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Many non-\Western advocates of wonen’'s rights have had an
anbi valent relationship with Western fem nisns. On the one hand,
commonal ity of problens and simlarity of aspirations bind those
activists with these ideol ogies. On the other, inperatives of
socio-cultural traditions different fromthose of the birth place
of Western fem nism challenge the applicability of nmany aspects
of femnist theories. Throughout the world, these concerns have
led many to question the universality and relevance of such
pi votal fem nist concepts as patriarchy and mal e dom nati on

In Iran, wonen’s rights activists’ encounter with Wstern
fem ni sm has al so been influenced by this anbival ence. Ever since
the turn of the century, Iranian activists have been both
inspired by femnism and dammed because of the identification

that fem nism has with the West. Since the revolution of 1979,



“Islam c fem nisnf Encounters “Western Fem nisnf 2

wonen’s fundanental rights in public, famlial, and personal
domai ns have been underm ned under the aegis of “returning to
ourselves” and “reviving an authentic national identity.” At the
sane tinme, many have fought these incursions on the basis of the
universality of human rights and opposition to patriarchal
dom nati on

As the Islamc governnment consolidated its rule, rhetoric of
universality of wonen’'s rights were dismssed by Iranian
authorities as a decadent, Wstern argunent. Islam and only
| sl am was proposed to have the interest of Mislim lranian wonen
at heart. Yet the devel opnents of post-revolutionary Iran have
made it difficult even for the nost ardent believers of Islamto
conpletely sever ties with Western fem nism Many believers have
realized a discrepancy between the prom ses and practices of the
I slam c government. To understand the causes of this
di screpancy, and to buttress their claim for a revised Islamc
noti on of gender relations, many have found it necessary to rely
on the acconplishnents of the wonen’'s novenent throughout the
world, including the West. At the sane tinme, as believers, they
cannot question the relevance of Islam or «call for its
substitution wth secular, Western femnism O her activists
rejecting the relevance of Islam for contenporary Iranian wonen
face a simlar dilemma. Wat they find illumnating in fem nism
must go through the filters of the Islamc governnent’s cultura
politics to be tolerated.

My presentation will focus on the representation of Wstern

femnismin the ongoing debates in lran. | wll also discuss the
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inplications of this representation for the enmerging agenda of
“I'slamc femnism” Though the “Islamc femnists’” turn to
“Western” femnismains to i nprove sone discrimnatory aspects of
the law and social policies, | believe that several pivotal
aspects of femnism such as wonmen’s control over their bodies

and separation of religion and politics, remain intact.

Turning to Western Feminism

A maj or obstacle before Iranian wonen has been the absence of a
general know edge of femnism and wonen’'s novenents around the
world. In her assessnment of the first year of the publication of
Zanan, Shahla Sherkat comments about ignorant hostility towards
fem nism anong sone segnents of the society. They refer to
femnism as “a deviation from wonen’s nature.” She wites that
the I ong dom nation of patriarchy has led to a |ack of awareness
about fem nism “And if there is any reference or analysis to
femnism it is mxed with negative convictions” (Sherkat 1993a:
2). Fem nism she goes on, is mstakenly identified in Iran as
endorsing a shunning of responsibility towards nmen and famly
menbers, and carel essly seeking occupation and social life. The
sanme people, she points out, deny the depth of “the well of
i gnorance and darkness they have created for wonen” (: 2). This
deni al, she concludes, serves as a basis for these nmen to deny
wonen the legitimacy of their actions to gain their rights.
Cting a few exanples of the deprivation of Iranian wonen,

Sher kat questions rhetorically

Can we still consider the awakening of Iranian wonan and her struggle a
deviation, an initation of the decadent (!) Wstern wonan? 1Is it not true
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that until there is injustice, there will be struggle? Struggl e agai nst
i nequality, not against nen. As men, too, have been raised by unaware nothers
who accepted injustice. That is why we believe the real solution is in

enl i ghtening wonmen (: 2-3).

