgbtation that would otherwise require
religious control.

“But having been made free from fleshly attachmetiits Sufi can interact with
other people without fear of temptation. For th&esaf the weak man, women
should not expose themselves to public view; butte spiritual man, there is no
temptation.”®
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This is just one example of how Sufis could consttiemselves to be exceptionally pious; able
to raise above the common believer. Their spirirrdightenment thus exempts them from the
social rules meant to control those less-exceptibebevers. Hoffman points out that for this
reason, Sufi behavior is often considered stramgenorthodox, but that the community must
simply accept that such behavior reflects not & Edbelief, but rather the supreme spirituality
of the believer!

al-Ghazali certainly partakes in what could becdbsd as strange or unorthodox
behavior, both in defiance of Islamic traditionslaiso of the Egyptian government. The latter
is less impressive, as there were many people, Istahists and not, who resented the brutal
tactics of Nasser's regime. al-Ghazali's refusat@operate with the laws of the state is less an
indicator of Sufi influence as it is a reflectiof the oppression and injustice which occurred
during his rule. However, it is al-Ghazali's behlayiwhich seems to disobey certain Islamic
traditions, that really points to her decision tew herself as an exceptional believer.

Primarily, she was a public, outspoken woman who oy dedicated her life to
activism, but who also threatened her husband avitbrce if he prevented her from living a life
of public activism. From the surface, one can irdiately see certain contradictions between
her own life and the domestic role which she enaged upon other Muslim women. For al-
Ghazali, her non-compliance with a self-acknowlebigerm for Muslim women was, in fact, the
“strange” and “unorthodox” behavior that Hoffmariereed to in her analysis of Sufis. It is clear
that from al-Ghazali's point of view, she had coatelfaith that her actions were the correct and
pious ones, even if they did not fit in with preptions for the majority of the community. While
most Muslim women should abide by the traditiorsédric definition of the role of women, the
piety of al-Ghazali allowed her to rise above amdef the struggle, ofihad, which her
community faced? This decision to view herself as an exceptiorh®rule appears as a direct
result of the Sufi influence in her life.

al-Ghazali’'s ideological syncretism of nationalismapnservatism, feminism, and
spirituality have roots in the history of early ttieth century Egypt. At that time, both
reactionary patriarchs and radical feminists cdaflathe movements of nationalism and
feminism. Patriarchs, such as Amin, associatedorgiment of the nation with the “liberation of
women”, whereas westernized feminists like Sha'rd@manded that the newly granted rights of
nationhood be applied to women as well. As colastst—and those who espoused colonialist
attitudes—attacked Islam for depriving women ofithights, Qutb sought to argue that women
could find all of their rights in the indigenoususoe of their religion. Finally, Sufism provided
al-Ghazali with the spiritual independence and i&mfice which would allow her to submit
herself to God and not to the patriarchal hieranshijch confined the lives of other women. al-
Ghazali's combination of these various influencesuld come to create a discourse that was
both reactionary in its methods of employing comagve and spiritual rhetoric, yet
revolutionary in seeking nationalist and feminiealts.

Chapter Two: Textual Tensions: Navigating Islamist~Feminism

Whether she was writing in her magazine columningia public lecture, or answering
guestions at an interview, Zainab al-Ghazali wasarchnd consistent on three following points
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regarding Muslim women and their role in societheTMuslim woman is fundamental to the
success of Islamic society. She must fulfill hespansibilities in Islamidda’'wah Finally, she
must reject the evils of western imperialism trehain after the collapse of the formal colonial
apparatus. All three of these points are prevaleriter works, and provide the framework for
understanding her message on the behavior, oldigatiand societal role expected of Muslim
women.

According to al-Ghazali, the Muslim woman is natarginalized individual in society.
Rather, she is the fundamental building block ef émtire civilization. She should be rightfully
acknowledged and appreciated as the teacher ofatien, the builder of society, and the mother
of the future Muslim generations. Given this indbéel responsibility, the Muslim woman must
make sure to be educated, righteous, and religiougder to insure that the foundation she
provides will produce a strong Muslim society.

“Women must be well educated, cultured, knowing ghecepts of the Quran and
the Sunna, knowing world politics, why we are baakdy why we don’t have
technology. The Muslim woman must study all thésegs, and then raise her son
in the conviction that he must possess the sciertobls of the age, and at the
same time he must understand Islam, politics, ggdgyr, and current
events...Islam does not forbid women to actively ipgrdte in public life...as
long as that does not interfere with her first daya mother..

While al-Ghazali assures the reader that Islam amesorbid the participation of women in
public life, she remains explicit in pronouncingeithforemost role to be that of domestic
caretaker.

al-Ghazali glorifies motherhood, purporting itlie not only the natural role for women,
but also crucial to the success of the Islamic &gciAn educated woman will produce an
educated populace, just as a corrupted woman watdyzce corruption. Using al-Ghazali’s logic,
the Muslim woman retains full control over the diren of the community.

“It may take generations for Islam to rule. We ao¢ rushing ahead of ourselves.
On the day that Islam rules, Muslim women will fitttmselves in their natural
kingdom, educating mer{*

According to al-Ghazali's theory, the stereotypleat tMuslim women are disempowered and
marginalized in society seem erroneous. Quite th&rary: as the educators, builders, and
mothers of society, al-Ghazali envisions womenl#&y jp fundamental role in the community.

Building off of her opinion of the role of women Bociety, al-Ghazali maintains that
Muslim women have an equally crucial part to playal-da’'wah The Islamist mission will
never be accomplished if Muslim women ignore tleity in the struggle to rectify the corrupted
Islamic nation. al-Ghazali even contends thatdimy of da’'wah for Muslim women is greater
than that of men.

3 Hoffman,An Islamic Activist236-37
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“The Brotherhood considers women a fundamental gfattie Islamic call. They
are the ones who are most active because men baverk. They are the ones
who build the kind of men that we need to fill tfamks of the Islamic calf

This quote could be interpreted in two ways, bdthvbich would be equally supported by al-
Ghazali’'s opinion of the role of Muslim women incggty. One could interpret her words as a
call for women to actually participate in tda’'wah movement. This would be supported by the
clear evidence of her own life: her experience asoeo-political activist and as a Muslim
woman. The second interpretation would be to rehal belief in the educating nature of
women, an interpretation which would limit a womanmble inal-da’wah She would work
behind the scenes, properly raising and educatiegnten who would then struggle for the
Islamic call. Both are possible, and perhaps threynat mutually exclusive. While the specific
role of women in Islamida’'wahis unclear, it is unequivocal that al-Ghazali dadsawomen to
participate in the struggle.

The final emphasis in al-Ghazali's work is her dbts® denunciation of western
imperialism and its continued social and culturdluence. She is extremely critical of what she
believes to be efforts to weaken, control, and @kplluslims around the world. Such goals are
met—according to al-Ghazali—through the imperidié@$ehoods of capitalism, secularism, and
western feminism. All three are equally repreheesiland all are bound inextricably to one
another. Capitalist greed has broken the moralda@titlde of any remnants of religion, and has
transformed western women into commodities. Midlsdthe falsehoods of “equality” and
“liberation”, western women have sold their honor wages, and have destroyed society with
their negligence of marital and maternal dutiesshézali argues that the west is now attempting
to export their wicked ways to the Islamic nati@ading many Muslim women astray.

“For a few limited pennies we have sold our motbedhand then we ask about
the role of women in society? What kind of a sacistthis where the home that
forms the seed of the society has been ruined dmynte women between home
and the workplace?

al-Ghazali denounces western feminism for plottmgestroy the fabric of Muslim society. The
efforts to “liberate” the Muslim woman are nothimgpre than concentrated efforts to weaken the
community, and retard the prosperity of the Islanaton.

al-Ghazali laments those who misinterpret this-Bhislim conspiracy as the “liberation”
of women. She blames the “backwardness” of Mustmsthe imagining of issues invented by
the enemies of Islam in order to attract the Mugl@ople’s attention away from the large issue
of returning Islam to its former pride and glory’’.”

al-Ghazali’'s understanding of western influence-itigal, economic and social—to be
malicious helps explain her dislike of “westernizésiminism. Despite her criticism, al-Ghazali
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embraces a number of the tenets of feminism. Sheadds equal value of women in society,
promotes the participation and activism of womenmmiavements of social justice, and clearly
has no objection with women acting as leaders withe community. Therefore, while she may
agree with the spirit of the feminist movement, destrust of western imperialism—past and
present—forces her to reject the ideology as amgireepackaged product of the west. The spirit
of feminism may arise from within Islam, but theie no possibility of it arriving as an
international import, stamped with a foreign na#hnile these three points may act as a general
guideline for understanding the message of al-GQhaaacloser examination of three of her
works will further illustrate her understandingtbé role of the Muslim woman in society.

Return of the Pharaoh

In her autobiographyReturn of the Pharaolal-Ghazali tells her personal accounts of the
days before, and the months within one of Nasseilisary prisons. It is the only known source
that divulges al-Ghazali’s personal storyadtfda’'wah and persecution. Likewise, it is the only
source which clearly presents—albeit without ackieolging—the apparent paradox found
between her rhetoric and her personal life. In m&moir, al-Ghazali is explicit about her
religious motives, social goals, and high opinidémerself. Whether intending to glorify God, or
herself, the writing portrays al-Ghazali as a deloteligious woman who gave her all to al-
da’'wah Envisioned as an exemplary figure in her leddprspiety, and courage, al-Ghazali
guarantees herself a sacred place amongst thostoudpiat in the path of God.

