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Arabic Self-Learning
This program, available in two prototypes (for native non-specialists, and non-natives), uses the spatial and thematic
metaphor of a home in Damascus, Syria, and a classroom at Damascus University to access the learner to myriad learning
experiences in a contextually-based Arabic language learning situations. Learners will be exposed to interactions,
characters, and scenarios, utilizing available text, sound and video to understand the two stories in the prototype, and
eventually develop their own story (s) using the same Arabic structures and vocabulary.

Although the electronic prototypes are not posted on this site, due to difficulty in transferring the original software format
into the contemporary browser, you may access the list of references (published papers) that discuss these prototypes.
These papers are listed on this web page, and they are posted as PDF files as well.

Please consult also the following site: http://lrc.cornell.edu/arabic/selflearn.

Please send your comments and suggestions to Dr. Nimat Hafez BARAZANGI: nhb2@cornell.edu.

http://lrc.cornell.edu/Arabic/selflearn

nhb2@cornell.edu

Click here to view the list of available publications by Nimat Hafez Barazangi on Arabic Self-Learning.
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Eself-Learning - Arabic

Welcome

This website (for readers of Arabic and English) is intended to access the learner to myriad learning experiences in a
contextually-based Arabic and English languages learning situations. Learners will be exposed to interactions in different
fields; education, language acquisition and linguistics, feminist, women, and gender studies, and action research, and
eventually develop their own experience and scholarly work, using the same principles of the different fields and my
scholar-activist resources, that are available on this site. Please click the headings/links above (Muslim Women, Arabic
Self-Learning, Action Research Primer, Participatory Feminism) for more detailed information.

These scholarly resources are listed on this web page under eight collections, but not all of them are available as PDF files
or Media, though they might be available at other sites.

Please send your comments and suggestions to Dr. Nimat Hafez BARAZANGI*: nhb2@cornell.edu.

nhb2@cornell.edu
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For a comprehensive list of available publications up to 2009 by Nimat Hafez Barazangi, click here.

For accessing Nimat Hafez Barazangi's scholarly work on Cornell's eCommons, click here.

For accessing Nimat Hafez Barazangi's CV click here and Biography click here or Oxford

For accessing Nimat Hafez Barazangi's Morocco lecture in Arabic, click here, Morocco discussion in Arabic,
click here.

For accessing Nimat Hafez Barazangi's Beirut NEST lecture in Arabic, click here.

For accessing Nimat Hafez Barazangi's latest four lectures in English, see: Kendal, Commonwealth 2010,
Commonwealth 2015 (Video), CAPE 2010, CAPE 2015, and ACCC.

* I would like to thank Melissa Stephenson, Carrie Brindisi, Steve Gallow and STAP (Student Technology Assistance
Program, Academic Technology, esp. Tian Ping Wong, Chad Rose and Shea Belsky) for their technical support in
preparing and updating this electronic archive of my scholarly collection.

Last modified: February 2017
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A Primer in Deploying and Evaluating Action Research

The following pages/slides (images) focus on introducing the State-of-the-art in theoretical and methodological
foundations of action research (AR) in the form of a primer in deploying and evaluating AR. This primer is designed to be
relatively simple, but mainly interactive. This document represents an interactive action research framework that is also
context- and client-based. That is, we discuss the different components of an action research program based on how
relevant a particular component was thought to be for the intended context and as a result of the intended process for the
clients. Needless to say, this document will be revised and updated as we receive comments and suggestions from the
readers/participants.

Click here to view the PDF file of the AR Primer.

Relevant publications on the subject of action research teaching, evaluation, the ethics of AR pedagogy, and participatory
feminism are also posted on this site.

Please send your comments and suggestions to Dr. Nimat Hafez BARAZANGI: nhb2@cornell.edu.

Click here to view the PDF file of the AR Primer.

nhb2@cornell.edu

Click here to view the list of publications by Nimat Hafez Barazangi on Action Research.

Last modified: March 2016
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Participatory Feminism
Given that Participatory Action Research (PAR) and Feminisms (Fem) share "process" as one of the fundamental
principles in their philosophy and practice, we can only set the preliminary goal and objectives of the PARticipatory
FEMinism Web Site (PARFEM).

This web site allows access to the following documents:

1. A video tape, "The Absence of Muslim Women in Shaping and Developing Islamic Thought," by Nimat Hafez
Barazangi (in Arabic, 2009)

2. A Reader, "Selected Writings on Feminisms and Action Research." Prepared by Monica Ruiz-Casares and
Nimat Hafez Barazangi

3. Muslim Women in North America (Video) wherein Nimat Hafez Barazangi discusses the challenges facing
American Muslim women in search of identity.

4. A video tape, "Feminisms and the Academy - Going Out of Business," by Patricia Maguire (1998).
5. A video tape, "The Logic and Practice of the Participatory Action Research Paradigm," by Yoland Wadsworth

(1997).
6. Future of social sciences and humanities in corporate universities: Curricula, exclusions, inclusions, and

voice. Nimat Hafez Barazangi. Ithaca, NY: Institute for European Studies, Cornell University, c2001. LB2361 .B37
2001+

Please consult also the following site: http://atlas.geo.cornell.edu/parfem/index.htm
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Muslim/Arab Women
Dr. Nimat Hafez Barazangi's fifty years of combined scholarly active work with Arab, Muslim, and non-Muslim
organizations and individuals in North America and the Muslim/Arab world has mainly focused on the development and
education of Muslim/Arab women in the primary sources of Islam; the Qur'an and the Hadith (Prophet Muhammad's
narrated traditions). She published about 50 research articles and book reviews, and a monograph on this subject:

Her monograph Woman's Identity and Rethinking the Hadith (Ashgate, Routledge, 2015) received an endorsement
stating the book as "brave and passionate plea for Muslim women to reclaim the egalitarian message of their faith, which
was eclipsed after the Prophet's death by the exclusion of women from positions of leadership and from participation in the
production of religious knowledge;"

Her monograph Woman's Identity and the Qur'an: A New Reading (The University Press of Florida, 2004) was labeled
by an anonymous reviewer as "the most radical book in the last 14 centuries of Islam." The monograph was translated in
2007 into Arabic under the title: Qira'a Jadida lil Qura'n: Al Huwiya al Dhatiya lil Mar'a.

Her work on the latest "Absence of Muslim Women in Shaping and Developing Islamic Thought" can be seen in three
papers: Journal of Law and R; Theological Review; Dialogue of Truth for Life Together (in Arabic and English,
volume 3, 2013). and a video: Absence of Muslim Women (in Arabic).

Please send your comments and suggestions to Dr. Nimat Hafez BARAZANGI: nhb2@cornell.edu.

Qira'a Jadida lil Qura'n: Al Huwiya al Dhatiya lil Mar'a

nhb2@cornell.edu
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Click here to view the list of available publications on Muslim/Arab Women at eCommons by Barazangi.
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Master list of publications by Nimat Hafez Barazangi

Monographs, Edited Volumes/Journals, and Encyclopedia Entries

Muslim and Arab Women

Arabic Computerized Curriculum

Muslim and Arab Education in the West

Action Research Program Development and Evaluation

Book Reviews

Papers Presented and Submitted for Publication, and to be Revised (© NHB)

Work in Press

Work in Review

Monographs, Edited Volumes/Journals, and Encyclopedia Entries

Author, Woman's Identity and the Qur'an: A New Reading. University Press of Florida (2004).

Paperback Edition (2006).

Arabic Translation under the title Qira'a Jadidah lil Qur'an: al Huwiyah al Dhatiyah lil Mara'a.
Online Publisher: Nimat Hafez Barazangi (2007).

Editor, with M. Raquibuz Zaman and Omar Afzal, Islamic Identity and the Struggle for Justice. The
University Press of Florida (1996).

Arabic translation under the title Al Kayan Al Islami wa-Al Nidhal min Ajl Al`Adalah. Damascus:
Dar Al-Fikr (1999). (See also "Vicegernecy and Gender Justice.")

Arabic translation Editor, Windows of Faith: Muslim Women's Scholar-Activists in the North America.
Edited by Gisela Webb. Syracuse: Syracuse University Press (2000). Under the title: Da`una Natakalam:
Mufakirat Amrikiyat Yaftahn Nawafidh al Iman `Ala `Alam Mutagheyr (Dar Al-Fikr, 2002). (See also:
Muslim Women's Islamic Higher Learning as a Human Right: Theory and Practice.)

Guest Editor, Religion and Education. The Equilibrium: Issues of Islamic Education in the United States.
Volume 25, Number 1 & 2, (Winter) 1998. (See also "The Equilibrium of Islamic Education: Has Muslim
Women's Education Preserved the Religion?")
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Author, "Educational Reform" Oxford Encyclopedia of the Islamic World. John Esposito, ed. Oxford
University Press, New York (2009: Volume 2: 142 -148). Also available on Oxford Islamic Studies Online

Author, "Religious Education" in Oxford Encyclopedia of the Islamic World. John Esposito, ed., Oxford
University Press, New York (2009: Volume. 2: 122 -129). Also available on Oxford Islamic Studies Online

Author, "Educational Reform" in (1995) Oxford Encyclopedia of the Modern Islamic World. John Esposito,
Ed., Oxford University Press, New York, Volume I: pp. 420-425.

Author, "Religious Education" in (1995) Oxford Encyclopedia of the Modern Islamic World. John Esposito,
Ed., Oxford University Press, New York, Volume I: pp. 406-411.

Muslim and Arab Women

The Absence of Muslim Women in Shaping and Developing Islamic Thought. Theological Review (XXX, 2,
2009: 155-182).