Sonme discussions about the term “fem nisnf and wonen’'s
novenents in the West have been translated. These include a few
pages from Mary Wl | stonecraft’s A Vindication of the Rights of
Wnen; Jill Stephenson’s entry on “Feminisni in the D ctionary of
Modern Political |Ideologies; and short excerpts from Allison
Jaggar’s Feminist Politics and Human Nature. Several research
articles also cite the works of Western fem ni st schol ars.

Many authors believe there is a need to transcend nati onal
boundaries and to establish a dialogue with other cultures.
Several articles in Zanan deal wth wonmen’s access to |[egal
rights, education, enploynment, and politics in industrial and
under devel oped societies. Regular news itens about wonen across
the world in Zanan and other publications also keep wonen up to
date about developnents in wonen's lives cross-nationally.
Interaction with wonen’s novenents around the world perforns
several functions for “Islamc femnists.” It provides noral
support; helps to create continuity between Iranian wonen’s
efforts and their sisters across the globe; the intellectual
exchange offers them a context for fornmulating their ideas and
demands; and it strengthens their position in the face of
adversaries by locating their grievances in the context of a
wor |l dwi de cry for justice. Thus, Iranians are warned that in
order to survive in the “global village,” it is vital to rethink

assunptions governing gender dynamcs in the Islam c Republic,
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including adapting a nore relaxed attitude towards interaction
bet ween the sexes (see Shanbayaty 1993).

Interface is not limted to the levels of ideology and
action; daily experiences of wonen and nen in the West are also
scrutinized towards fornulating solutions to the challenges of
daily life amdst changing gender relations. Articles from
popul ar Western magazi nes (sources are nostly unidentified, but
authors’ nanmes are included) on topics like blended famlies,
child rearing, dealing with stress, being a working nother, and
how to deal wth nmarital disputes, appear in translation in
issues of Zanan or anong the lists of self-inprovenent
publ i cati ons. Today’s Wnman, Yesterday’'s Man, for instance,
suggests that when husbands are late, instead of greeting them
with fury, wonmen should avoid unnecessary tension by show ng

concern for his well-Dbeing:

Westerners have a pleasant custom for situations like this and we could
benefit from follow ng them here. If her husband is late, a Wstern woman
does not confront him by ‘I am so angry that you're late.’ She woul d ask
‘Sonet hing wong? or ‘Wat happened to you? This way, she shows to her

husband that she was worried for him (Keyhannia 1996: 71).

Western Feminism in the Mirror of “Islamic feminism”

“I'slamc femnists'” treatnment of Western femnism is inportant
not just because of its meaning for how people in this trend view
“Western woman,” but al so because what they see is indicative of
their wunderstanding of wonen’s rights, of what they consider
appropriate for an “lranian femnism?” The recognition of
“Western wonen,” the legitimation of Wstern wonen and their

novenent for sexual equality, is undoubtedly a step forward in
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conparison wth nore conservative Islamc |literature that
basically dism sses Western wonen and the wonen’ s novenent in the
West as m sguided, worthless, and even corrupt. At the sane
time, however, one cannot overestimate this approach since such
tactics have been used before by other “nodernist” Islamc
witers such as Ali Shariati who paid honage to Wstern wonen
scientists, artists, and professionals, while remaining enanoured
with an ideal, authentic, Muslim Iranian wonman.

Under the Islamc Republic, recognition of Wstern wonen' s
struggle for sexual equality lends legitimacy to the “Islamc
femnist” call for sexual equality. This is an antidote to the
conservative claim that exposure to the Wst has a detrinental
i mpact on lranian wonen. In the orthodoxy of the Islam c state,
wonen who criticize the status quo are easily associated with the
occidental eneny, and the sharper their criticism the harsher
the accusation. The problemis further conplicated by the fact
that the IR clains legitimcy on the ground that it is an
authentic, Islamc national state. Thus, contenders do not have
much chance to conpete. In pre-revolutionary Iran, one could
claim “authenticity” by adhering to Islam In the governnent of
I sl am however, “authenticity” neans adherence to the Islamc
st ate. The trap of authenticity nmakes it difficult, if not
i npossible, for wonmen to challenge the state w thout being
accused of being “Wsternized.” “I'slamc femnists” discuss
Western femnism to buttress their own grievances against
patri archy. In so doing, they also portray Wstern wonen as

substantially less malignant than Mislim fundanentalists would
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ar gue. At the same time, however, they dissociate thenselves
from the “msguided radicalisnf of Wstern femnismin order to
protect thenselves against potential charges of “guilt by
associ ation.”