A Leader among Men

Her autobiography opens with a car accident; sasssnation attempt on al-Ghazali by
Nasser’s secret police. This political incidentssiie tone for the entire memoir. As the subject
of an assassination plot, it seems that the Na$ats considered al-Ghazali a threat. This status
as an enemy of the state was not only welcomed-Bhazali, but she indeed wore it as badge
of honor. The Muslim Brothers frightened Nasser, m@ matter how many brothers were
imprisoned, tortured or executed, leaders like la&gali would continue to call Muslim men,
women and youth to Islamida’'wah against the secular police state. While the aBss&m
attempt was a failure, it serves as a reminder lt{Ghazali—and to the reader—of the
government’s fear of this formidable woman. Whegavering in hospital, an aide warned her
that Nasser not only hated her as a political oppgrbut that he couldn’t even bear to hear the
sound of her nam€. Nasser had made it his mission to dissolve hemrirgtion and to
politically paralyze this woman whom he so dee@sréd. al-Ghazali received this news like a
hardened veteran, welcoming her adversary.

“Praise be to Allah that he fears me and detestsIo® detest him, for Allah.
Nasir's despotism only serves to increase our gterste to please our
consciences and live for the fulfillment of our sia...”

It is difficult to assess the validity of al-Ghazaklaim that Nasser considered her a top thieat t
his security. In an Islamic resistance movememtelare clear advantages to being perceived as
a fighter of the enemy, and such a reputation woumldoubtedly have suited al-Ghazali. Being
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immortalized as driving fear into the hearts of Kaéirun’® might be the dream of most Islamist
activists. In summing up her experience as a leafldslamic da’'wah, al-Ghazali considers
herself as responsible for co-leading the moverdiich stripped Nasser of his pow&rHer
words convey a feeling of confidence that she, mgamied by ‘Abd al-Fattah Isma’il, had
brought the powerful Nasser and his brutish congadé¢heir knees.

In her memoir, al-Ghazali strives to emphasize kadership within theda'wah
movement. In addition to pointing out Nasser's peed hatred of her—which conveys her
centrality within the movement—she mentions her k@g in reviving the Muslim Brotherhood
after the imprisonment of its leadership core. 8éscribes how young men and women would
come to her house for religious guidance, and hHosvwgould welcome them at all hours of the
night® Her intimacy with al-Banna is also an indicatorhef status within the movement. She
tells of a time in February, 1949 when she huryiedhs asked to arrange for al-Banna to leave
the country in order to prevent his assassinatidnle such efforts were too late—al-Banna was
shot and killed immediately following the warningt-ean be assumed that the task of saving the
life of the spiritual leader of the Muslim Brothedd would not be given to anyone but an
individual high in the chain of commafid.

al-Ghazali became increasingly involved with petgeof the Muslim Brotherhood,
largely focusing on garnering financial and so@apport for the families of imprisoned or
executed Muslim Brothers. However, her initial etyawork began to transform into a full effort
to revive the dissolved and paralyzed organizatiGovertly working with ‘Abd al-Fattah
Isma’il, she pledged herself to Islanda’'wah educating Muslim youth on their duties to God,
alleviating the suffering of the families of the Blum Brothers, and struggling against the tactics
of the dictatorship.

“...A pledge of allegiance that we will fight in HEake and won’t languor until
we unite the ranks of Ikhwan, and isolate all tha$® do not want to work for
Him, no matter what their position or weight®

From 1957 until her imprisonment in 1965, al-Ghawals the third piece of the tripartite rule of
the Muslim Brotherhood, along with ‘Abd al-Fattagma’il and Sayyid QutB* Her role as a
leader within theda’'wah movement made her a threat against the statetharsda target for
persecution.

Despite these references within her memoir, itaiesdifficult to ascertain exactly how
much control al-Ghazali attained within the Islanmsvement. However, what is clear is that al-
Ghazali considered herself to be one of the feve coembers who helped tHéwansurvive the
years of persecution. Her memoir leaves no questiainthis woman understood herself to be an
indispensable leader within the faction.

Chosen for Piety
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In addition to considering herself a leader of tslmist movement, al-Ghazali's
memoir emphasizes the extent to which she alsoeddwerself as a moral guide; a remarkably
pious individual even under extreme duress. Mosiaus is her strict adherence to religious
doctrine. Almost every page mentions al-Ghazalyimg praising God, referencing the Prophet,
guoting the Qur’an, or preaching to her followensl &ormenters alike.

While indicative of her piety, these Muslim norms anot what strongly enforce the
image of al-Ghazali as a remarkably pious, sak#digure. The proof comes from her visions of
the Prophet and her prophetic dreams that indicatiee reader that she is no ordinary Muslim,
but rather a chosen exemplar. In the days awaiteg sentencing, a sentence which she
expected to end her life, al-Ghazali had a visidme Prophet had visited her, and asked her to
climb up a steep mountain. Along the way, she metraber of female companions from the
MLA, and she asked each companion if she would fb& journey on the path of God. The
dream affected al-Ghazali profoundly, and she tedahe serenity that transpired afterwards.

“The feeling which now came over me was one of gnaerbered peace, rest and
tranquility. This vision had washed away all tteénpand driven away all the fear
and sorrow in my heart®

That vision had confirmed for al-Ghazali that whadie had always known; she walked in the
path of God and his Messenger. A vision of the pedpshould not be taken lightly, and al-
Ghazali's faith—and reputation—are reinforced hig 8acred transactidhi.

Her second and third dreams were not of Muhammatdalke indeed prophetic visions
themselves. The night of the execution of SayyidbQal-Ghazali had a vision of her late
colleague. In her dream, Qutb reassures her, sdiingw that | was not with them, | was in
Madinah in the company of the Prophet (peace ben)ffoUpon awakening, al-Ghazali
proclaimed to her cell mate, Qutb’s sister, Hamkjdhat these visions were “a consolation, a
strengthening from Allah®®

Shortly after her visions of Qutb, al-Ghazali expeced another set of dreams which
were equally, if not more powerful in convincingrted her own religious prowess. Days after
her sentencing, al-Ghazali dreamt of her husbaiad's in the newspaper obituaries. Incredibly,
a few days later, she read of her husband’s actatiral death. al-Ghazali learned that her
husband had been presented the choice of divoh&@ngor being sentenced to twenty-five years
hard labor. In her memoir, she makes clear thatstderstood the necessity of her aging
husband’s decision to divorce his wife rather tliace certain death in prison himself. She
emphasizes the fact that despite marital divorte and he were still comrades in their
commitment toal-da’'wah Upon learning the date of the divorce, al-Gharals shocked to
realize that it had occurred on the same day tiehad received another vision of the Prophet.

“l recalled the vision that Allah had favored upoe...| had seen the Prophet
(peace be upon him) wearing white clothes...| wasditey with ‘A’ishah (may
Allah be pleased with her)...She was advising me talsomething when the
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Prophet (peace be upon him) came up to us, an@édcalHave patience
‘Aishah... ‘A’ishah was pressing my hand...and askegltmbe patient®

These visions of the prophet, and prophetic dreafrttse future are proof to al-Ghazali—and her
audience—that she was an embodiment of piety anéligiious strength. The aforementioned
miracles of escaping dog attacks unscathed andreivéng hours of torture are complimented
by her spiritual fortitude. Her memoirs make clbar belief that God protected her as a reward
for her righteousness.

But it is not only the prophetic visions, and diety granted immunity which prove al-
Ghazali’s religious fortitude. Instead, her piety most emphasized through contrast, in
comparing herself to other female prisoners. After torturous stay at the military prison, she
was transferred to the all-female prisonabQanatir. While relieved to be out of the hands of
her tormenters, al-Ghazali remarks that what skevet in this prison was even more horrific
than the whips and ropes which she had left betimthe new prison, al-Ghazali was faced with
hundreds of Muslim women who had forgotten, or sald, their faith and honor.

“Here we were in front of a straying herd lost metdungeons of Jahiliyya.
Women who claimed to be liberated, were ratheredao whims and desires.
Their crimes had submerged them entirely and tlaelyforgotten their humanity,
purity, honour [sic] and dignity. Nothing but anilmavith no meaning to their
lives except eating and intercourSe.

al-Ghazali’s reaction of shock and horror promgtedto ask the guards to re-transfer her, as she
could not bear to remain in the company of such amfh When the request was refused, she
remained disdainful of any close contact with thta@mals.” Unlike al-Ghazali, these women
had been led astray by the temptations of sexuatitithe fallacy of feminist liberation. Unlike
al-Ghazali, these women were “blind animals ledbtimd men on a road which zigzagged
endlessly before then?® Who were these blind men, leading astray thesemuptad Muslim
women? al-Ghazali labeled the culprits as “Those wiant corruption on earth, the people of
atheism and falsehood, of evil and criffeThis was a direct accusation against the sectdafs
Egypt, arguing that it was they who had corruptemmen and defiled Islam. But just as al-
Ghazali fought the secularists in their attemptreate a Godless state, so too would she defy
them in their efforts to corrupt her and her MusBmsters. The femaleafirun surrounding her

in prison serve to remind the reader of the religifortitude of al-Ghazali, and her piety in the
face of Godlessness.