The Absence of Muslim Women in Shaping Islamic Thought: Foundations of Muslims' Peaceful and Just
Co-Existence. Journal of Law and Religion (XXIV, 2, 2008-2009: 403- 432) 
Listen to audio of lecture presented at Hamline University School of Law, October 2008

Silent Revolution of a Muslim Arab American Scholar-Activist. In Muslim Women Activists in North
America: Speaking for Ourselves. Edited by Katherine Bullock (Austin, TX: Texas University Press, 2005: 1-17).
http://www.utexas.edu/utpress/excerpts/exbulmus.html

Understanding Muslim Women's Self-Identity and Resistance to Feminism and Participatory Action
Research. In Traveling Companions: Feminism, Teaching, and Action Research. Edited by Mary Brydon-Miller,
Patricia Maguire, and Alice McIntyre. Westport, CT: Praeger (2004), 21-39.

Commentary on the Iraq Draft Constitution. See "Cornell scholar has role in drafting disputed Iraqi
constitution"
http://www.news.cornell.edu/stories/Aug05/Barazangi.Iraq.html
http://cornelldailysun.com/node/15037

"Muslim Women's Education: Between East and West." in Seth Ward, ed. Women in Islamic and Judaic
Societies. Holmes and Meier (2004).

Domestic Democracy: The Road to National and International Democracy. Proceeding of the 4th Annual
Conference: "Why Democracy and Why Now?" In Center for the Study of Islam and Democracy (May 16-17,
2003).

Al Huwiyah Al Dhatiyah lil Mar'a Al Muslimah (Self Identity of the Muslim Woman). In Al Mar'a wa-
Tahawlat Asr Jadid. Dar Al-Fikr (2003).

Muslim Women's Islamic Higher Learning as a Human Right: Theory and Practice. In Windows of
Faith:Muslim Women Scholar-Activists in North America. Edited by Gisela Webb. Syracuse: Syracuse University
Press (2000), 22-47. Arabic translation under the title: Da`una Natakallam: Mufakirat Amerikiyat Yaftahn
Nawafith Al-Iman (Dar Al-Fikr, 2002).

Self-identity as a Form of Democratization: The Syrian Experience. In Democratization and Women's
Grassroots Movements. Edited by Jill M. Bystydzienski and Joti Sekhon. Bloomington: Indiana University Press
(1999), 129-149.

Parents and Youth: Perceiving and Practicing Islam in North America. In Barbara C. Aswad and Barbara
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Bilge´, (Eds). Family and Gender Among American Muslims: Issues Facing Middle Eastern Immigrants and
Their Descendants. Temple University Press (1996): 129-142.

The Equilibrium of Islamic Education: Has Muslim Women's Education Preserved the Religion? Religion
And Education, 25, 1 & 2, (Winter 1998), 5-19.

Muslim Women's Islamic Higher Learning as a Human Right: The Action Plan. In Muslim Women and the
Politics of Participation: Beijing Platform. Edited by Mahnaz Afkhami and Erika Friedl. Syracuse University
Press (1997), 43-57.

Vicegerency and Gender Justice in Islam. In Islamic Identity and the Struggle for Justice. Edited by Nimat
Hafez Barazangi, M. Raquibuz Zaman, and Omar Afzal. University Press of Florida (1996): 77-94.

Education is the Means to Free Oneself From Shirk (association), American Trust, Indianapolis, Indiana,
(1985).

Islam and Early Childhood Education: Implication for Women's Education. Al-Ittihad Journal of Islamic
Studies, 17, 1, January-March (1980), 33-38.

The Position of Women in the Contemporary Muslim World. Al-Ittihad Journal of Islamic Studies, 13, 1,
April (1976), 18-25. (See also the audio recording at Cornell University Library).

Arabic Computerized Curriculum

Arabic Self-Learning: A Module of A Research-Based Computerized Curriculum Al-Arabiyya. A Journal of
the American Association of Teachers of Arabic (Winter, 1999), 32: 23-65.

Al Hasub Wa-Tacallum Al Lugha Al`Arabiyya li-Ghayr Al-Mukhtasiin Biha Bi-Al Tariqa al Tawasulliya
(in Arabic). With Ghayda Rebdawi & Safa Haddad. Al-Takddom El-Elmi, Kuwait Foundation for the
Advancement of Sciences (1998: 24, 52-59).

Arabic Language Learning: A Module of A Research-Based Computerized Curriculum, in the Proceedings
of the 6th International Conference and Exhibition on Multi-lingual Computing, Cambridge, England, (17-18
April, 1998), 7.2.1 - 7.2.23.

Nidham Tarbawi Hasubi lil Tacalum) Al-Takddom El-Elmi (in Arabic). Computerized Educational System
for Learning: An Application for Arabic Language. Kuwait Foundation for the Advancement of Sciences
(October-December, 1997), No. 20: 44-53.

Using the Internet for Educational and Instructional Purposes (in Arabic: Ist`imal al Internet lil Tarbiyah wa
al Ta`lim) in Proceedings of the Symposium: Informatics in Syria and Contemporary Development. Syrian
Informatics Society (March 25-28, 1996), 105-122.

Muslim and Arab Education in the West

The Legacy of a Remarkable Muslim Woman: Sharifa Alkhateeb. The Review. Newsletter/Journal of Middle
East Women's Studies. Spring/Summer, (2004), xix, 1 & 2: p.19.

The Equilibrium in Islamic Education in the US. International Institute for the Study of Islam in the Modern
World, ISIM Newsletter 5 (June, 2000).
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Worldview, Meaningful Learning, and Pluralistic Education: The Islamic Perspective. Religion and Public
Education, (1993), 20, 1, 2 & 3, pp. 84-98.

Particularism and Multi-Cultural Education: Experience of Muslims in the United States. Muslim
Education Quarterly, (1993), The Islamic Academy, Cambridge, England, 10, 4: pp. 35-45.

North American Muslim Women Speak. NACMW NEWS, 1992, 1, 2: pp. 3 & 5. 

Islamic Education in the United States and Canada: Conception and Practice of the Islamic Belief System.
In Yvonne Haddad, Ed. The Muslims of America. Oxford University Press, New York, (1991), pp. 157-174.

Parents and Youth: Perceiving and Practicing Islam in North America. In Earle H. Waugh, Sharon McIrvin
Abu-Laban and Regula Burckhardt Qureshi, Eds. Muslim Familes in North America. Alberta University Press,
Edmonton (1991), pp. 132-147.

The Education of North American Muslim Parents and Children: Conceptual Change As a Contribution to
Islamization of Education. The American Journal of Islamic Social Sciences. (1990), 7, 3: pp. 385-402.

Acculturation of North American Arab Muslims: Minority Relations or Worldview Variations. Journal of
the Institute of Muslim Minority Affairs. London, (1990), pp. 373-390.

Arab Muslim Identity Transmission: Parents and Youth. In Arab Studies Quarterly, Spring/Summer 1989, pp.
65-82; and in Baha Abu-Laban & Michael W. Suleiman, eds. Arab Americans: Continuity and Change, Belmont,
Mass: Association of Arab-American University Graduates. (1989): 65-82.

Developing the Islamic Identity: A Parent Perspective. Islamic Horizons, July/August, 1988: 26-27.

Reflections on Muslim Children's Education, Proceedings of the Association of Muslim Social Scientists,
Indianapolis, (1978), pp. 87-94.

Arabic Translation in Al-Faisal, 7, 78, Sept-Oct, (1983), pp. 113-116. Riyadh, Saudi Arabia.

Action Research Program Development and Evaluation

See also: http://www.einaudi.cornell.edu/parfem/

Action Research Pedagogy in a New Cultural Setting: The Syrian Experience. Special issue of Action
Research Journal on The praxis of educating action researchers, Morten Levin and Ann W. Martin, guest editors
(Sept, 2007), 5 (3): 307 -318.

An Ethical Theory of Action Research Pedagogy. Special issue of Action Research Journal on ethics in AR.
Mary Brydon-Miller, Davydd Greenwood, Olav Eikeland, eds. (2006), 4 (1): 97- 116.

A Primer in Deploying and Evaluating Action Research (2006).

Evaluation Model for an Undergraduate Action Research Program (2004) Conference Proceedings: Learning
and the World We Want (152-59). (The University of Victoria, November 20-24, 2003).

Future of Social Sciences and Humanities in Corporate Universities: Curricula, Exclusions, Inclusions, and
Voice. The Cornell Institute for European Studies Working Papers Series, #01.1, 12pp., 2001.

Is Language the Object of Literacy among United States Female Adult Learners? The Language and
Literacy Spectrum. A Journal of the New York State Reading Association. (Spring 1999), 9: 2-16.
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Book Reviews

Gender and Human Rights in Islam and International Law: Equal Before Allah, Unequal Before Man?
(2000) by Shaheen Sardar Ali (Kluwer Law International, The Hague, pp. 358). Muslim Democrat, 5, 1, 2003.

Claiming Our Rights: A Manual for Women's Human Rights Education in Muslim Societies. (1996) by
Mahnaz Afkhami and Haleh Vaziri. AMEWS Newsletter. May 1997.

Qur'an and Woman (1992) by Amina Wadud-Muhsin. Journal of Islamic Studies, Oxford, England. July 1994,
pp. 324-326.

The Rights of Women in Islam (1992) by Asghar Ali Engineer. Journal of Islamic Studies, Oxford, England.
July 1994, pp. 326-328.

Papers Presented and Submitted for Publication, and to be Revised (© NHB)

"Between the Post-ethnic and the Unique: Exclusion of American Muslim Women and Policy- Making," 2007.

Muslim Woman's Self- Identity and Human Rights. Presented in "Religion and Human Rights: The Next
Agenda." At Harvard University Kennedy School of Government (May 6-7, 2004).