How “Islamc fem nists” assess Western fem nism and Western
wonmen is nore significant than their nere recognition of the
contribution of Wstern fem nism Here one should constantly
beware of censored and distorted translations. In the Persian
translation of Marilyn French’s The War Against Wnen, for
instance, the section entitled “Religious Wars against Wnen”
appears in Persian as “The War of the Church agai nst Wnen” and
nore than three-quarter of that section is cut out. Early in her
book, French wites: “Wnen possessed al nost no human rights—+o a
political voice, to inherit, to own property, or to do business
on their own. They even |acked rights over their own bodies”
(French 1992: 3). The |ast sentence is non-existence in the
Per si an ver si on.

From this vantage point, we can observe that in fact sharp
edges of Western femnism are dulled in the “Islamc femnist”
rendition. A femnist critique of Wstern society is presented,
but fem nist proposals for abolishing patriarchal gender roles
are regarded with suspicion. In her “Femnismin Iran: In Search
of an | ndigenous Approach,” Mtiee criticizes Wstern femnists
for considering “conplete simlarity between wonen and nen.”
This enphasis, she argues, has caused wonen and nmen to becone
simlar, but, since masculine culture is domnant in a

patriarchal system it was mainly wonen who have becone |ike nen
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(1997a: 24). “The growing |ikeness of wonmen to nen inplies a
grand revolution in values that has led to such devel opnents as
honosexual ity, bisexuality, and the destruction of famly” (:
24) . I nstead of this dangerous path, Mbtiee recommends that an

i ndi genous Irani an wonen’ s novenent pronote

a change in the way we value traditional roles. In other words, we should
equally value the emotional and instrumental roles that wonmen and nen play.
In this respect, it is helpful to refer to Islamic values that consider

equal ity between wonen’s and nmen’s enotional and instrunental roles (: 24).

Fem ni st analysis of donesticity criticizes this aspect of
patriarchy for dimnishing wonen’ s socio-economc power, for
[imting wonen’s options in life to donestic roles of wves and
not heri ng. That Mdtiee fails to make this pivotal distinction
between the institution of donesticity and the housewife is no
accident. To her, wonen’s confinenent to donesticity is not the
problem \Wat she objects is that their work is not appreci ated.

Ebt ekar also proposes that Iranian wonmen undertake a
“bal anced approach, exactly the opposite of the speedy way in the
West” where “the novenent to aneliorate wonen’s social status has
led to tension and conflict between wonen and nen” (Zanan 1997f:

5) .

Western Feminism and the “Indigenous” Movement of “Islamic
feminists”

“I'slamic fenmnists” have a push-pull relationship with non-
Muslims. On the one hand, they distinguish thenselves from non-
believers in order to justify their claim for authenticity. On
the other, they are attracted to non-believers for support and

intellectual inspiration. In effect, they need to establish
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their legitimcy on two grounds: both for the believing defenders
of the IR and those critical of the regine. On both grounds,
they have to snooth the tension that currently exists between
Iran and Islam This neasure conceals the role of both |Islam and
the Islamc state as constitutive elenments of the patriarcha
structure in Iran. One can consider, for instance, sone “lslamc
femnists’” pronotion of the chador as a national dress. In a
simlar vein, Fai’zih Hashem comments in an interview with Zanan

that she considers the Shah’s cultural policies his worst sin:

The fabric of our society is traditional-religious, aside from that mnute
percentage who probably liked things like unveiling of wonmen and follow ng
Western nodel s, or considered such acts as wonen’s liberation. | do not agree
with that since to nme, freedom is rendered neaningful in the context of
culture. That freedomwas only for a few people (Zanan 1996a: 13).