Courageous Women in Corrupt Times
Such notions of the religious and moral superiooityal-Ghazali are omnipresent in her

memoir, usually placed in contrast to the corruptdd Nasser and his prison guards. al-Ghazali's
confidence in her own righteousness encourageddacédy which contradicts the stereotypes of
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a modest, reserved Muslim woman. In the openingpaag-Ghazali boasts that the MLA never
acquiesced to the demands of the state, nor indidcshe ever consider the group to be within
state regulation. al-Ghazali argued that klaéir government had no legitimate sovereignty in
Egypt, and therefore was in no position to placemaleds on the MLA, its members, or any
Egyptian Muslim at alf* al-Ghazali proudly remembers how the MLA was gxicmal
amongst other Egyptian groups in its defiance efdictatorship. Whereas most people were too
frightened to speak their mind and ostentatiouplyose the state to which they secretly objected
to, the MLA refused to quietly oblige.

“The Muslim Ladies did not stand by as spectatbtg, spoke frankly about the

events which were going on, seeking Allah’s pleasewven if in the process it

upset many people”
al-Ghazali and her group refused to compromise therality, even if it cost them dearly. She
relates how even after the military decree to pmeymublication of their magazine, not one
member willingly participated in the eventual ctugidown of headquartet$.

al-Ghazali’'s boldness took on new meaning oncevgag imprisoned for conspiracy
against Nasser. Before, non-compliance resultedthm closure and dissolution of her
organization. Now, refusing the demands of the opriguards translated into floggings,
starvation, and dog attacks. It was in prison whar&hazali's courage was truly tested and
proven to be remarkable. Over and over al-Ghaza$ thireatened with torture and death if she
did not admit to conspiring to kill Nasser. Consigty, she chose torture over lying to save
herself. Repeatedly she was cajoled to give narkesothers who were involved in the plot, and
persistently she refused, insisting that there weisher plot nor conspirators to divulge. al-
Ghazali did not refrain from criticism or condeninatof her accusers or torturers, even if such
words resulted in further flogging. In one audasiomoment, she dryly asked the man claiming
to be the prosecuting attorney if the whips usedirej her were “from the law-school
curriculum?®’

In her memoir, there is never a moment of despaira hint of a loss of faith. al-Ghazali
remains as steadfast in her recollection of theblerordeal as she purports herself to have been
during the experience. In fact, al-Ghazali asgbds it was not she who was afraid of the whips
of her torturers, but it was in fact the torturestso feared her.

“I looked at both men with contempt and disgusdolnot know if they felt the
contempt in my looks or were stupid enough notdtce it...Yes, they seemed
stupid to me, like dirt-stained flies. They thoudgiey were frightening me, but |
felt sure that it was they who were afraid of me.”

As before, she was confident that she was walkiegrighteous path. She, not Nasser or his
guards, would triumph in the end. If she were ®idi God’s struggle, she knew that she would
be remembered as a courageous martyr, and nat@as@omising coward.
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In one remarkable scene, al-Ghazali's torment@st & soldier to rape her. This
abhorrent form of torture was clearly targeted BGlaazali’'s honor, an incredibly sacred
possession for Muslim women. al-Ghazali asserts NMagser had ordered the guards to torture
her more harshly than they would a nfatising rape as a form of torture seems to corrdbora
such a claim. In telling the story of the attemptegde, al-Ghazali recalls the poor soldier who
was ordered to commit the atrocity. He was reluctando the deed, yet unwilling to die for
having disobeyed his orders—the fate of the fiming soldier sent to rape al-Ghazali. As the
young man began to move towards her, she was sthdagkieer own actions of self-defense.

“Before | knew it, my hands were firmly around mseck. ‘Bismillah, Allahu

Akbar’, | shouted, and sank my teeth into the siflldis neck. The man slipped

out of my hands, white foam...frothed from his mouthwas safe. Allah, the

Exalted, had infused in me a strange force. A fauaficient to overcome this

beast.”
Whether or not her courage was divinely inspireds iclear that these experiences, as well as
other experiences in al-Ghazali’'s memoir, are ndrkg significant bravery in the face of
danger. She refused to buckle where many had seéhpand her ability to withstand the
pressure of intimidation and torture are emphasizele text.

al-Ghazali not views herself as a courageous persot specifically as a courageous
woman. Gender roles and expectations—and disappeiits—of male bravery are infused in
the text. Her own ability to withstand torture tsu$ magnified, as her feminine courage is
juxtaposed by the masculine weakness of those MuBliothers who cried for mercy. In
particular, al-Ghazali is disgusted by a male mandfehe Ikhwan ‘Ashawari, who was not
strong enough to withstand the torture. He savedskin by playing along with the witch hunt;
giving names and detailing non-existent plots dafitten. al-Ghazali recalls when she was re-
introduced to her former brother akFda’'wah how disgusted she felt by his appearance. While
she was decrepit from the starvation and harshrigsathe was freshly showered, clean shaven,
and wearing silk pajama®’ Where she, a woman, had stood strong—he had cedmbider
pressure. al-Ghazali bemoaned the cowardice oadtisns, but furthermore, she was ashamed
that a Muslim man had lost his hort8t For when she was reunited with a tattered, yetaken
‘Abd al-Fattah, his unfaltering masculinity comfexital-Ghazali:

“The steadfast manhood displayed by ‘Abd al-Fatiatie me a sense of peace.
For it emanated from the iman (faith) in Allah thstin him. | said secretly to
myself: ‘Praise be to Allah, Allah has real men.yWou protect them for your
own da’'wa. If ‘Ashawari has betrayed us, theresile patient, believing people;
leaders of the way and seekers of the trutff.”

In regards to courage, her memoirs are modesturyetuivocal: al-Ghazali was courageous
where others were cowards. Her resolution was gtramd it would not be weakened by
intimidation, torture, rape, or even by the limiexpectations of her own sex.

% |bid., 84
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Nawah Bait Muslim: Toward a Muslim Household.

In the late 1970s’s and early 1980’s, al-Ghazalrked as an editor for the Muslim
Brotherhood periodicalal-Da’'wahThe Islamic Call She managed a column of the monthly
magazine entitledgawah bait muslifToward a Muslim Househald he icon of the section is a
drawing of a Muslim family: parents and two childreThe mother is veiled, the father is
bearded and wears a head covering, and the twilyjoaise a copy of the Qur'an. Next to the
mother is her veiled daughter, and next to theefagitands the son. This icon reveals the aim of
the column: to rightly guide the Muslim family itsiefforts to live according to word of God.
This drawing also depicts the parents as havinglegsponsibility in the Islamic education of
their children, as the husband and wife stand araleground, and whose arms both raise the
holy book. The content of this column will supptité icon’s assertion of the importance of both
sexes in the raising of a Muslim family, but wihiallenge any assumptions of gender equality
which the reader may have induced from the canieatu

“The Muslim Woman”

In an issue from January, 1981, al-Ghazali wrotaréinle entitled, “al-Mara al-Muslinia
The Muslim Woman”. While the name seems to target Muslim woman, the article makes
clear that al-Ghazali believes that the fate of ¢hére Muslim community is at stake, as the
ummarests on the shoulders of its women. This arti€labout the bigger picture, about the
battle between the feminist imperialists of the wasd the Islamic nationalists who wish to
protect their women as one strategy in defendieg thwn sovereignty. al-Ghazali is appalled at
the number of Muslim women who have confused litienawith equality, and who have
replaced their religion with the false feministatlayy propagated by the west. She confronts the
Muslim women who desire to work outside the home jaiggle the responsibilities of parenting
and working. She accuses such women of blindlygiregdown society with their negligence.
Referring to the Egyptian feminist movement of H®&f&a'rawi—which encouraged women to
gain independence and equality—al-Ghazali arguaswvihile such women believe themselves
to be in a state of awakening, they are in fachaéal by western deceit. Of the western feminist
movement, al-Ghazali asks if it is achieving grea#) or wrecking havoc.

“Is it for her to raise up her house, her childrangd her husband to the peak of
understanding and to a better social standing?s@hjs movement dissolving the

Muslim woman in her imitation of the western womaho is lost and who has

become an object of pleasure, unprotected, and avhome is unguarded, and
whose privacy has been violate$?

In al-Ghazali’s opinion, the movement that had mkdl to improve society and the status of
women, in fact, had produced the opposite eff@tte imitation of the west in politics, behavior
and dress had poisoned tbemnmaand condemned Muslims to the same unfortunateofiot
western secular atheists. Feminism, as a westgrartims destroying the very fabric of Muslim
society. In one sentence, al-Ghazali addresses$ stteasees as the heart of the issue: “As a
women regresses, society regressgs.”

1937ainab al-Ghazali, “al Mara al Muslifiehe Muslim Woman”, iral Da’'wah, No. 57 ( Jan 1981)
104 [p:
Ibid.
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al-Ghazali is not satisfied with merely criticigithe westernized feminist movement, but
goes on to offer advice as to how the women ofuimenacan manage the disastrous effects of
this “foreign” phenomenon. Her solution to the gesb is seeped in conservative, nationalist,
feminist and spiritual décor, fitting for a diseade believes to be brought by radical, imperialist
atheists. In order to battle the poisonous effetisesternized feminism, al-Ghazali decrees that
the Muslim community must return to its Islamic t®aviuslim women must model themselves
after the Quranic heroines of Hawwa'—wife of Adakhadija, ‘Aisha, Fatima, Miriam, the
Queen of Sheeba, and the wife of Pharaoh in the stb Moses>® These women are all
considered righteous and pious within Islamic trads, and are therefore models of imitation
for Muslim women today. However, as Barbara Stoeasgplores in her book, “Women in the
Quran, Traditions, and Interpretation”, these wontepresent various paradigms for Muslim
women. Did al-Ghazali intend for Muslim women tooptithe strong, aggressive personality of
‘Aisha? Or, would she have preferred for Muslim wentio model themselves after Fatima and
Mary, the holy mistresses of motherhood in Islatradition. Khadija represents an independent
woman with an entrepreneurial streak, running avar business and providing for herself. In
contrast, Hawwa'’ is remembered as a compliant coimpaof Adam, assigned to the domestic
sphere'®®With this spectrum of female archetypes to emulais,clear that there is not, nor has
there ever been, one “proper” role for the Muslimman in Islamic traditions. Therefore, al-
Ghazali’s order for Muslim women to return to thislamic roots does nothing to further define
the proper behavior of a Muslim woman. Insteads ihtended to provide a starting point for an
Islamist discourse that discusses the questioaroirfism through an indigenous lens.