Qura'nic Text: Self-Identity, Interpretations, and Muslim Women's Participation. Presented in the panel:
Text and Meanings: Views of the Canonical Texts and Interpretation. At the Conference: "Women, Tradition
and Change: A Multi-Faith Conference on Contemporary American Religious Practice" held at the Susan
and David Wilstein Institute of Jewish Policy Studies of the Hebrew College (May 7 and 8, 2000)].

The Internet Gateway to Muslim Womens' Morality
Listen to audio of lecture presented at Cornell University Women Studies Program, April 1999

Re-Thinking the West, Re-Thinking Religion: Muslim Youth Education in America, November 9-10, 1997,
as part of the Symposium: Jews and Muslims in American Society. Sponsored by the Henry Luce Forum in
Abrahamic Religions, A collaborative project of the University of Hartford and Hartford Seminary.

Exclusion of American Muslim Women from Decision-Making. Presented at the American Muslim Council
National Convention: "Muslim America: Becoming a Political Reality." (April 25- 27, 1997).

A Research-Based Computerized Curriculum: An Application of Arabic Language Database. Presented at
the Defense Language Institute, Monterey, California (July 24, 1995) and at the
International Conference on Arabic language and Linguistics, Yarmouk University, Jordan (1996).

The Education of Middle East Muslim Women and Identity Development. Presented at the Middle East
Studies Association Annual Conference, Washington, D.C. (November, 1991).

Asian Muslim Women: Education and Development Strategies. Presented at the New York Conference for
Asian Studies, Cornell University, Ithaca, New York (November, 1991).

Conceptual Change and Belief System: Muslims' Education in North America. Presented at the American
Educational Research Association Annual Meeting in San Francisco, California (March, 1989), and submitted for
publications to the AERA Journal Educational Researcher 1990.

The Interplay between Faith, Belief System and Thought among Muslim Arab Women. A revised version of
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a paper Presented at the Symposium: Feminist Perspectives on Women in the Arabo-Islamic Culture at Cornell
University (October, 1988). Submitted for publication to the International Journal of Middle East Studies in 1990.

Islamic Education in the United States: Muslim Women and Multicultural Education. Submitted for
publication to the Educational Researcher, October 29, 1998.

Work in Press

(The absence of Muslim women in shaping and developing Islamic
thought, in Arabic)
Dialogue of Truth for Life Together (summer 2011).

Work in Review

"American Muslim Women Challenging Conventional Understanding of Islam" 
( Listen to audio of lecture presented at Kendal of Ithaca, September 2009)

"Why Muslim Women Need to re-interpret the Qur'an?"
http://www.news.cornell.edu/Chronicle/05/2.17.05/calendar.html

"Is There a Muslim Diaspora? Promises and Challenges of Islam in Europe, Africa and North America"
http://www.news.cornell.edu/stories/Sept05/Tibi.visit.fac.html
http://www.einaudi.cornell.edu/Europe/events/calendar.asp?id=4461
http://www.arts.cornell.edu/sochum/html/docs/sept2005.pdf
http://cornelldailysun.com/node/15178

Home

For questions or comments, contact Nimat Hafez Barazangi: nhb2@cornell.edu

Last modified: March 2010
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Home | Publications

Nimat Hafez Barazangi

Woman's Identity and the Qur'an: A New Reading

University Press of Florida (2004), Arabic Translation (2007)

Abstract

Click below to download the individual chapters and files:
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Click here to visit the page for the English version of Woman's Identity and the Qur'an: A New Reading.

Click here for excerpts of reviews of the English version of this book.

Copyright Statement

© 2007 Nimat Hafez Barazangi

Reprinted with permission of the University Press of Florida.

http://www.upf.com/book.asp?id=BARAZF04

Home | Publications
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Nimat Hafez Barazangi 
(CV Jan 2017)  

 
Research Fellow, Cornell University  

Ithaca, New York USA  
nhb2@cornell.edu  

http://www.eself learning arabic.cornell.edu/ 

EDUCATION  
Ph. D. Cornell University, Education Department: Curriculum & Instruction / Islamic & Arabic Studies/Adults 

 and Community Education (1988).  
Also,  Graduate Study (1980-1981), Cornell University Human Development & Family Studies: Psycholinguistics.  
M. A. Columbia University, Teachers College: Educational Psychology/Developmental Psychology (1972).  
B. A. Damascus University, Faculty of Arts: Philosophy and Sociology (1967).  
 

CURRENT POSITION  
Research Fellow, Cornell University (2013 - Present).  
Research Fellow, Feminist, Gender, and Sexuality Studies, Cornell University (1991 – 2013). 
  

HONORS and AWARDS 

2015 Invited Lecture at the California Commonwealth Club, San Francisco (December 14) Title: 
“Woman’s Identity and Rethinking the Hadith.”  

2010 Invited Lecture at the California Commonwealth Club, San Francisco (July 17) Title: “Why Muslim 
Women Must Reinterpret the Qur’an.”  

2005 06 Senior Fulbright Foreign Exchange Scholarship for Syria, “Higher Education and Training Program: 
Workshops on Contemporary Social Sciences,” in collaboration with the Ministry of Higher Education and 
the Supreme Council of Sciences in the Syrian Arab Republic (December-April).  

2003 International Women’s Day Honorary Recognition, Cornell University (March).  
2002 United Nations Development Program TOKTEN Fellowship to Syria (Feb Mar).  
1999 United Nations Development Program TOKTEN Fellowship to Syria (Feb Mar).  
1998 Women Making History 1998 Award, Ithaca City Federation of Women’s Organizations.  
1995 97 Fulbright Foreign Exchange Scholarship for Syria, 3 year Research and Curriculum Development Serial  

Grant "Evaluating and Developing Educational and Instructional Modules of the Computerized Expert 
System of Arabic Language."  

1995 The Consortium for Language Teaching and Learning at Cornell University, a grant for research and 
Curricular project: “Prior Language Patterns and Communicative Learning of Arabic as a Foreign 
Language.”  

1994 Fellowship, Oxford University, Center for Islamic Studies, a Research Project: "The 
Discourse of Muslim Women's Education: Tension between the Ideals and Practice."  

1993 Grant from the International Council for Adult Education for a Collaborative Research 
with Pakistan Association of Continuing and Adult Education: Literacy and Women's 
Development.  

1988 The Glock Award for Research in Human Learning (Cornell University, College of 
Agriculture and Life Sciences and the Department of Education) for Ph.D. Dissertation: 
"Perceptions of the Islamic Belief System: The Muslims in North America.”  

1983 84 Graduate Studies Scholarships. College of Agriculture and Life Sciences and the Department of 
Education, Cornell University.  

1980 81 Graduate Research Assistantships. College of Human Ecology & Department of HDFS 
Cornell University.  
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RESEARCH EXPERIENCE  

Research Fellow, Cornell University, Working on Muslim women living with the extremists and violence in the 
Middle East and North Africa (MENA) region (2015 - present).

Research Fellow, Cornell University, Working on Belief Systems, Reinterpreting the Qur’an and Rethinking 
Hadith: Transformative Scholarship-Activism (2008 - Present).  

Research Fellow, Cornell University: Feminist, Gender, and Sexuality Studies. Working on Muslim/Arab Women's  
Education and Self-Identity Development & Rereading the Qur’an and the Hadith (1991- 2013).  

Designed own Cornell Library eCommons site (June August 2007)  
http://ecommons.library.cornell.edu/handle/1813/7535.  

Designed a Website of her scholarly work (April June 2007)  
http://www.eself-learning-arabic.cornell.edu.  

Visiting Senior Fulbright Scholar, Ministry of Higher Education, Damascus, Syria:  
Collaborated with the Ministry of Higher Education and the Supreme Council of Sciences in the Syrian 
Arab Republic (2005 2006).  

Program Evaluator, Cornell Univ.: The Bartels Undergraduate Action Research Fellows Program (2001 2004). 
Designed a Website of Participatory Feminism (Jan-June 2002)  

http://atlas.geo.cornell.edu/parfem/parfem.htm.  
External Examiner for the Faculte des etudes superieures of the Universite de Montreal, evaluating a Ph.D. 

 dissertation, entitled “Al Sa’dawi’s and Mernissi’s Feminist Knowledge with/in the History, Education 
 and Science of the Arab Islamic Culture.” (Nov Dec, 1999).  

Reviewer to special journal issues related to women and Islam, including the Hamline University School of Law’  
Journal of Law and Religion  (Jan Feb, 2001).  

Visiting Scholar, Higher Institute of Applied Sciences and Technology (HIAST), Damascus, Syria, a UN Scholar  
Consultant: Computerized Arabic Curriculum & Web Instruction (Feb. Mar, 1999, 2002).  

Guest Editor. Religion and Education Special Edition on Islamic Issues of Education in the United States, (1997
1998).  

Visiting Fulbright Scholar, Higher Institute of Applied Sciences and Technology (HIAST), Damascus, Syria: 
Developing Computerized Arabic Curriculum & Instruction (1995 97: 3 months/ year).  

Visiting Fellow, Oxford University Centre for Islamic Studies, Muslim Women's Education (January March, 1994).  
Collaborator, Cornell University and Tompkins Seneca Tioga Board of Cooperative Educational Services: Literacy 

And Women's Development (1992 1993): Using Participatory Action Research methodology for 
 understanding the dynamics of recent immigrants’ learning English as a Second Language, combined with 
 a transformative research project with (PACADE) in Pakistan.  

Visiting Fellow, Cornell University: Education Department, Multicultural Curricula (1990 1991).  
Graduate Research Assistant and Research Specialist, Cornell University: Human Development and Family 

 Studies (HDFS), Cross psycholinguistics (1977 1981). 
  
