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LAST month, a conference on the subject of Islamic feminism was organised in Spain’s famous city of Barcelona. To know how the event came about, a cursory look at the force behind the conference’s arrangement may suffice.

The Congress of Islamic Feminism was founded (as a movement) by the Islamic Board of Catalan. The board is the Spanish federation of Islamic institutions. It was born out of the need to have a unified organisation which could look into the issues facing the Muslim community in Spain in particular and the world in general. Its main aim is to adopt a significant social approach, which it thinks can promote better social behaviour. It wows to struggle against the biases and misconceptions about Islam.

Last year, the Congress of Islamic Feminism called together voices from all over the globe to express solidarity with its cause for the first time. The resounding success that it received after its first congregation led to the second one in the form of the conference held last month. The phenomenal response that it received just goes to show its need for, and relevance to, today’s world. In this regard, head of the Islamic Board opined, “The denial of women’s rights leads to the necessity of Islamic feminism. Islamic feminism is movement within the framework of Islam.”

This year the multi-cultural voice of Islam was represented by a diverse ethno-cultural representation in the form of speakers at the conference. From the Americas to Indonesia, the best of Muslim academics came together to deliver, debate, and analyse the subject.

Naeem Jeenah, a South African scholar and human rights activist, said on the occasion: “Why do we need Islamic feminism? For many of us it is not just an academic struggle; it is for the sake of the suffering of fellow-Muslims. People want Islamic answers.”

The tarnishing of Islam’s image that took on an unprecedented dimension with the events of 9/11 has brought Muslims face to face with the bogey of Islamic extremism. The topic of Islam is no longer confined to personal reflection; it has entered into the public arena. Now is the time for the legitimate sons and daughters of Muslim soil to defend the honour and integrity of their beautiful tradition which the Source gifted to mankind as a “mercy and healing”, exemplified by the one (Peace be upon him) “who came to perfect good behaviour”.

According to Margot Badran, an American-Egyptian historian of Middle-Eastern and Islamic societies, in Islam men and women share equal rights and responsibilities. Both are equally charged with the Khilafah, that is, vicegerency, and equally urged to struggle for the Taqwah or piety. Each individual owes ultimate obedience only to God. The holy Quran recognises biological difference but it does not define gender roles. There is a mutual sharing of the conjugal pair.

Tunisian professor of Islamic Figh, Amal Grami, said, “Social psychology and economic traditions have affected female oppressive laws in the Muslim world.”

Dissecting the Jursitic methodology within the Islamic world, Shaheen Sardar Ali, a professor of Islamic law, said: “Though the Quran remained the source of inspiration, politicised law-makers made the laws. This became enshrined in the legal principle of the Siyaasa Shariah, the politics of law. The government and the state took on the job of law-making.”

A call for the abolition of discriminatory laws is a must for rescuing Islam from the clutches of radical extremism. For this, Margot Badran reiterated, the ground has to be cleared conceptually and intellectually. This is an Islamic revival in one way and a transformation in another. It is a revival in the sense that it is a return of Islam to its Book and thus a revival and retrieval of what it truly is. It is a transformation in the sense that what has been “passed” as Islam needs to be transformed into an Islam that is based on the Quranic message of gender equality and social justice.

Stressing the relevance of justice in Islam, Naeem Jeenah said: “We need to develop a contemporary relationship with the holy Quran. What does it say to us today? Justice is the important pillar of the Quran, it is the key. Justice is the purpose of religion. Qist, the Arabic word for equity or justice, is the pillar upon which heavens and earth stand. Justice should thus form the premises of all hermeneutic and interpretive methodologies. We need to receive the Quranic references as answers to questions we are facing in the contemporary world.”

Shaykha Amina Al Jerrahi, a spiritual leader of the Jerrahi Sufi Order, said: “It is important to rescue Islam from the authoritarian interpretations that became institutionalised with time. When we come to the question of making women an absent phenomenon in Muslim societies, by curtailing and controlling their social and public interaction and presence, it becomes spiritually frustrating to understand a holy tradition of such sublime wisdom as Islam can be reduced to the size ad form of the woman’s veil. This religious reductionism is not founded in Islam. The term used for mankind in the Quran is Ya Ayyuhan Naas, “O Mankind” and the term Insaan from Naas is non-generic. Insaan has the responsibility before God with or without the support of men. Each one is responsible for his or her own spirituality and physiology.”

To sum up, one can say that male chauvinism is a hegemonic trend that’s working in different spheres and levels of human life. It does not have a valid place in a system or society which may be truly Islamic, for Islam is essentially a religion of equity, justice, and egalitarianism. Wherever and whenever there is an element of oppression, opportunistic exploitation and biased judgment based on principles other than the Taqwah or moral piety, we enter the sphere of Darul Kufr and exit from the sanctified boundaries of Darul Imaan.