By returning to Islam, and by casting out the tgaf colonialism—guised as
feminism—the Islamic world would finally have a ¢rwevival. But in order to do this, Muslim
women must reject the lies of western capitalismaytmust refuse to work outside the home. al-
Ghazali criticizes the supposed benefits of thekigr woman, and insists that her decision to
work destroys more than her own honor.

“What good comes to a nation in which a woman lwawark to feed herself?
That woman is a commodity, and the men suffer figrand the children suffer
even more *’

A woman should never choose to work outside thedyapines al-Ghazali, but she should only
do so if the situation necessitates such dire mactéith the eloquence of a polished demagogue,
al-Ghazali encourages women to return to their lsnamd to their marital and maternal
responsibilities. “Return, my dear, to the home atay there. Obey your husband and you and
he will be rewarded for your obedience.” To empbadier point, she recollects an American
television program which had interviewed a thirtegrar old boy as to whether or not he
preferred his mother to remain in the home. Ae ibd expected, the young child agreed with al-
Ghazali, saying that it is “natural” for his mottterstay at homé&”®

This article is a clear attempt by al-Ghazali éduce the world to a simple dichotomy
between the west and Islam. While in reality thisge terms encompass wildly diverse spaces

105 ||
Ibid.
1% Barbara Stowassa@iomen in the Qur'an, Traditions, and Interpretatidtew York: Oxford University Press,
1994).
197 al-Ghazali, “al-Mara al-Muslima”
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with undefined borders, al-Ghazali seeks to clearlyarate those two “civilizations” in terms of
their treatment of women. Essentially, the west #&adfeminist sophistry have transformed
women into being more of a commodity than a humaind The woman who worked outside
the home suddenly had a price by which to be booglgold. In contrast, Islam values and
respects its women. They are exalted as the guerdiathe future generation, as educators, and
as mothers. Her dichotomy is harsh, and leave®om ifor exceptions. She fails to mention the
existence of Muslims who do not respect women, saglthe Saudi government—that she
openly criticized for not having provided adequatiication to girls and woméff She also
fails to mention the large number of women in theited States who do not work, but who
choose or are forced to stay at home. These iresanould destroy the clean dichotomy which
al-Ghazali hopes to present. Such examples wouttbdstrate that there are common issues in
western and in Islamist feminisms, and that theyrat so estranged as al-Ghazali would have
them be.

Her efforts to polarize the west and Islam are unwxpected, nor unprecedented. The
tone and context adl-Mara al-Muslimaare strikingly similar to Qutb’Social Justice in Islam
regarding the role of the woman in Islamic Societyso similar to Qutb is al-Ghazali's
insistence that returning to Islam will cure thienants of post-colonial Egyptian society. A total
rejection of the colonial apparatus was needellefe were to be any hope of an Egyptian, and
Islamic revival. And because capitalism, communiamg feminism all came from the west, it
only seemed fitting that they should all be rejdct face value. It did not matter if such
ideologies truly contradicted the tenets of Islalwas enough that they were a product of the
western empires. For this reason, al-Ghazali’'saigie to feminism is mainly with its western
origin, not with any specific anti-Islamic tenet-Ghazali does not address which specific
feminist principles contradict Islamic traditionserhaps an intended negligence that leaves a
crucial question: are feminism and Islam really smtompatible?

“The Muslim Woman and the Liberation of Jerusalem”

al-Ghazali’s article, “al-Mara al-Muslima wa-Tabreal-Quds/The Muslim Woman and
the Liberation of Jerusalemias published in her column in the February, 1381e of thel-
Da’'wah. In recognition of the peculiar title, al-Ghazbégan her article by acknowledging the
unapparent relationship that a Muslim woman migitehwith the “liberation” of Jerusalem.
While it might have seemed strange to the uninfarmeader, al-Ghazali insists that the
connection is real and important.

“To the one who is aware and conscientious of &lgion, it is understandable
that the grand mission of the liberation of Jereisais for the Muslim woman, as

it is for the Muslim man*°

For many Arab Muslims, the Israeli capture of Edstusalem was, and continues to be a
devastating loss. In the hands of non-Muslims,slEem has come to represent the pinnacle of
Muslim defeat in world order. Likewise, the imageaore-conquered Jerusalem, back under the

109 al-GhazaliReturn of the Pharaolg4
10 3l-Ghazali, “Al-Mara al Muslima wa Tahreer al Qudfie Muslim Woman and the Liberation of Jerusaleim.
al Da’'wah, No. 58 (Feb 1981)
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control of the Muslim community, has become the lsghof hope for an Islamic revivat!
Therefore, this is a subject which would have bgeite familiar for the readers ai-Da’'wah
magazine. Within the various editions from 1981 ngnarticles and cartoons reflect the Muslim
Brotherhood’s obsession with the re-conquest aisidem. One such cartoon, published as the
cover of the May edition, depicts a bleeding, stetbome of the Rock, that is locked in chains
by a star of David. The lock is about to be foudlgfstruck by an axe, carried by a hidden,
presumably Muslim man. The title of the cartoon omands the reader to “Save the Captured
Mosque.” This cartoon is one of many remindershef prevalence of the Jerusalem issue in the
psyche of the Muslim Brothers and their followers.

Assuming that her audience was concerned witHlitheration” of Jerusalem, al-Ghazali
argues that this issue should be a concern foonlgt Muslim men, but also Muslim women.
The issue should be important to all Muslims, pexdive of their nationality, age, or sex. al-
Ghazali asserts that women are just as resporeshieen in defending the Islamic nation, and in
fighting in God’s path. This equality is one whishfound in religious devotion, and in religious
struggle. Both men and women are essential menobéine umma and therefore they must both
carry the responsibilities that come with such mership.

al-Ghazali points to the fact that Israeli women aotiva in the efforts of their
community, and that their participation had gredibnefited Israel. If the enemy was fully
utilizing the potential of its population, shoulditie Muslim community do the same?

“Oh Muslim youth, the Zionist woman carries weapoasd benefits her

government in many different tasks. Isn’t it tinkeat the Muslim Woman dawn

the silken garb of determination and rectifies wed been spoiled by the Zionist
woman?*2

Ironically, al-Ghazali seems to be encouraging Muskomen to emulate Zionist women and
their active participation in each woman’s respacstruggle. al-Ghazali remains ambiguous as
to the nature of women’s participation and wheih&ras to be civil or militant. She prefers to
vaguely exhort Muslim women to “be spiritually awanf the Palestinian issue, an issue of the
Muslim nation.**® The women of the enemy must be met by the worfimearighteous if there

is ever to be any hope of victory.

According to al-Ghazali, the “liberation” of Jerlma and the advancement of the
Islamic nation is a formidable task. It is a missighich all Muslims must undertake, both men
and women. Is this emphasis on the important, legl&a of women in the struggle a form of
feminism? After all, al-Ghazali is clearly advocgtithe full participation of women in jihad as a
prerequisite for success. She continues that washeuld not remain at the margins of society,
quietly observing the hollow war cries of men. Sugdction and negligence would result only in
failure and loss.

“The thoughts of our men and women are poisonethbysaber-rattling of our
boys and the shyness of our women. In such a stave will we ever take back
Jerusalem?**

" ra LapidusA History of Islamic Societies. Second Edit{@ambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2002), 582
12 al-Ghazali, “al-Mara al Muslima wa Tahreer al-Quds
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al-Ghazali appears frustrated with not only thectron of the Muslim woman, but also
with the spurious masculinity of Muslim men. She&eks them for being nothing more than
young boys—shabab—playing tough, but not producing any real resultsis restates a similar
theme found in her previous writing: the importarndemasculinity in the Muslim nation. Her
disappointment in the cowardice of ‘Ashawari is eentbered by her disappointment in the
pseudo-masculinity of the Muslishabab al-Ghazali laments:

“My sons, where are the real men? Real men havarécpar power which
others lack. Real men have glory whereas others less and humiliation. Real
men have determination, and they have strong wontenare able to preserve
their honor, and who provide the bases for buildirgstate’®

Her lament for masculinity compliments her cries &mual participation of women in the
struggle. Men can not fight this battle alone, heither can women. She has already determined
the importance of the role of women, and she seeksphasize that men must not forget their
own role inal-da’'wah

The dual themes of femininity and masculinity peevasive in this article.
al-Ghazali correlates the loss of Islamic sovergigwith the loss of masculine pride and
feminine honor. al-Ghazali blames Muslims for Imgviost their power by losing their honor,
and yet clearly she insists that the perpetuatiagkmess of the Islamic nation prevents Muslim
men and women from restoring that honor. Whoeveretemy is—Israel, the United States, the
Soviet Union—an Islamic loss of political powemnet by an equal loss in the honor of both the
men and women of the Muslim community. Thereforbatis at stake is not only the political
and religious gains to be made by the “re-conquettlerusalem, but also the restoration of
masculinity and femininity which such a victory wdyrocure.