 

TEACHING EXPERIENCE  

University of Vienna: Visiting Professor. Vienna International Christian-Islamic Summer University (2012), 
 Teaching  in a course on “Gender and Islam” (July 2012).  

Hunter R. Rawlings III Faculty Fellow, Cornell University, Hans Bethe House, Appointed Dec 2006 2010.  
Guest Lecturer, Damascus University: English Literature Department (2006).  
Guest Lecturer, Cornell University: Gender and Global Change Program (1995 99, 2001 3, 2007).  
Program Participant, Cornell University: The Bartels Undergraduate Action Research Fellows Program 

 (2001 2004).  
Visiting Lecturer, Cornell University: Women's Studies Program (Summer 1992).  
Lecturer, Ithaca College: Psychology Department (Spring 1990).  
Lecturer and Advisor, King Abdul Aziz University: Jeddah, Saudi Arabia (1978 1980).  
Special Skills Teacher, Board of Cooperative Educational Services, Ithaca, New York (1982).  
Assistant Teacher, Cornell University: HDFS Laboratory Nursery School (1977).  
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CURRICULUM DEVELOPMENT AND EVALUATION  

Reviewed and Evaluated: “Discourse of Muslim Women’s Rights, Contesting Liberal-Secular Sensibilities: A Case 
Study of Ontario Shari‘ah Tribunals,” by Tabassum Fahim Ruby (Routledge: Gender Studies Series) 
September, 2016.

Designed and taught a special course: “Gender and Islam.” University of Vienna: Visiting Professor. Vienna 
International Christian-Islamic Summer University 2012, (July 2012).  

Reviewed and Evaluated: Muslim Women Speak: A Tapestry of Lives and Dreams, by Amani 
Hamdan (Toronto: Women's Press, 2009) See the Back Cover Commentary.  

Self Learning of Islam: Curricular Framework for Muslim Women’s Education 
(2004 Present) http://www.eself-learning-arabic.cornell.edu. 

A Primer in Deploying and Evaluating Action Research, an online course (Fall 2005):  
http://atlas.geo.cornell.edu/parfem/parfem.htm. ; And  http://www.eself-learning-arabic.cornell.edu. 

Participatory Feminisms, a web site for Participatory Feminist (2001 Present): 
http://atlas.geo.cornell.edu/parfem/index.htm. 

Learning Arabic in a Communicative Approach, a Computerized Interactive World Wide Web program for 
 native non specialists instruction, in collaboration with HIAST (1995 2002).   
http://www.eself-learning-arabic.cornell.edu/arabic-self-learning/arabic-self-learning.htm. 

The Equilibrium of Islamic Education: Curricular Foundations for MuslimWomen’s Education in the United 
States and Canada (1998).  

Arabic Self Learning, a Computerized Interactive Multimedia software (in CD ROM prototype) program of 
Instruction in Arabic as a Foreign Language (AFL) (1995): http://lrc.cornell.edu/arabic/selflearn. 

POLICY MAKING 

Invited Lecture, Cornell University Library Series: Book Talk, “Woman’s Identity and the Reformation of 
Muslim Societies” (October 5, 2016) 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=mnPVss_4cow&feature=youtu.be/  . 

Invited Lecture, Denison University, “Muslim Woman’s Identity and Reforming Muslim Societies” (September 
 28,  2016).

Invited Lecture at Columbia University: Teacher College, “Why Muslim Women are Reinterpreting the Qur`an 
and Rethinking the Hadith” (April 14, 2016) https://vialogues.com/vialogues/play/28975/ . 

Invited Lecture. Cornell University Law School: Avon Global Center for Women and Justice. “Qur`anic 
Shari’ah: Gender Justice in Islam” (March 7, 2016).

Invited Lecture, The California Commonwealth Club, San Francisco (December 14, 2015) Title: “Woman’s 
Identity and Rethinking the Hadith.”  

http://www.commonwealthclub.org/events/2015-12-14/women%E2%80%99s-identity-and-rethinking-
hadith; https://youtu.be/xNTNhQUlxfs . 

Invited Lecture, Cornell Association of Professors Emeriti (CAPE) (November 19, 2015)  
  “Foundations of Muslim Extremism and the Marginalization and Violence Against Women” 

http://www.cornell.edu/video/foundations-muslim-extremism-violence-against-women-nimat-barazangi  
Invited Lecture at the Conference: Conversation in Feminism, Law, and Religion. University of St. Thomas, St. 

Paul, Minnesota (March 20-21, 2015) Title: “Why Muslim Women are Re-interpreting the Qur’an and 
Hadith: A Transformative Scholarship-Activism.”  

Invited lecture at the Panel: Boca Raton Interfaith Dialogue: "Children of Abraham: Women's Voices." 
Florida Atlantic University, Boca Raton, Florida (February 16, 2014). The title of the lecture: “Children of 
Sarah and Hagar: Is it Possible for a Woman to Practice her Agency in Institutionalized Religion?”  

Invited to write a chapter “Why Muslim Women are Re-interpreting the Qur’an and Hadith: A 
Transformative Scholarship-Activism” in Marie Failinger et al., Eds. Feminism, Law and Religion, 
Ashgate Publishing series, Gender in Law, Culture and Society. 2013: 257-280.  

Invited lecture, International Women’s Month, “Why Muslim/Arab Women Are Re-interpreting the Qur'an,”  
Arab Cultural and Community Center, San Francisco (March 29, 2012). The lecture was recorded as a 
video, and is available on my website:  
http://www.eself-learning-arabic.cornell.edu/publications/Why%20are%20ACCC%20Abstract.htm. 
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Invited Lecture, Saudi Grassroots Academic and Professional Women group, some of who were preparing to run 
for membership to the Saudi Consultative Council in 2014.  My lecture Title: “The Absence of Muslim 
 Women in Shaping and Developing Islamic Thought” (in Arabic), and was well-received (January 30, 
 2012).  

Invited Lecture at King Abdullah University of Science and Technology (KAUST), Saudi Arabia. The title: “Why 
 Muslim Women are Reinterpreting the Qur`an” (January 29, 2012).  

Invited keynote speaker, special Symposium: Islam and Muslims in the Spotlight. The lectures were:  
“Why Muslim Women are Reinterpreting the Qur’an and Hadith,” the University of Nebraska at Omaha and 
“Shari`ah in the Qur'an: A Transformative Understanding of Islam,” Creighton University (October 5, 2011).  

Invited Lecture, Cornell Association of Professors Emeriti (CAPE) (September 16, 2010) Title: “Why Muslim 
Women are Re interpreting the Qur’an: A Transformative Scholarship Activism”  
http://www.cornell.edu/video?videoID=865&startSecs=0&endSecs=3974.  
- Read the write up about it at the Cornell Chronicle Online at: 
http://www.news.cornell.edu/stories/Sept10/MuslimWomen.html.  

Invited Lecture, California Commonwealth Club, San Francisco (July 17, 2010) Title: “Why Muslim Women 
Must Reinterpret the Qur’an” 
 http://www.eself-learning-arabic.cornell.edu/publications/Barazangi_Commonwealth_2010.htm. 

Invited Lecture, Dar El Hadith El Hassania Establishment, Rabat, Morocco, (May10, 2010).  Title: “The 
Absence of Muslim Women in Shaping Islamic Thought” (in Arabic)  

Invited to serve as a member of the Fulbright Review Committee for the Middle East and North 
Africa, for the 2010 11 Academic Year Competition (October 2009).  

Invited Lecture, The Near East School of Theology Muslim Christian Dialogue special Forum on Gender Title: 
"The absence of Muslim women in shaping and developing Islamic thought" (in Arabic) (Beirut, 
Lebanon, 2009) 
 http://cdnapi.kaltura.com/index.php/extwidget/openGraph/wid/1_0b7i1rjh.  

Invited Lecture, Hamline University School of Law to "Speaking of Law and Religion" A Symposium to 
Celebrate 25 years of conversation on the shape and Quality of our common Life (Minneapolis, MN, 
October 23 25, 2008) Title of lecture: "The Foundations of Muslim Peaceful and Just Co Existence." 

Invited by the Federal Ministry for European and International Affairs to participate in a by invitation only 
Conference: Inter religious and Inter cultural Dialogue from Gender Perspectives (Vienna, Austria, 
22 26 June 2008), hosted by the Ministry for European and International Affairs of the Republic of 
Austria, with the Minster, Dr. Ursula Plassnick, attending the concluding session. Made two 
presentations during the conference:  
1."The Absence of Muslim Women from Making Islamic Thought: Challenges for 

Inter religious Dialogue," was intended to reflect on my understanding of Gender and 
Gender perspectives in the context of Islamic view of gender justice and to respond to the 
Director of Institute for Religious Studies at the University of Graz/Austria, Prof. 
Bechmann's introductory analysis of inter religious, inter cultural dialogue.  

2. In a special open public panel on "Creating Space for Living Pluralism: Women's Contribution 
to Societal Transformation in the Middle East." The title: " Equilibrated Living: The 
Foundations of Muslim Women’s Contribution to Social Transformation in the 
Middle East and North Africa.”  

Presented and discussed with some Academics and Diplomatic Corp: “The Absence of Muslim Women from 
Making Islamic Thoughts: Teaching about Muslim Women and Islam” IMES, Elliott School of 
International Affairs. Washington, DC: George Washington University (April 21, 2008).  

Appointed to a Special Committee plan for a Center of Excellence in Higher Education at the 
Ministry of Higher Education, Damascus, Syrian Arab Republic (March, 2006).  