She thusly delegitimzes opponents of Iran’s “traditional-
religious” fabric as non-lIranian in essence. Also, by qualifying
freedom with culture, by limting freedom to specific socio-
cultural contexts, she imunizes Islam against criticism on
grounds of cultural relativism

“I'slamc femnists” propose that critiques of Islam as a
patriarchal ideology are only relevant to a particular, albeit
domnant, interpretation of Islam Rejecting a nonolithic
interpretation of Islam “Islamc femnists” set out to provide
an alternative to the oppression of wonen in a cultural context
wth which Iranian wonen and nen are famliar. Foreign and
native observers alike are instructed that “Islamc fem nisni may
not appease their notions of femnism but it is congruent with
| ranian wonen’s cultural background. Non-Muslim critics are

charged with inadequate famliarity with M ddle Eastern cul tures,
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orientalist orientations, |lack of respect for cultural diversity,
or, nore seriously, outright racism

This analysis is also reflected in the witings of sone
Iranian and other Mislim fem nist scholars in Wstern academ a
Homa Hoodfar (1993) sees a link between Wstern racism and
criticismof the veil. Ri ffat Hassan, the Pakistani schol ar of
t heol ogy, simlarly expresses astonishnment about “the outpouring
of so much synpathy in, and by, the Wst toward Mislim wonen”
appearing in the mdst of Wstern hatred toward the Wrld of
I sl am “Few of wus,” she enphasizes, “can forget the brutal
burning of Turkish Mslim girls by German gangsters or the
rut hl ess rape of Bosnian Mislimwonen by Serbian sol diers” (1996:
64) .

No one could condone such inhuame behavi or; raci sm nust be
condemmed in all forns. Yet | wonder if by the same token one
could dismss Islam and the Islam c approach to wonen because of
the Islamsts’ abhorrent treatnment of wonen, non-Mislins |ike
Bahaiis, and secularists in Iran, Turkey, Pakistan, Bangl adesh
Af ghani st an, Egypt, and Al geria? Moreover, clearly not everyone
who criticizes Islamand its treatment of wonen is a racist, nor
are they necessarily culpable for the crinmes commtted agai nst
Musl i ms around the worl d.

Both “Islamc femnists” in lran (as el sewhere in the Mddle
East) and their defenders in the Wst have founded their
argunents on cultural relativism The fundanental assunption of
cultural relativismis that different cultures provide indigenous

answers to their social problens that should be judged in the
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context of their own environment. On the basis of this argunent,
Islam sts and “Islamc femnists” propose that any universal
criterion for assessing sexual oppression is invalid. Ki a
Tabat abaie, a senior political officer in the IRI’s Mnistry of

Foreign Affairs, wites:

The effective enjoynent of hunman rights for nmen and wonen alike requires that
these rights be defined and explained in the context of the basic cultural and
religious nores of each society. Particularly since religious values in
t hensel ves constitute a system of rights which apply to individuals, famly
and soci al spheres of |ife (Tabatabai e 1995-1996: 87).

Anot her author states in an interview that such factors as
literacy and health are not good indicators of wonen's well-

bei ng.

There are other things that are nore determ ning of a wonan’'s happi ness. W
consider, for instance, the stability of the famly an indicator of
devel opnent. We say in societies where the famly has a strong foundation,
worren are happier. Were the famly is unstable, wonen feel nore unprotected
and miserable. These issues are not anong the indicators suggested by the UN
(Abbas- Ghol i zadeh 1995-1996b: 143).

On the sane basis, defenders of “lIslamc fem nisnf question
the validity of the argunent that Islanis treatnment of wonen is
unjust. To them if wonen thensel ves define Islam c edicts such
as hijab and hetero-marital sexuality as liberating, there is
really little for others to critique. This approach has |ed sone
scholars to refrain from supporting wonen’s anti-hijab
denonstration in March 1978 (H ggins 1983; Hi ggins 1987). 1In the
late 1990s, the cultural relativist stance is enbracing a
patriarchal ideology on a simlar ground.

If by femnism is neant easing patriarchal pressures on
wonen, making patriarchy less appalling, “Islamc femnisni is

certainly a trend in the global quest for sexual equality. But
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if femnismis a novenent to abolish patriarchy, to protect human
beings from being prisoners of fixed identities, to contribute
towards a society in which individuals can fashion their I|ives
free from economc, political, social, and cultural constraints,

then “Islam c fem nisni proves considerably inadequate.
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