Therefore, the title of this article is mildly reading. Instead of focusing on the role of
the Muslim woman in the “liberation” of JerusaleahGhazali lectures on the importance of the
re-conquest, and what it would mean for both sexfethe Muslim community. It is her
inclusion of women within this community that drgjuishes her article, as she decrees that
Muslims—men and women—should not forget the roléectvivomen must play in the struggle.
At every injunction to her audience, or to the Mustommunity at large, she chooses to use the
Arabic grammatical construction for both the mas®ibnd feminine plural. Where others may
have left the struggle to the men of the commurabyGhazali insists that women must not idly
watch as their duties and responsibilities areewgtl. For she, not only her men, or her nation,
has much to regain through the “liberation” of datem.

“Without Muslim men and women, Jerusalem will nexaturn. But with Muslim
men and women, Jerusalem will return and we wiltdssued from shame. ...For
is it not time that we return masculinity to ouryspour male youth, and to our
men? Likewise, is it not time that we return hunbaand honor to our womeh

al-Ghazali is adamant on the essential role thah@ohave to play in the Islamic struggle, and
on the substantial benefit that they will reap friinsuccess. While focusing on the “liberation”

15 pid,
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of Jerusalem, al-Ghazali uses this article to stthe importance of women in Islanda’'wah
This dual objective is reflected by the title, ahcted by her life.

This chapter reveals al-Ghazali’s true feelingsrennature of the Muslim woman. She is
a powerful member of society, whose prescribed aslea mother and wife ought to empower
her, not oppress her. Furthermore, Islam is the $nurce of her agency. Within Islam, she may
demand the respects and rights she is entitledvib@ther they are that of motherhood and
domesticity, or that of public leadership and Islana’'wah While al-Ghazali claims that there
is no need for feminism in Islam, her life and weodce a deliberate testament to how the ideals
of feminism can be achieved through Islandi@wah, according to indigenous means. However,
this feminist interpretation of her work reflecteraly one facet of al-Ghazali’s discourse, as a
reader could just as easily withdraw a conservatmationalist, or spiritual reading of the text.
The following chapter will examine a number of npietations of al-Ghazali, whose combined
analyses provide a comprehensive understandingrahhlti-faceted discourse.

Chapter Three: Interpretations Between Adulations ad Condemnations

As the last chapter demonstrated, al-Ghazali watrang figure who refused to bow
down to oppressive regimes, whether they took tvenfof secular nationalism, indigenous
patriarchy, or western feminism. She was clearlynajahida or, a female fightel!’ A
mujahid—or mujahida—could strive for any goal: justice, equality, beir vision of an Islamic
society. As her writings reveal, Zainab al-Gharals indeed anujahida struggling for a cause
in which she desperately believed. However, hetingrileaves a number of questions regarding
the specifications of her cause. As the followingeipretations will demonstrate, her complex
discourse allows the reader to independently deéterrthe true mission of al-Ghazali's life.
There is no obvious answer, and the variety ofofoihg interpretations will prove this
ambiguity and diversity of her discourse.

al-Ghazali’'s life and writings expose a woman wioald not be defined by a single
cause, or an exclusive ideology. Throughout hetings, one can find the sinews of four
overarching themes: conservatism, nationalism, desmi, and spirituality. While she may not
have explicitly declared her allegiance to eaclalideer actions and words portray a woman who
subscribed to aspects of these four ideologies.

Distinctly conservative, al-Ghazali strove for theturn of society to the traditions of
Islam, calling for an end to the radical modernaatof the day. Markedly nationalist, she
assailed the remnants of western colonialism ammbweaged the solidarity found within the
unity of the Islamic nation. Unequivocally feminisl-Ghazali bitterly defended the equal rights
of women, insisting upon the importance of her sesociety. Finally, al-Ghazali's life as a
religious activist and self-recognition as a “sefdof God” confidently point to her subscription
to spirituality, or religion.

These four ideologies are present in the writiogal-Ghazali, and they carry with them
different objectives and their respective implioas for the reader. For western feminists, such
pairings as “feminism” and “conservatism” may beodts. For staunch secularist, the pairings
of “nationalism” and “spirituality” may be equaltontradictory. Therefore, instead of enriching

"Mujahidais the active participle of the Arabic walthad, which means “to strive.” Centuries of scholargbdte
within the Muslim community have expanded and caettrd the definition to include and exclude varifouss of
fighting, but ultimately, the simple verb meanstauggle for a cause. For more information, seehistét Bonner.
Jihad in Islamic History(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2006)
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our understanding of al-Ghazali, these four ide@®ghreaten to confuse the reader. Where
there should be profundity, there are accusatiohshypocrisy, or there is a refusal to
acknowledge the presence of all four players. pmegations on al-Ghazali have been, therefore,
somewhat limited in their understanding of thiaufig, as they do not fully address the spectrum
of thought within her life and discourse. This cleapwill examine a number of these
interpretations in order to create a comprehensimage of al-Ghazali, gained from the
fragmented views of others.

For this examination, it is necessary to consatcles and writings from a linguistically
and geographically diverse set of sources. Whike ¢hapter will locate various discourses into
“Feminist Scholarship” and “Arab-Islamic Commentaryshould be duly noted that such an
organization is merely a starting point for anahggispecific discourses. Those interpretations
labeled as “Arab-Islamic” were categorized as sdchthe language in which they were
published, and the religious emphasis of their imgit Likewise, authors who have
acknowledged themselves to be involved in femith&ory wrote the analyses listed under
“Feminist Scholarship*!® This is not to say that the two categories areuallyt exclusive.
Indeed, two of the three feminist scholars examimedhis chapter are from either Arab or
Islamic origins'*® As will be asserted, the categories of “feminiatid “Islamist” are highly
perforated, and specific ideas and ideologies fowitdin each are not confined to one or the
other but rather are shared property between the tw

Arab-Islamic Commentary: Praise for a Warrior

The commentaries for this section came exclusifrely Ibn al-Hashami’s book, entitled
Hummum al-Mara al-Muslima wal-da’'iya Zaynab al-GhaZConcerns of the Muslim Woman
and the dai'ya, Zainab al-Ghazalvhich is a published account of an interview vatfGhazali.
The commentaries are found at the beginning ofbibek, in an effort to help magnify the
character of al-Ghazali, proving her fame and \asiience. The lack of available Arabic
sources on al-Ghazali proved to be an impedimer tomprehensive analysis of how she is
interpreted by Arab-Muslims within the Middle Eatycing this paper to rely solely on the
following excerpts. It is not to say that the felimg commentaries are misrepresentative of
popular opinions on al-Ghazali, but rather thaytaee demonstrative and not conclusive.

While the following sources vary in the extenttbéir emphases, all of them hail al-
Ghazali as an exceptionally brave woman, and peratio committed herself tal-da’'wah
despite the persecution she endured as a resWWatan al-ArabiThe Arab Nationpraises the
courage al-Ghazali exhibited during her time inspni where her asceticism and suffering
strengthened her determination to fight in the paEtisod. This newspaper is not considered a
religious publication, nor is it publicly connectedth the Islamist movement. However, the
editors clearly exhibit a respect for this Islamasttivist who defied the oppression and
persecution brought by the Egyptian government agdér.al-Watan al-Arabicontinues in its

H8UBEGr more information on Saba Mahmoud's involveniarieminist theory, see her homepage at
http://ls.berkeley.edu/dept/anth/mahmood.htrdr more information on Miriam Cooke, see her bpage at
http://www.duke.edu/web/muslimnets/mcw_biBbr more information on Azza Karam, see Chapiere and Two
of her bookWomen, Islamisms and the State
19 Karam identifies herself as an Egyptian Muslim vesmSee Karani, 998, 33

Mahmoud identifies herself as a Pakistani Muslioman. See Mahmoud, preface
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adulation of al-Ghazali by commenting on her peesance inal-da’'wah, even throughout her
later years.

“Now, despite her older age of 73 years, she st@lels from place to place,
country to country to give lectures. She also agb/igoung women on the path of
al-da’wah and guide them towards righteousness. Her housdways open,
welcoming all those who seek her advice”

al-Watan al-Arabidoes not mention al-Ghazali’'s discourse of doroggtwhich has drawn
attention from feminist scholars. In its article arGhazali, this Arabic publication manages to
memorialize al-Ghazali as a mujahida. This artislaot interested in debating the complexities
of her personality, the tensions of her argumenmts,the possibilities of feminism found within
her discourse. She is remembered simply as a wavhansaw a transgression in society, and
who devoted her life tal-da’'wahin order to cure the ailments of her community.

The Islamic magazineal-Sahwah al-Islami&lhe Islamic Awakeningnvokes similar
themes in its tribute to al-Ghazali. After recajlithe years of deprivation and suffering in
prison, the editor glorifies al-Ghazali for herilience and dedication tal-da’'wah

“...She came out of those hardships stronger in &ién in God and to the noble
goal which she has dedicated her life. Her life viiled with constant work,
intended for the victory of Islam’®!

She is remembered for her commitment to justicd,l@na faith that allowed her to endure the
consequential suffering. This editorial praises &etion, yet similar to the commentary air
Watan al-Arabj it does not acknowledge her writings or rhetoagarding the domesticity of
women.