Advised and helped Chartered the Draft Iraqi Constitution. Invited by a consulting group working with the 
United Nations Development Program, which has been monitoring the development of the Iraqi 
constitution, to serve as an adviser on women's issues from the Qur’anic worldview (January July 2005). 
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PUBLICATIONS 

Monographs, Edited Volumes / Journals, and Encyclopedia Entries 

Woman’s Identity and Rethinking the Hadith. A Monograph. Ashgate/Routledge Publishers (2015). Series: 
Islamic Law in Context. https://www.routledge.com/products/9781472446787 

"Educational Reform"  Oxford Encyclopedia of the Islamic World. John Esposito, ed., Oxford University Press, 
New York (2009: Volume 2: 142 148). Also available on Oxford Islamic Studies Online 
 http://www.oxfordislamicstudies.com/article/opr/t236/e0212?_hi=3&_pos=1#match 

"Religious Education" Oxford Encyclopedia of the Islamic World. John Esposito, ed., Oxford University Press, 
New York (2009: Volume. 2: 122 129). Also available on Oxford Islamic Studies Online 
http://www.oxfordislamicstudies.com/article/opr/t236/e0212?_hi=3&_pos=1#match 

Qira'a Jadidah lil Qur'an: al Huwiyah al Dhatiyah lil Mara'a, Arabic translation Editor and Online 
Publisher: Woman’s Identity and the Qur’an: A New Reading (2007).  
http://www.eself-learning-arabic.cornell.edu/publications.htm.  

Woman’s Identity and the Qur’an: A New Reading. A Monograph. (The University Press of Florida, 
2004). For Cornell Community:  
http://racereligion.library.cornell.edu/religion/ebook_profile028.php. 
A Paperback edition was published (2006). http://www.upf.com/book.asp?id=BARAZF04

Editor, Arabic Translation of Windows of Faith: Muslim Women’s Scholar-Activists in North 
 America. Edited by Gisela Webb (Syracuse: Syracuse University Press, 2000). Under the title: 

Da`una Natakallam: Mufakirat Amerikiyat Yftahn Nawafidh Al Iman, (Damascus: Dar Al Fikr, 
2002).  

Editor, Arabic translation of Islamic Identity and the Struggle for Justice (The University Press of Florida, 
1996), under the title: Al Kayan Al Islami wa Al Nidhal min Ajl Al`Adalah (Damascus: Dar 
Al Fikr, 1999).  

Guest Editor: Religion and Education. The Equilibrium: Issues of Islamic Education in the 
United States, Volume 25, Number 1 & 2, Winter (Religious Education Council, 1998).  

Editor, Islamic Identity and the Struggle for Justice (Gainesville: The University Press of Florida, 
1996) A Paperback editions were published in 1996, 1997.  

"Religious Education" Oxford Encyclopedia of the Modern Islamic World. John 
Esposito, Ed. Oxford University Press, New York, (1995: Volume I: 406 411).  

"Educational Reform" Oxford Encyclopedia of the Modern Islamic World. John 
Esposito, Ed. Oxford University Press, New York, (1995: Volume I: 420 425). 

 
  
On Muslim and Arab Women 
 
The Absence of Muslim Women in Shaping and Developing Islamic Thought. (Arabic [63-94] and English [33-

63) in the Near East Theological Seminary Series: Dialogue of Truth for Life Together, (volume 3, 2013).  
Why Muslim Women are Re-interpreting the Qur’an and Hadith: A Transformative Scholarship-Activism in 

Marie Failinger et al., eds. Feminism, Law and Religion, Ashgate Publishing series, Gender in Law, Culture 
and Society, 2013: 257-280 (invited Chapter.)  

Why Muslim Women Must Re interpret the Qur'an. Azizah. Atlanta, GA: Oct 2010. Vol.6, Issue 2; pg. 35 37  
http://proquest.umi.com/pqdweb?did=2219907411&sid=1&Fmt=3&clientId=8424&RQT=309&VName=
PQD.  

The Absence of Muslim Women in Shaping and Developing Islamic Thought. Theological 
Review (XXX, 2, 2009: 155 182).  

The Absence of Muslim Women in Shaping Islamic Thought: Foundations of Muslims’ Peaceful and Just  
Co existence. Journal of Law and Religion, XXIV, 2, 2008 2009: 403 432.

Silent Revolution of a Muslim Arab American Scholar Activist. In Muslim Women Activists in North 
  America: Speaking for Ourselves, Edited by Katherine Bullock, Texas University Press, 2005: 

1 17.  http://www.utexas.edu/utpress/excerpts/exbulmus.htm 
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Commentary on the Iraq Draft Constitution. See "Cornell scholar has role in drafting disputed Iraqi constitution"  
http://www.news.cornell.edu/stories/Aug05/Barazangi.Iraq.html 
http://www.cornelldailysun.com/vnews/display.v/ART/2005/08/31/43154876ba02a?inarchive= 

Understanding Muslim Women’s Self Identity and Resistance to Feminism and Participatory Action 
Research. In Traveling Companions: Feminisms, Teaching, and Action Research, Edited by Mary 
Brydon Miller, Patricia Maguire, and Alice McIntyre, Praeger, 2004: 21 39.  
http://www.eself learning arabic.cornell.edu/publications/Barazangi_TC_2004.pdf.  
A working version from 2001 is available on 
http://www.wnmu.org/gap/barazangi.html.  

Muslim Women's Education: Between East and West. In Seth Ward, Ed. Women in Islamic and  
Judaic Societies, Holmes and Meier, 2004.  

Domestic Democracy: The Road to National and International Democracy. Proceeding of the 4th
 

 

Annual Conference: "Why Democracy and Why Now?" In Center for the Study of Islam and Democracy, 
May 16 17, 2003  
http://www.eself learning arabic.cornell.edu/publications/NHB_CSID_Paper.pdf  

Al Huwiyah Al Dhatiyah lil Mar’a Al Muslimah (Self Identity of the Muslim Woman). In Al Mar’a wa Tahawlat 
`Asr Jadid. Dar Al Fikr (2003).  
http://www.eself learning arabic.cornell.edu/publications/NHB_Self Identity_2003.pdf  

Muslim Women’s Islamic Higher Learning as a Human Right: Theory and Practice. In Windows of Faith: 
Muslim Women Scholar Activists in North America, Edited by Gisela Webb (Syracuse: Syracuse Univ. 
Press, 2000: 22 47.  
http://www.eself learning arabic.cornell.edu/publications/Barazangi_WindowsOfFaith2000.pdf 6 Arabic 
translation under the title: Da`una Natakallam: Mufakirat Amerikiyat Yaftahn Nawafith Al Iman (Dar 
Al Fikr, 2002).  

Self Identity as a Form of Democratization: The Syrian Experience. In Democratization and Women's 
Grassroots Movements, Edited by Jill M. Bystydzienski and Joti Sekhon. Bloomington, IN: Indiana 
University Press (1999: 129 149).  

The Equilibrium of Islamic Education: Has Muslim women’s Education Preserved the 
Religion? Religion and Education, 25, 1 & 2, Winter 1998, 5 19.  

MuslimWomen’s Islamic Higher Learning as a Human Right: The Action Plan. In Muslim Women and the 
Politics of Participation: Beijing Platform. Mahnaz Afkhami and Erika Friedl, eds. (Syracuse, NY: 
Syracuse University Press (1997:43 57).  

Parents and Youth: Perceiving and Practicing Islam in North America. In Barbara C. Aswad and Barbara 
Bilge´, Eds. Family and Gender among American Muslims: Issues Facing Middle Eastern Immigrants and 
Their Descendants Temple University Press, 1996: 129 142.  

Vicegerency and Gender Justice in Islam. In Nimat Hafez Barazangi et al., Eds. Islamic Identity and the Struggle 
for Justice. The University Press of Florida, 1996: 77 94.  

Education is the Means to Free Oneself From Shirk (association), American Trust, Indianapolis, Indiana, (1985).  
Islam and Early Childhood Education: Implication for Women's Education. Al Ittihad Journal of Islamic 

Studies, 17, 1, January March, 1980: 33 38.  
The Position of Women in the Contemporary Muslim World. Al Ittihad Journal of Islamic Studies, 13, 

1, April, 1976: 18 25.  

On Arabic Computerized Curriculum 
 

Arabic Self Learning: A Module of a Research Based Computerized Curriculum. Al Arabiyya. J. of the 
American Association of Teachers of Arabic, 32, Winter 1999: 23 65 
http://www.eself learning arabic.cornell.edu/publications/NHB_AlArabiyah_1999.pdf.  

Al Hasub Wa Tacallum Al Lugha Al`Arabiyya li Ghayr Al Mukhtasiin Biha Bi Al Tariqa al Tawasulliya. 
With Ghayda Rebdawi & Safa Haddad. Al Takddom El Elmi, 24, 1998: 52 59 
http://www.eself learning arabic.cornell.edu/publications/NHB_ANNS_1998.pdf. 

Arabic Language Learning: A Module of A Research Based Computerized Curriculum, in the Proceedings 
of the 6th International Conference and Exhibition on Multi lingual Computing. Cambridge, England, 
17 18 April, 1998: 7.2.1 7.2.23. http://lrc.cornell.edu/arabic/selflearn. 
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Computerized Educational System for Learning: An Application for Arabic Language” (in Arabic: Nidham 
Tarbawi Hasubi lil Ta`alum) Al Takddom El Elmi. Kuwait Foundation for the Advancement of Sciences, 
20 October December 1997: 44 53 
http://www.eself learning arabic.cornell.edu/publications/NHB_ArabicProject_1997.pdf. 

Using the Internet for Educational and Instructional Purposes (in Arabic: Ist`imal al Internet lil Tarbiyah wa al 
Ta`lim) in Proceedings of the Symposium: Informatics in Syria and Contemporary Development. Syrian 
Informatics Society March 25 28, 1996: 105 122.  