In the above two articles, al-Ghazali is treatecadighter for God. In the eyes of these
editors, and perhaps the readers of their maggzah€shazali is best defined as one who fought
for justice, and foral-da’'wah They have boiled down the various dimensionshaf multi-
faceted character, and produced a single titlehithvto encapsulate al-Ghazali: mujahida. From
these articles, the audience would have remaineatagt of the depth of al-Ghazali’s discourse,
and the implications that it has for women and fastitheory.

In a third article, from a separate magazine, lad£ali is described in another set of
terms. Instead of using the popular lens of jihadwhich to view al-Ghazalithe Islamic
magazineminar al-Islam/The Pulpit of Islanpraises al-Ghazali on basis of her opinions en th
guestion of women. In a polemic narrative, the agddescribes the sophistry of westernized

120 ynknown author. "Untitled Editorial on Zainab al-&ali." al-Watan al-Arabi/The Arab Natio(©2/05/1987),
in Ibn al-Hishami (ed.)Hummum al-mara al-muslima wal-da’iya Zaynab al-GildZoncerns of the Muslim
Woman and the da’iya, Zainab al-Ghaz&{Lairo: Dar al-i'tisam, 1990),17

121 Unknown. "Untitled Editorial on Zainab al-Ghazalal:Sahwah al-Islamia/The Islamic Awakening. 157
(12/22/1988), in Ibn al-Hishami (edHummum al-mara al-muslima wal-da’iya Zaynab al-GildZhe Concerns
of the Muslim Woman and the da'’iya, Zainab al-GHiaZ&airo: Dar al-i'tisam, 1990),18
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feminist ideology in the Islamic world, and the okand social upheaval that it has rendered in
the community.

“Some try—and have long been trying—to describe (tfleslim) woman as a
woman of the “harem”, or that she is a second at#szen, who does not have
any rights outside of concubinage. And now thisassthnding is beginning to
creep and penetrate into the mindset of societyerstare taking on the other
viewpoint, imitating the fashion of the western warmin all her customs, and
ways of life...and the modern woman has begun toascréer demands for
freed(l)zrp and equality and the right to work and glatin political and social
life.”

This critique of the western feminist movement igygt is not unlike the critique which al-
Ghazali herself issued towards certain Muslim womveo sought to “liberate” themselves. This
shared condemnation of the methods of western fetaim the Islamic context demonstrates
that al-Ghazali was not alone in her discourse. fruee voices which cry against western
feminism, the more al-Ghazali becomes a paragoth®iapplication of Islamist feminism, and
the less she can be reduced to a pariah of gleb@hfsm.

Indeed, in the eyes ahinar al-Islamand its readers, al-Ghazali is the heroine who
rescues Egyptians—men and women—ifrom the destruttiett feminists have wrecked.

“...It was necessary that we dissipate these fauliegs of thinking from the
Muslim woman, and our leader who showed us to #neg@ path amongst the
ragged mountains, was Zainab al-GhaZali.

Hers was the clear voice of reason and righteossa@agdst the uproar of insanity and falsehood.
She is remembered as a savior, and as a leaderam®to the need of a troubled nation.

In all three of these articles, al-Ghazali is dled for her leadership and perseverance in
the face of oppression and social disorder. In nohéhe found articles from Arab-Islamic
sources is she criticized for perceived inconsiggnor tensions between her life of activism
and her rhetoric of domesticity. This sort of cigm seems to be confined to the camp of
feminist scholarship, whose interpretation will nberdiscussed.

Feminist Scholarship: Reconciling Differences

For feminist scholars, Zainab al-Ghazali is the ksynwrench in the discussion of
feminist thought in twentieth century Egypt. Thesto say that for scholars who analyzed and
loudly applauded the growing stream of western féshi consciousness in Egypt—as
exemplified by Huda Sha'wari and Nawal al-Sa’'dawi-Ghazali proved to be an exception to
the rule. Where feminist scholars pointed to theaasing number of women unveiling as a sign
of spreading liberation, al-Ghazali staunchly promaathe hijab as a sign of a woman’s modesty
and piety. Where feminist scholars pointed to ttessnentry of women into the work force as a

122 ynknown. "Untitled Editorial on Zainab Al-Ghaz&lminar Al-Islam/Pulpit of Islamno. 2 (November-
December 1983) in Ibn al-Hishami (eddymmum al-mara al-muslima wal-da’iya Zaynab al-GdldZoncerns of
the Muslim Woman and the da’iya, Zainab al-GhaZ&lairo: Dar al-i'tisam, 1990), 19
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sign of progress, al-Ghazali encouraged Muslim woneeremain at home. One such scholar,
Azza Karam, succinctly described the quandaryGlakzali’s basic tenets regarding the role that
Muslim women should occupy is a secular feminisigihtmare.*?* While secular feminism
may resent al-Ghazali’s utilization of religion@mpowering women, it is necessary to examine
al-Ghazali’s life and works with a lens other thhat provided by western feminist history. Was
she not a powerful woman who rose to leadershig ¢onservative male hierarchy? Did she not
dedicate herself to society, shirking traditionales of obedient wife and mother? Did she not
argue vehemently for the participation of womersatiety and for the full recognition of their
equal rights and liberties? These distinctly festimims complicate the belief that she was
against the spirit of the feminism, a reputatiomttishe herself promulgated. For feminist
scholars, al-Ghazali presented an unexplainableugdeniable compilation of conservative,
nationalist, feminist, and spiritual ideologies.

When examining the research and analysis whiclnistrscholars have attempted, there
appears to be two main strategies in reconcilirgsemingly irreconcilable ideologies which
al-Ghazali promoted. The first, and easiest commtugor many scholars to draw is that of
hypocrisy. al-Ghazali lived a life which seemed tcary to the one which she preached, and this
can only be described as hypocritical. The secammtlasion which scholars draw is that al-
Ghazali operated by way of ulterior motives. al-&dlalived in a conservative community, and
the only way she could continue to live as a farbehdependent woman was if she couched her
argument in traditional, patriarchic language. Ehéwo methods are often interwoven, as
individual scholars admit their own perplexity sréd from studying the life and works of al-
Ghazali.

Miriam Cooke is a prominent scholar of women irats| and her work “Women Claim
Islam” is a collection of essays on various Muslummen and the diverse issues of their worlds.
Cooke devotes a chapter of her book to al-Ghagafitled “A Muslim Sister”. The chapter, and
the star character, are seen by the author as #iesrt@athe other stories of Muslim women who
struggle against the conservative patriarchs ofr tbemmunities. al-Ghazali is seen as an
exception to the rule, and her life and work aemad as a conundrum which must be explained.
Cooke does not intend to criticize al-Ghazali, ibig clear that Cooke considers the behavior of
this paradoxicatia’iya to be in desperate need of explanation. As Cookesrnn an essay on al-
Ghazali, “She uses the rhetoric of domesticity whdubverting its meaning through her
behavior.*?® This statement was taken out of context, and doesully represent Cooke’s final
argument. However, it does display the initial idiffty which she and other feminist scholars
find when analyzing al-Ghazali. For when thereushsa disjuncture between what we read of
her life, and what we read of her opinions, hypgcseems to be the only viable explanation.
Cooke continues to point out the incongruity of liferand words.

“She may claim in interviews and write in Islam@ujnals that women should
restrict themselves to the home, but in her lifed gignificantly in writing her
life, she marginalizes domesticity and glorifieditcal activism.™2°

While Cooke convincingly establishes the disjunetbetween al-Ghazali's action and words,
she proposes that such a gap was a deliberate effal-Ghazali's part. According to Cooke,

124 Karam, (1998), 209
125 Cooke Women Claim103
128 |pid.,103

39



the purposed separation allowed al-Ghazali “to ragggonomy and equality within the highly
patriarchal system of a fundamentalist Islam whikding on to her Islamic credentiaf€” On
one hand, if al-Ghazali had practiced what she gmed—domesticity and obedience to male
dominance—she would never have risen to the upgleelens of the Islamist movement, and
would never have gained the podium needed to Ifulék mission. Likewise, had al-Ghazali
preached what she practiced—had promoted maritipendence and encouraged women to
dedicate themselves to a cause other than the yfarsile undoubtedly would have been
considered a threat by the male authorities inré¢igious movement. Therefore, Cooke asserts,
al-Ghazali pragmatically chose a rhetoric of domedgtwhich allowed her to live a life of
public activism.

This argument depends on the hope that al-Ghazdtions speak louder than her words,
or are meant to be taken as evidence of her trlief.b€ooke’s analysis walks a thin line
between objectivity and persuasion. While she nitéel to exculpate al-Ghazali from
accusations of hypocrisy, Cooke perhaps does nmtaph the investigation without another
agenda. Cooke’s analysis points to her own hopea—fsninist scholar—that al-Ghazali was
herself a feminist, and that she only couched Inetoric in conservatism in order to be
welcomed in the religious community. Cooke suggésas perhaps al-Ghazali did not actually
support her emphatic statements on the domesgwfolomen, but only used them to retain her
leadership and power. Clearly hinting at the pwditiaims of al-Ghazali’'s domestic rhetoric,
Cooke jests at the pacifying effect which such wosduld have on the male Muslim populace.

“Islam welcomes women into public space (al-Ghawraduld suggest) but only

after they have been good wives and mothers imf@igpace. The nervous man
who may have balked at the implication that womeghinbe trespassing on his
turf is reassured-*®

Cooke’s argument is entirely plausible, and heoréffo understand the nature of the paradox of
al-Ghazali is laudable. However, the mere attempmtiscover the unmentioned cause behind al-
Ghazali’s actions risks re-writing history and aleceatens to impose western feminism where it
perhaps was not intended. Cooke seems to be singgé#sit al-Ghazali must have had ulterior
feminist motives, because if she did not, how canunderstand her life of political activism?
This is not the first time in which Cooke has bemtused of attempting to derive western
friendly ideals out Arab-Islamic works. In a critig written on Cooke’s “Opening the Gat&s”
Zjaleh Hajibashi criticizes Cooke for what she déss as “well-intentioned ventriloquism
which makes it seem that Middle Eastern women speakestern discursive concerrs®
While written in response to a different writingajtbashi’s concern of imposing western
discourses onto non-western characters is alsoai¢o Cooke’s interpretation of al-Ghazali.

Like Cooke, other scholars have argued that despieir repulsion to the word
“feminism” many female Islamists have embraceddpieit of the movement. One such scholar
is Azza Karam, who has studied women'’s participatio Egyptian Islamist movements. In her
research, Karam addresses the problem of applyiagdescription of “feminist” to female
activists who may reject the term.

2IMiriam Cooke, "Saint or SubversiveRle Welt des Islam34, no. No.1 (April 1994).
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“Apparently, the women’s rights terminology is pleimatic, even where the
actual efforts are not. Whereas the term feminismefused widely, some of its
meanings and agendas are, nevertheless, adaptediffesent actors within
different historical and cultural contexts. Theerjon of the ternfeminismdoes

not mean the absence of a feminist consciousnesagenda**!

Having interviewed a number of female members efNtuslim Brotherhood, Karam concludes
that while women such as al-Ghazali reject beirleddeminist many tenets of feminism are
trans-cultural and are not imposed onto, but rasinese organically out of a number of different
cultures and communities which ostensibly rejeettdrm.

Therefore, it is still erroneous to assume thaGlaézali’'s rhetoric of domesticity was
only a front to gain political power. However, tliear of imposing “Western discursive
concerns” should not prevent scholars from recoggizlear commonalities between the
western feminist movement and its counterpart énlskamist community.

In the previous quote, Azza Karam appears urasigig and flexible as to the
definitions and application of feminist theory imetnon-western world. However, she is not so
gracious in her own independent analysis of ZamlaBhazali. Like Cooke, she recognizes the
apparent disjuncture, or paradox, between al-Gheddé and her message. However, unlike
Cooke, she does not attempt to reconcile this admtion by supplanting a hidden feminist
agenda. Nor does she attempt to give any plauskgkanation for al-Ghazali’'s paradox. Rather,
she simply condemns the disjuncture as hypocrisy am proof of the illegitimacy of al-
Ghazali’'s argument.

Karam’s work,Women, Islamism and the Staleyotes a chapter to al-Ghazali as well as
to other Islamists who have devoted a great deattehtion to the role of women in an Islamic
society. Karam spends most of the chapter goingutir various excerpts from the rhetoric of
al-Ghazali, choosing passages that emphasize dcityest women, their role as mothers and
wives, and that they are ultimately restricted He home. After attempting to determine al-
Ghazali's position in regards to her publicatiomsl apeeches, Karam begins to contrast the
actual life and actions of al-Ghazali to the rhetadhat she produced. She gives scathing
criticism for the hypocrisy of al-Ghazali, chargititat she preached private, domestic lives for
women while she herself lived as a public leaderakh accuses her of pushing the priority of
motherhood and marriage while she herself divorbed husband for interfering with her
activism.

“Yet she openly admits she was the one who askefireehusband for divorce,
and she stipulated to her second husband that Beneato interfere in her
Islamist activism. In view of this, it becomes ieasingly obvious that al-Ghazali
seems to apply double standards: one for hersdlfttzen other for other Muslim
women. Her own essentially public role and her gteviife contradict what she

preaches®?

It is impossible to ignore these apparent discrejganbetween the life and the words of al-
Ghazali. Yet, Karam does not seem interested imileg the reason for the disjuncture, but

1381azza Karam, "Women, Islamisms, and State Mimslim Women and the Politics of Participatjat. Mahnaz
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rather is eager to use them as a tool to debuihakali’'s legitimacy. Where Cooke dances
between objectivity and persuasion, Karam seentsotder the line between subjectivity and
ethnocentrism.

Karam claims that the “irony lies not so much ihatval-Ghazali preaches, but in her
own lifestyle.™® It is clear that Karam attacks her for more thaerety the supposed
discrepancies. In earlier chapters, Karam commedndadmits to her own former prejudices
towards Islamist women, having believed them tgaens in a system which will ultimately
oppress them®* Karam also admits that she was greatly humbletidsyconversations with a
number of these Islamist women, who to her ownrseprevealed themselves to be powerful,
articulate, thoughtful activists. Karam’s confessito her own prejudices is impressive, and
important in her own scholarship. However, in hiscdssion of al-Ghazali it seems that she has
not yet removed all prejudices towards Islamist wamIn her discussion of al-Ghazali’'s
opinions on the proper upbringing of young girlsar&m attacks her for applying double
standards.

“On one hand, the girl has a duty to be religiowstyive, but on the other hand,
she must also be obedient. Yet it can also be as@m inculcation of the values
of listening to and obeying one’s elders. What @strinteresting is that while al-
Ghazali stresses time and again that there is parse issue for men and
women, she nevertheless addresses the above spicifor girls. | have yet to
find a similar message dedicated to bays.”

It is true that al-Ghazali focused most of her gge¢owards the subject of Muslim women, and it
is also true that al-Ghazali did not believe tl&t $ubject of women could be separated from the
subject of the entire Muslim community—one of tresés for her dislike of western feminism.
What is questionable about Karam’s study of al-@has not the individual facts which she
discusses, but rather the overall picture whichareludes. After reading Karam’s chapter on
al-Ghazali, one is left with an image of tti@'iya as a hypocritical, regressive impediment to the
women’s movement within Islamic societies. This dasion is produced by Karam'’s insertion
of various factoids, coupled by her own prejudicey] completed by an overall failure to place
al-Ghazali in the correct context. As Saba Mahmauogues, “her (al-Ghazali's ) argument
should be analyzed in terms of the particular fldhrguments it has made available to Muslim
women and the possibilities for action these arqumbave opened and foreclosed for thef.”
Mahmoud understands what Karam does not: that gheontext in which al-Ghazali thrived,
her life and actions were not hypocritical, nor thidy produce a paradox.

Mahmoud’s ability to critique al-Ghazali withindtproper context is not surprising, as it
follows the premise of her bodkolitics of Piety.This book is unique in its efforts to understand
the women of Islamist movements—particularly thosemen involved in the mosque
movement in Cairo—and also to question seculardiberiticism of these women and
movements. While Mahmoud does not devote much tartee individual figure of al-Ghazali,
she astutely addresses her life amd@ya and also the debate which surrounds this conts@aler
figure in feminist scholarship.
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al-Ghazali first appears in Mahmoud'’s book in etis@ entitled “Women and Da'wa”, as
“she is believed to have been the first prominemdleda’iya in Egypt, and her trajectory as a
da’iya exemplifies key developments in the history of vemrs da’wa since the 1940s:*' In
Mahmoud’s opinion, al-Ghazali represents the “intared role that secular and religious
institutions have played in the articulation of wems da'wa.” Her religious upbringing
provided her with the necessary credentials to tmeca spiritual leader, Mahmoud asserts, while
her disposition towards women'’s activism developatlof an exposure to liberal discourse and
the early Egyptian nationalism that encouragedtii®ic participation of women.

“This influence is evident in al-Ghazali's posititmat Muslim women should play
an active role in public, intellectual, and poktidife (such as running for public
office or holding the position of a judge), withethmportant caveat that these
responsibilities should not interfere with what sbensiders to be women’s
divinely ordained obligation to their immediate Kifi®

For Mahmoud, al-Ghazali deserves to be memori@lifm more than merely the
controversy that her life and message stirred witbminist scholarship. She should primarily be
remembered for her contribution &-dawah particularly for the advancements which she
instigated in regards to the role of women in pubdligious discussion. al-Ghazali’'s ascension
to a high profileda’iya and reputable religious leader was no small actishpent, given the
limited number of womenda’iyat today and during her time. Mahmoud also accreditShazali
with being among the few contemporary women whoehavitten published commentaries on
the Quran and haditt?® Her legacy remains today in the Egyptian contemuyomwomen’s
da’'wah movement—the subject of Mahmoud'’s study—and instiyée and approach of modern
da'’iyat. This is true in regards to both doctrinal issussich as the agreed prohibition of women
imams and women'’s delivery of the Friday sermon—alsd in regards to hoda’iyat approach
the subject of women’s equality.

“Similarly, like al-Ghazali, theda’iyat seldom employ the rhetoric of women’s
equality: while they do invoke the language of tgglo justify their access to
sacred knowledge, the female bearer of these rightst regarded as being on
equal footing with her male counterpatt®

Clearly al-Ghazali remains an influence in thertskt movement of Egypt today, both in terms
of her doctrinal positions and in terms of intetprg gender equality. This legacy, which
Mahmoud reveals, increases the importance of utadelisig al-Ghazali's discourse as a product
of a common reality for Muslim women, and not @s\aal anomaly or a puzzling hypocrisy.