On Muslim and Arab Education in the West 
 

The Legacy of a Remarkable Muslim Woman: Sharifa Alkhateeb. The Review. Newsletter/Journal of the Middle 
East, Women’s Studies, Spring/Summer, 2004, xix, 1 & 2: 19 
http://www.eself learning arabic.cornell.edu/publications/NHB_Alkhateeb_2004.pdf  

The Equilibrium in Islamic Education in the US. ISIM Newsletter of International Institute for the Study of Islam 
in the Modern World, June, 2000: 5. The Hague. 

Worldview, Meaningful Learning, and Pluralistic Education: The Islamic Perspective. Religion and Public 
Education, 1993, 20, 1, 2 & 3: 84 98.  

Particularism and Multi-Cultural Education: Experience of Muslims in the United States. Muslim Education 
Quarterly, The Islamic Academy, Cambridge, England 10, 4, 1993: 35 45.  

North American Muslim Women Speak. NACMW NEWS 1, 2, 1992: 3& 5.  
Islamic Education in the United States and Canada: Conception and Practice of the Islamic Belief 

System. In Yvonne Haddad, ed. The Muslims of America. Oxford University Press, 1991: 
157 174.  

Parents and Youth: Perceiving and Practicing Islam in North America. In Earle H. Waugh, Sharon McIrvin 
Abu Laban and Regula Burckhardt Qureshi, eds. Muslim Family in North America. Alberta University 
 Press, 1991: 132 147.  

The Education of North American Muslim Parents and Children: Conceptual Change as a 
Contribution To Islamization of Education. The American Journal of Islamic Social Sciences, 
7, 3, 1990: 385 402.  

Acculturation of North American Arab Muslims: Minority Relations or Worldview Variations. Journal of the 
Institute of Muslim Minority Affairs, London, 1990: 373 390.  

Arab Muslim Identity Transmission: Parents and Youth. In Arab Studies Quarterly, Spring/Summer, 1989: 
65 8, and in Baha Abu Laban & Michael W. Suleiman, Eds. Arab Americans: Continuity and Change, 
Belmont, Mass: Association of Arab American University Graduates, 1989: 65 82.  

Developing the Islamic Identity: A Parent Perspective. The Islamic Horizons, July/August, 1988: 26 27.  
Reflections on Muslim Children's Education, Proceedings of the Association of Muslim Social Scientists, 

Indianapolis, 1978: 87 94. An Arabic Translation in Al Faisal, Sept/Oct, 1983 (7, 78): 113 116, Riyadh, 
Saudi Arabia.  

On Action Research Program Development and Evaluation 
 

Updated ParFem: Participatory Feminism interactive website 2011:  
http://atlas.geo.cornell.edu/parfem/index.htm.  

Action Research Pedagogy in a New Cultural Setting: The Syrian Experience in the special issue of Action 
Research Journal “The praxis of educating action researchers.” Guest Editors: Morten Levin and Ann W. 
Martin, 2007 5, 3: 307 318.  http://arj.sagepub.com/content/vol5/issue3/. 

 An Ethical Theory of Action Research Pedagogy. Special issue of Action Research Journal “Ethics in AR” 
Mary Brydon Miller, Davydd Greenwood, Olav Eikeland, eds. 2006, 4 1: 97 116: 
http://ARJ.sagepub.com/content/vol4/issue1  

A Primer in Deploying and Evaluating Action Research (2006): http://www.eself learning arabic.cornell.edu. 
Understanding Muslim Women’s Self Identity and Resistance to Feminism and Participatory Action  
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Research. In Mary Brydon Miller, Patricia Maguire, and Alice McIntyre, eds. Traveling Companions: 
Feminisms, Teaching, and Action Research. Praeger 2004: 21 39. A working version from 2001 is 
available on http://www.wnmu.org/gap/barazangi.html (accessed, Jan 6, 2005).  

Evaluation Model for Undergraduate Action Research Program (2004) Conference Proceedings: Learning and 
the World We Want The University of Victoria, November 20 24, 2003: 152 59.  
http://www.educ.uvic.ca/learning/proceedings.pdf.  

Future of Social Sciences and Humanities in Corporate Universities: Curricula, Exclusions, Inclusions, and 
Voice The Cornell Institute for European Studies Working Papers Series, # 01.1, 12 pp., 2001 
http://atlas.geo.cornell.edu/parfem/workingpaper.htm. 

 
 
Book Review and Commentary  
 
Muslim Women Speak: A Tapestry of Lives and Dreams by Amani Hamdan. (Toronto: Women's Press, 2009) See 

the Back Cover Commentary.  
Gender and Human Rights in Islam and International Law: Equal Before Allah, Unequal Before Man?

(2000) by Shaheen Sardar Ali. Kluwer Law International, The Hague. Muslim Democrat (2003, 5,  
1).  

Claiming Our Rights: A Manual for Women’s Human Rights Education in Muslim Societies  (1996) by 
Mahnaz Afkhami and Haleh Vaziri. AMEWS Newsletter (May 1997). 

Qur'an and Woman (1992) by Amina Wadud Muhsin. Journal of Islamic Studies, Oxford, England, July 1994:  
 324 326.8  
The Rights of Women in Islam, (1992) by Asghar Ali Engineer. Journal of Islamic Studies, Oxford, 

England, July 1994: 326 328.  
 
 
Translations of publications and Interviews 

 LaAutoidentidad De La Mujer Muslmana. Texto original: Barazangi, Nimat Hafez (2003). Al- 
huwiyya a - atiyya li-l-mar’a almuslima. Athenea Digital, 14 (4), 355-365 (diciembre 2014). 
http://dx.doi.org/10.5565/rev/athenead/v14n4.1515. 

Barazangi, Nimat Hafez; Traducción: Jolanda Guardi. Athenea Digital - 14(4): 355-365 (diciembre 2014) – 
 CLÁSICOS (in Spanish). 
Jolanda Guardi, Barazangi, Nimat Hafez: Epistemology and Education (Epistemologia Y Educaci`on)  

Athenea Digital - 14(4): 345-354 (diciembre 2014) -CLÁSICOS- ISSN: 1578-8946. Universitat Rovira i 
Virgili; prof.jolanda.guardi@gmail.com. 

The Forgotten Influence of Islam on Feminism. Documentary by Thanks Initiatives, London, UK. (2014).  
al Huwiyah al Dhatiyah lil al Mar`a al Muslimah. 2002. Translation of the Arabic article into Spanish, published 

in Asthenia digital Special issue about feminist epistemology (2014).  
On gender, peace-building and Islam. Interview by Farahnaz Zahidi, Features Editor, The Express Tribune,

published in syndicate with The International Herald Tribune in Pakistan. Published as “Where are 
Pakistan’s Female Muftis and Islamic Scholars?”
http://www.mintpressnews.com/MyMPN/pakistan-no-female-muftis-women-consult/ 

The Veil, the Koran, and the Muslim women's movement. The Christian Science Monitor. (Feature Editorial) 
December 13, 2009.  

Der Innere Dschihad. Austrian Philosophy Journal Recherche, NR. 1/2009 – February/Marz: 6, "The Inner Jihad," 
February – March 2009 (in German). 

Having Faith: Cornell Muslim Community, Cornell Alumni magazine, (November December, 2007).  
 
 

COMMITTEES  

Cornell Wellness Program Advisory Board (elected) Cornell University (2013-2015).  
Women's Studies Program Executive Board (elected) Cornell University (1985 2003).  
Cornell Participatory Action Network (CPARN) Steering Committee (Summer 2000 – 2005).  
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Participant A member of the Women’s Studies Program Planning Committee of the International Conference,  
“Genders and Nations: Reflections on Women in Revolution” (1997-1998).  

Center for the Study of Islam and Democracy (elected) to serve a three year term as a Fellow and 
member of The Board of Directors (2001 2004).  

American Muslim Council (elected) to serve a three year term as a member of the National Advisory Board of 
the organization (1997 2000).  

Program on Gender and Global Change (Program on International Development and Women), 
Cornell University (1990 2005), Member of the Steering Committee.  

Curriculum and Advising Committee of the Women's Studies Program, Cornell University (1985 1991) and 
 (1992 95).  

Reviewer, American Journal of Islamic Social Sciences  (June 1988 98).  
Coordinator, Cornell Participatory Action Research Conference Committee (Summer & Fall, 2001 Jan 2002).  
Reviewer, American Association of Educational Research; Division B, "Curriculum," Abstract proposals  
 (1990 93).  
Curriculum and Instruction Program Abstract Reviewer, American Educational Research Association, paper 

proposals for Annual Meetings (1988 1994).  
Member of Board of Reviewers, International Institute of Islamic Thought, research proposals for 

grants (August 1988 1993).  
Executive Committee Member at Large (elected). The Association of Muslim Social Scientists (1989 1991).  
Cornell United Religious Work Advisory Board (1990 91).  
Cornell Sage Chapel Advisory Board (1989 1991).  
Planning Committee, Cornell University Bi Annual Conference on "Religion" (1986 1991).  
Education Committee, Islamic Society of North America (February 1988 1991).  
Curriculum Council of Ithaca School District (1986 1991).  
PTA President, Ithaca High School (1988 89).  
PTA Vice President, Ithaca High School (1987 88).  
PTA observer, for the Board of Education, Ithaca School District (1983 88).  
Curriculum Committee in the Department of Education, Cornell University (1983 84).  
Chair, Early Childhood Education Committee, Islamic Society of North America (1982 84).  

PROFESSIONAL COMMUNITY OUTREACH 

Guest Lecturer. Cornell University Romance Studies. Course titled "Women Writing the Mediterranean.” Topic 
“Sabriya Damascus Bitter Sweet" by Ulfat Idilbi (May, 2016).