As previously mentioned, Mahmoud’s critique ofGitazali greatly contributes to a
better understanding of this woman, and unravelgp#radox which has stumped many scholars.
Breaching the subject, Mahmoud emphasizes the sieces understanding what she calls the

“doctrinal presuppositions at the core of Zaynalshhzali's argument™*! For Mahmoud, there
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are two presuppositions which, if understood, fudlyplain al-Ghazali’'s actions and also
exculpate her of any charges of hypocrisy. Thet fim@supposition is based on the popular
Islamic judicial understanding of a woman’s resploilies.

“...the position within Islamic jurisprudence...thatv@man’s foremost duty is to
her parents before marriage, and to her husbanaféspting after marriage, and
that this responsibility is second only to her msgibility toward God.**?

As a woman’s utmost responsibility is to God, ifeshfinds that her husband inhibits or
compromises her spiritual relationship, she musitmakely disobey her husband in order to
fulfill her higher obligation. As Mahmoud argue$t is within this space that al-Ghazali
formulates her dissent against her husbdfti®s is admitted by al-Ghazali, and widely pointed
out by her scholars, she divorced her first husidantiis efforts in preventing her participation
in Islamicda’'wah, and forced her second husband to sign an agreaméorever respect her
primary commitment as an activist. It is this aspeder life that is used as fodder for attacking
her as a hypocrite. However, with her intellectstdategy, Mahmoud has confounded the
arguments of those who attack al-Ghazali for ereging marital obedience while she herself
was rebellious. For al-Ghazali did not disobeythgsband for the sake of money, independence,
or any other cause but that of Islamdi@wah Mahmoud argues that most critics of al-Ghazali
fail to notice that there is only one excuse fonvem to not tend to familial duties.

“al-Ghazali does not argue that the pursuiany kind of work in a woman’s life
permits her to excuse herself from familial dutiesty her work “in the path of
God” allows her to do so, and only those situatiomsere her kinship
responsibilities interfere with her commitment emang God.***

According to this argument, al-Ghazali committed axt of hypocrisy, nor was there any
disjuncture between her own marital behavior amad Which she recommended to other women.

The presupposition that a woman'’s utmost loyatioiGod is reflected in current female
members of the Muslim Brotherhood. al-Ghazali’sceois apparent in the words of one female
member as she expounds on the differences betweaman'’s relationship with her husband,
and with God. “No man has the right to deprive amaa from her Islamic mission.
Submissiveness is only to God and not to any hub&ing.”* This member of thékhwan
reinforces her argument—and her connection to pht ©f al-Ghazali—by insisting that it is
actually a woman’s right to divorce a husband whevents her from her right to participation in
al-da'wah.

In addition to exculpating al-Ghazali on basisef devotion to God—which allowed her
activism to supercede any marital duties—Mahmougb gdoints out another presupposition
which allowed al-Ghazali to work publicly, free gtilt. In accepted Islamic jurisprudence,
Mahmoud explains, there is recognition of the défeces between the corresponding material
and spiritual responsibilities between men and wonegarding the family.
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“In this moral universe, while women are respolesior thephysical well-being
of both their husbands and children in the eyeGad, they are accountable only
for their own and their childrenimoral conduct-rot that of their husband$*

Free of children, al-Ghazali was therefore alsedref any obligations to remain in the home,
in order to instill children with morality and wvireé. This understanding of the limits of a Muslim
woman’s domestic duties is crucial in unraveling tnsion between al-Ghazali’'s rhetoric and
her own behavior. As Mahmoud argues, it is impdedit analyze, let alone judge, the lifestyle
of Zainab al-Ghazali without approaching the issnebasis of the precepts and terms that she
lived.

In her book, Mahmoud'’s seeks to analyze femabemst activists—including Zainab al-
Ghazali—through understanding the social structaresdoctrinal regulations that defined their
world. This manner of scholarship is necessary revgnt both the mistake of “feminist
ventriloquism” as exhibited by Miriam Cooke, anattof contextual insensitivity, as exhibited
by Azza Karam. Rather than searching for ultertoeaks of western feminist discourse, or
condemning what seem to be either hypocritical mogynist arguments, scholars of al-Ghazali
should take a cue from Saba Mahmoud. Her schofaegthieves both a better understanding of
the motivations and means of al-Ghazali, and a¢ésges to be a model for further research
within the study of women'’s religiosity and actiwis

From Mahmoud taoninar al-Islam Zainab al-Ghazali has been memorialized in blo¢h t
world of feminist scholarship and in the memorytteé Arabic-Islamic community. While those
who remember her may disagree on how to interdr€@hazali’'s message and mission, the
diversity of those opinions reflect a truth abdwe hature of her discourse. It would be incorrect
to isolate each opinion—producing an understandingl-Ghazali as purely conservative or
purely feminist. In fragments, each ideal doeseratapsulate the ideological syncretism of al-
Ghazali. If we follow Mahmoud’s method of framingt@hazali within the context that she
lived, we may understand that she is not definedhleynarrow confines of a single ideology.
Rather, the writings of Zainab al-Ghazali reflecivaman who was guided by the ideological
syncretism of conservatism, nationalism, feminiamd spirituality. Perhaps this understanding
of the controversial woman is one upon which atldwgporters and critics may be able agree.

Afterword: Woman to Woman

“What do you think of me, of my outfit?” | had jufinished interviewing a female
member of the Islamist student group at Birzeitudmsity in the West Bank, and apparently it
was my turn to answer a few questions. Ghada dabm of me, wearing a floor length mauve
jacket, matched with a light pink hijab. | looketl my own clothing, noted my modest yet
outdated style and simple, un-matched colors, amdered to myself what sort of image of the
American woman | was representing. So much forréiveshing, barely-clad bomb-shell; | was
more the awkward, frumpy, American college stud#rthink that it is a beautiful outfit, | wish
| could coordinate my colors like you!!” It was nibtat | was purposefully avoiding the root of
her question; rather, | wanted to hear what shaghbl might say. | wanted to hear from her
own lips the stereotypes of Muslim women that slepected were imbedded in the thoughts of
my “western” mind. Ghada laughed, but respondedigtently. “Well thank you, but, what |
mean is, do you think that | am oppressed becaugsat the hijab?” Her friendly, yet serious
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face revealed that she had judged me to not hald siisconceptions, but that she still wanted to
voice her frustrations with the stereotypes ofilentity.

The veil was not the subject of this paper, butrf@any Islamist women, the veil is the
victim of as much misunderstanding as they are. Gbhada, the veil is not a symbol of
oppression or of a marginalized status of womethé&tathe veil is her vehicle to empowerment,
granting her mobility and a means for participatiorthe public sector. From my discussions
with Ghada | learned that she wanted to speak gaihat the perception of a misogynist Islam,
as for her, religion is unequivocally a source gércy for women. To emphasize her point,
Ghada gave an example of how being an Islamistisctias not only allowed her access to
public space, but has also forced her to conftomicultural impediments which generally inhibit
Palestinian women. She explained to me how shetigeain student government and that often
she is required to stay up late in order to workranous campaigns or projects.

“I would come home late at night, because | was@omitted to the campaign.
My neighbors would begin to whisper and gossip &boe, insinuating that

perhaps | was up-to-no-good. But | was workingtfog Islamist party, for Islam

and for da'wah! If those neighbors knemore about Islam, then they would know
that it is my right to stay out late out nightjtitontributes to God’s work.”

What would Zainab al-Ghazali have said to Ghada®duhtedly, she would have
encouraged her to continue with ha’'wah commitments, regardless of whatever traditional
gender roles Ghada may have been challengingt ionhére in the Arab-Islamic world of today,
where Islamist movements are gaining popularitgf the will find the legacies of al-Ghazali.
Within Islamist circles, there are young, educataticulate women who discover that they are
empowered by Islam. Despite the stereotypes tleahifab—and the women who don it—are an
impediment to feminism, here we find Islamist womeino demand the personal agency that
they are entitled to. These women actively seekosvepment, and find it within modes of
spiritualized self-expression. Essentially, herefwwd feminism: Islamist feminism. Women like
al-Ghazali and Ghada are finding ways to defeat ghtiarchies which define their lives.
Essentially, they are finding culturally specifiethods to improve their status as women. Is not
such behavior feminist at its roots? It is truet tieir means and methods are Islamic, but why
should this prevent them the honor of participationthe struggle for women’s rights and
respect? It is one thing if they themselves wishefject the title of “feminists”, but whose right
is it to deny them the recognition of their femtnigoject and participation in the international
movement?

Islamist feminists—like Zainab al-Ghazali and Ghadae faced with two formidable
enemies. The first is the Arab-Islamic patriarcloglture, which seeks to maintain male-
dominance of the public and political sphere. Tlkeeosd is western/westernized feminism,
which attempts to retain a monopoly over the meemsmethods with which women around the
world seek empowerment. The animosity of the fsstxpected, as twentieth century histories
have proven the recalcitrance and resistance ebuspatriarchies to feminist movements. In
contrast, the estrangement and antagonism betwestem and Islamist feminism is shameful,
as it results only in cultural polarization and oaltloss of a potential ally.

When Ghada inquired about my opinions of the &k was testing the waters of my
presuppositions, but she was also extending a bafriendship. Why was she so eager to ask
me about my thoughts on the hijab? Through my rekean al-Ghazali and the Islamist
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feminism that she espoused, | now clearly undeds@imada’s persistence: it is time for change.
Muslim women can no longer be thought of as theregged victims of a misogynist society,
just as American women should not be generalizegrasiiscuous, corrupted victims of an
equally misogynist society. Ghada seemed preparaddept me free of the misconceptions that
she had undoubtedly heard about my society. It eagmed fair that | should leave behind my
own stereotypes, reach out, and take her exteraled h
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