Invited Lecture. Columbia University. Teachers College.  “Why Muslim Women are Reinterpreting the Qur`an 
and Rethinking the Hadith” (April 14, 2016). 

Invited Lecture. Cornell University Law School. Avon Global Center for Women and Justice. “Qur`anic 
Shari’ah: Gender Justice in Islam” (March 7, 2016).

Guest Leader. Cornell University: Muslim Students Qur`anic Study Circle. “Why Muslim Women must 
Reinterpret the Qur`an and the Hadith” (March 2, 2013).  

Guest Speaker. Lutheran Church, Ithaca, NY. Muslim/Christian Discussion/Dialogue, Nov. 5, 2006  
Reader, Cornell University Sage Chapel, Readings from the Qur’an, October 20, 2002  
Reader, Cornell University Sage Chapel, Readings from the Qur’an, October 21, 2001  
Panelist, Ithaca College Interfaith Religious Council, "Creating Social Justice: The Islamic 

perspective" (March 1993).  
Guest Speaker, Cornell Modern Language and Linguistics Freshman Writing Seminar 

"Language and Religion: The Islamic Perspective" (Spring 1992, Fall 1993, and Spring 
1993).  

Guest Speaker, Cornell Industrial and Labor Relation Course 452, "The immigrant Experience" 
(February 1992).  

Speaker, Cornell International Affairs Group: "The Role of Women in Islam" (1992).  
Guest Speaker, Ithaca Alternative School's World Religions Class, "The Changing Role of Women in 

Islam and Muslims in North America," (January 1992).  
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Speaker, Ithaca High School: Global Studies Class, "Women and Islam" (October 1991).  
Presenter, Seminar Series: Cornell Education Society. "Researching and Teaching: Charting the Curriculum," 

Cornell University, (April 1991).  
Lecturer, Ithaca College Campus "Identity Formation of Muslim Women" School of Humanities and 

Sciences, (February 1991).  
Presenter, Seminar Series: Women at the Crossroads: National Convergence and Social Divergence, "Muslim 

Women in North America: Challenges in Search of Identity." Women's Studies & Western Societies; 
Cornell University (March 1991).  

Lecturer, Religious Studies Colloquium, Cornell University "The Study of Islam and Identity 
Formation: The Experience of Muslim Women (December, 1990).  

Guest Speaker. "Multicultural Awareness Day" Dewitt Middle School, Ithaca (1991).  
Migrants and Urban Minority Guest Speaker, Invited speaker: "Muslim Minority Education and Adjustment in 

North America" in City and Regional Planning Course 495 at Cornell University, (April 1989).  
Cornell Education Society's Seminar Series, "Conceptual Change and Belief System: Muslims' 

Education in North America" (March, 1989).  
Library Exhibit, Cornell University, Ithaca, New York: "Islamic Art and Thought." Prepared and displayed at Uris 

Library, (September October 1987). "The Splendor of Islamic Art" Prepared and displayed at Olin Library, 
(August October 1978).  

COMMUNITY ACTIVITIES / MEMBERSHIP  

Center for the Study of Islam and Democracy, Fellow and  Board of Directors Member, (2001 2004).  
Muslim Women’s League, Member, (1998 2005).  
American Muslim Council Advisory Board Member, (1997 2000).  
Arab American University Graduate Faculty Mentor Program, (1995 2010).  
Muslim Women’s Georgetown Study Project, consulted for the “United Nation Convention on the  

Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against Women, (CEDAW)” Document (1994 2001).  
North American Council for Muslim Women, organized and participated in the First 

Conference to found the organization (February 1992), member of the Advisory Board 
(1992 2005).  

Women in Physics and Related Fields, Lunch time Talk: “Muslim Woman Education: Stereotypes 
and Science" (September 1990).  

Book Club Guest Speaker, invited to discuss Nawal El Sa'dawi's Two women in One, (1992).  
Participant, Workshop to train recruiters from the Admission Office at Cornell "Concerns of Muslim 

Students” (September 1991). 
 Designed and participated, Series of classes in churches and community organizations on Islam, Muslims 

and Middle East History, during the 1990 91 Gulf Conflict.  
Religious and Other Activities Guest Speaker, invited to speak on Islam and the Near East at 

various Programs, Cornell University and Community Churches and Organizations 
(1988 ).  

Reader, Ithaca Centennial Interfaith Thanksgiving Service (November, 1988 and November, 1990).  
Coordinator and Fund Raiser, Al Faruqi's Islamic and Arabic Book Collection that was donated to 

Cornell Libraries, CRESP Alternative Library and Ithaca High School Library (April 1986 
November 1989).  

Public Schools Guest Speaker, invited to speak on Islam, Muslim women and the Near East at 
various Programs, Ithaca School District and Tompkins County (1982 1995).  
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Nimat Hafez Barazangi

American Muslim Women Challenging Conventional Understanding of
Islam

Kendal of Ithaca (September 28, 2009)

Abstract

Muslim women all over the world have been mostly viewed as secondary and/or complementary in the structure of all
Muslim societies. In order to challenge and transform these un-Islamic views, women needed to retake their principal
role and reinterpret the primary source of Islam, the Qur’an. In doing so during the past two decades, some American
Muslim women, including myself, are challenging the conventional understanding of Islam in the hope to implement a
fundamental aspect of the social justice contract between Muslims and Islam. Indeed, this was the first essential step
toward accomplishing the comprehensive human rights for ourselves, as well as challenging the unwarranted authority,
the hijacked Islamic authority, by Muslim men for about 14 centuries. Although the conditions during the last decade of
the 20th century were right for Muslim women peaceful revolution that is firmly grounded in the Qur’an, the drastic
change in the global political landscape since 2001 reversed these conditions for the majority of Muslim women. There
is no simple solution, and there is no hope for any meaningful reform in the near future. Both Muslims and Westerners
are to blame.

Click here to listen to a recording of the lecture.

Copyright Statement

Copyright 2009 Nimat Hafez Barazangi
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Nimat Hafez Barazangi, Ph.D.
Biographical Summary

(January 2017)

A Research Fellow at Cornell University, Dr. Barazangi scholarly activist work with Arab, Muslim, and non Muslim
organizations and individuals from North America to West and South Asia has been intertwined with her academic
research and achievements. Action Research Approach and Conceptual Change theory have been her main instruments
toward achieving self learning, self development, and self identity for herself and for her co researchers within the
respected communities: http://www.eself learning arabic.cornell.edu

Published over 50 research articles, book reviews, edited journals and three monographs both in Arabic and English:
“Woman’s Identity and Rethinking the Hadith” (2015) received strong support from the reviewers
http://www.routledge.com/products/9781472446787: “This is an important work on a timely issue that has been the
subject of several scholarly works on Hadith studies and women and gender studies in Islam. I wish to stress that Nimat
Hafez Barazangi has situated the subject in its historical context and provided important analysis and details relevant to
the subject of Hadith and Women’s identities;” “I feel that this work provides ample evidence of wide reading in the
field of Hadith, and an important thesis that is based on the Qur’anic assertion that Islamic “Shari`ah” is a guided path
and not a law;” Woman's Identity and the Qur'an: A New Reading (2004), labeled by one reviewer as "the most radical
book in the last 14th centuries of Islam," its Arabic translation, Qira'a Jadidah lil Qur'an: al Huwiyah al Dhatiyah lil
Mara'a http://www.eself learning arabic.cornell.edu/publications/NHBWomansIdentity Arabic2007.htm; and the co
edited volume: Islamic Identity and the Struggle for Justice (1996), its Arabic translation, Al Kayan al Islamic wa al
Nidhal min Ajl al ‘Adalah (1999).

Recent articles/chapters publications are: Why Muslim Women are Re interpreting the Qur’an and Hadith: A
Transformative Scholarship Activism in Feminism, Law and Religion, Ashgate Publishing series, Gender in Law, Culture
and Society. 2013: 257 280; The Absence of Muslim Women in Shaping and Developing Islamic Thought. Theological
Review (XXX, 2, 2009: 155 182)
http://www.eself learning arabic.cornell.edu/publications/Theological%20Review%20.pdf, and
The Absence of Muslim Women in Shaping Islamic Thought: Foundations of Muslims’ Peaceful and Just Co existence.
Journal of Law and Religion (XXIV, 2, 2008 2009: 403 432)
http://www.eself learning arabic.cornell.edu/publications/Barazangi%20JLR%20July%2014,%2009.pdf.

Received her B.A. in Philosophy and Sociology, Damascus University, Syria; M.A. in Educational Psychology & Cognitive
Development, Teachers College, Columbia University; Ph.D. in Curriculum Development, Islamic and Arabic Studies, and
Adult/Community Education, Cornell University.

Honors and Awards: Invited Lectures at the Commonwealth Club of California, San Francisco
(Dec, 2015): “Woman’s Identity and Rethinking the Hadith” https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=xNTNhQUlxfs&t=9s,
and (July 19, 2010): “Why Muslim Women Must Reinterpret the Qur’an”
http://eself learning arabic.cornell.edu/publications/Barazangi_Commonwealth_2010.htm;
Senior Fulbright Scholarship to Syria 2005 2006 and 1995 1997; United Nations Development Program TOKTEN
Fellowships 2002 and 1999; Visiting Fellowship from Oxford University's Centre of Islamic Studies 1994; Grant from the
International Council for Adult Education for a Collaborative Research with Pakistan Association of Continuing and
Adult Education, 1993; the Glock Award from Cornell University for her 1988 Ph.D. Dissertation "Perceptions of the
Islamic Belief System: The Muslims in North America." (See back)
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Nimat Hafez Barazangi

Why Muslim Women Must Re-interpret the Quran

California Commonwealth Club, San Francisco

July 19th, 2010

Abstract

The time has come for Muslim women to move from the peaceful, silent revolution that is firmly grounded in the
Qur an into an open struggle against injustice. I choose this topic because there is a crisis in understanding Islam visa-
a-vise Muslims, from the Far East to the Far West. As a result of this crisis, the majority of Muslim women have lost
their identity and identification with Islam.

Click here to listen to an audio recording of the lecture.
Click here to view and listen to the lecture (The author would like to thank Isaac Smith for recording and editing the
video)
Link to Azizah article

Copyright Statement

Copyright 2011 Nimat Hafez Barazangi
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Nimat Hafez Barazangi

Why Muslim/Arab Women are Re-interpreting the Qur'an

Arab Cultural and Community Center

San Francisco, March 29, 2012

Abstract

The idea is that Muslim/Arab women have remained a passive force in changing the reality of the approximately 800
million Muslim/Arab women and the prevailing unjust practices in Islamic/Arabic thought. For example, a woman is
treated as secondary or complementary in the social structure. This is the case today despite the UN Development
Agency reports that the majority of university students in most Muslim/Arab countries are females.

By reflecting on some historical reform movements, I will use examples from contemporary events to argue that passive
views and unjust practices concerning Muslim/Arab women remain because the premises and foundations of reform
have not changed. For example, American-Muslim/Arab female scholar-activists have significantly contributed to the
study of Muslim/Arab women and to the reinterpretation of the Qur'an during the past two to three decades, but negative
attitudes and unjust practices about Muslim/Arab women still prevail. That is, we rarely see Muslim/Arab organizations
and governments or American educational institutions acknowledge and mainstream such contributions for the
reconstruction of new knowledge of Islam.

Click here to view and listen to the lecture (The author would like to thank Isaac Smith for recording and editing the
video).

Copyright Statement
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Arabic Self-Learning

http://www.eself-learning-arabic.cornell.edu/arabic-self-learning/index.htm[3/23/2018 2:40:37 PM]

Arabic Self-Learning
This program, available in two prototypes (for native non-specialists, and non-natives), uses the spatial and thematic
metaphor of a home in Damascus, Syria, and a classroom at Damascus University to access the learner to myriad learning
experiences in a contextually-based Arabic language learning situations. Learners will be exposed to interactions,
characters, and scenarios, utilizing available text, sound and video to understand the two stories in the prototype, and
eventually develop their own story (s) using the same Arabic structures and vocabulary.

Although the electronic prototypes are not posted on this site, due to difficulty in transferring the original software format
into the contemporary browser, you may access the list of references (published papers) that discuss these prototypes.
These papers are listed on this web page, and they are posted as PDF files as well.

Please consult also the following site: http://lrc.cornell.edu/arabic/selflearn.

Please send your comments and suggestions to Dr. Nimat Hafez BARAZANGI: nhb2@cornell.edu.

http://lrc.cornell.edu/Arabic/selflearn

Click here to view the list of available publications by Nimat Hafez Barazangi on Arabic Self-Learning.
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The State-of-the-Art in Theoretical 
and Methodological Foundations

of
Research in Contemporary Social 
Sciences:  Action Research Primer

This project was partially sponsored by a 2005-2006 Fulbright Scholarship to Syria.
We also thank Carrie Sanzone at Cornell Academic Technology for her support. 

By

Nimat Hafez Barazangi 
© (January, 2006)

Feminist, Gender, and Sexuality Studies
391 Uris Hall, Cornell University

Ithaca, New York 14853
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Theoretical and Methodological Foundations of Research 
in Contemporary Social Science: 

A Primer in Deploying and Evaluating Action Research

The following pages/slides (images) focus on introducing the State-of-the-art in 
theoretical and methodological foundations of action research (AR) in the form of a
primer in deploying and evaluating AR.  This primer is designed to be relatively simple, 
but mainly interactive. We searched both printed references and Internet sites looking
for such a comprehensive document, but without any success.  Of course, we did find 
publications that discuss different approaches to action research and different ways of 
instructing in AR.  We have used different elements from these available publications 
while developing our own system (see references).  This document represents an 
interactive action research framework that is also context- and client-based.  That is, we 
discuss the different components of an action research program based on how relevant a 
particular component was thought to be for the intended context and as a result of the 
intended process for the clients.

Needless to say, this document will be revised and updated as we receive comments and 
suggestions from the readers/participants.

Please send your comments and suggestions to Dr. Nimat Hafez BARAZANGI 
(nhb2@cornell.edu)

Go Home
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A Primer in Deploying and Evaluating 
Action Research: Agenda/Index

Framework and Summary of this AR project (Slides 2), Start Dialoguing (Slides 4-5)
Index All Components: Foundational and Interactive Components (Slide 3)
Foundations (A): AR & Local Heritage ; Bridging perspectives (Slides 6-10) 
Introductory Exercise: Primer (A) The State of Social Sciences in Syria (Slides 11-13)
Primer (B): Questions, Issues, Answers (Slides 14-21),        flash forward  (Slides 56-62)
Foundations (B): “Why?” Goals, objectives & self-evaluation (Slides 22-25)
Primer (C): “What?” other approaches vs. Action Research? (Slides 26-28)
Foundations (C): Participatory Action Research and Action Research, Ex. (Slides 29-32)
Primer (D): “How?” Arab/Muslims marginalize soc sciences? (Slides 33-38)
Primer (E): “Where?” Arab/Muslim soc scientist go now AR! (Slides 39-41)
Foundations(D): AR models, Action Researcher, Graphic Representation (Slides 42-45)
Primer (F): “When?” Interdisciplinary research helps? (Slides 46-50)
Primer (G): “Who?” Participants, adv/disadvantage (Slides 51-54)
Primer (H): “How to?” Questions to Answer, Act (Slides 55-62)
Foundations (E): Recommendations, Future-Univ.-Comm. collaboration (Slides 63-66)
Primer (I): “How to?” (cont.);: Tools, Agenda, Results, Next ! (Slides 67-75)
References/ Web sites (Slides 76-77)

Go Home
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What do we make of this photo?

IRS Conflict Resolution Module Cornell University ILR ©200229

In the Hollow 
of a Wave of the 

coast of 
Kanagawa

By

Katsushika Hokusai

Go Home
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The Ladder of Inference or 
Jumping to Conclusions

              We draw conclusions      
We make assumptions based on our meanings

We add meanings (cultural and personal)
We select data

               :   -   -   
Based on OBSERVABLE DATA what actually happened,

was heard or seen (Senge et al., 1994)

What can be done?

Go Home
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Foundations of Research in Contemporary 
Context-based Social Sciences (A)

Social Science 
Research and Local 
Heritage
Social Science 
Research and Local 
Knowledge

Why
Ibn Khaldun
Bridge Perspectives

Expected Results !
New Framework
Interactive Exercise

Sub-index I: (Slides 6-10)

Go Home
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Social Science and Local Heritage

Ibn Khaldun (1332-1406), a pioneer 
Arab/Muslim sociologist, combined 
philosophy, sociology, history and the 
art of historicity, genealogy, literary 
critique, government, and religious 
studies in his Muqaddimah.

Ibn Khaldun, 1332-1406. Kitab al-`ibar. Muqaddimah. English Title: The Muqaddimah: an 
introduction to history; Translated from the Arabic by Franz Rosenthal, abridged and edited by 
N. J. Dawood. London, Routledge & K. Paul, with Secker and Warburg, 1967. 

Go Home
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Social Science and Local Knowledge
By starting with Ibn khaldun’s 

approach and views of what became 
known in Western higher education 
as the social sciences and the 
humanities, I hope to bridge the 
Arabic/Islamic intellectual heritage 
with contemporary social sciences.
Barazangi, Nimat Hafez. Future of Social Sciences and Humanities in Corporate Universities: 
Curricula, Exclusions, Inclusions, and Voice. Institute for European Studies Occasional Papers. 
Cornell University. 2001.   http://www.einaudi.cornell.edu/parfem/workingpaper.htm

Go Home
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Why Start With Ibn Khaldun?
Different interpretations of Ibn 

Khaldun’s work, by both Western 
and Arab/Muslim scholars explain 
the need to bridge the perspectives 
of contemporary Arab/Muslim 
social scientists with that of Western 
perspective of modern social 
sciences and the humanities.

Go Home
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Why Bridge Perspectives?
Bridging is at the heart of 

participating in this Action 
Research (AR) Primer in order to 
develop effective social science 
research while maintaining a 
relationship to the local heritage 
and societal issues.

Go Home
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A Primer in Deploying and Evaluating 
Action Research (A)

Introductory Exercise (Slides 11-13)

Intention

Research Question (RA)

back to slide 6Go Home
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Introductory Exercise

This exercise is intended to seek the following 
(hopeful) Results
Generate New Framework 
Generate new Knowledge
Generate new Network (s)
But more importantly,
an ETHICAL CONTRACT ( see Barazangi, 2006 for details).

Other results participants might expect ! 

back to slide 6Go Home
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Assuming the Research Question is: What 
is the State of Social Science in Syria?

Facilitator:
A. Solicit responses on ongoing social science 

research in your location:
What makes it interesting or frustrating?
How was the research developed?
Who is involved?
Where is it leading to?

B. Document (in writing) your group responses to 
share with other groups later.

back to slide 11Go Home
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A Primer in Deploying and Evaluating 
Action Research (B)

Sub-Index II  (Slides 14-21),  with flash 
forward (56-62)
Questions to ask (15-17)
Issues to Consider (18-21)
Questions to Answer (56-62)   

Go Home
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Why

What
How

Where
When

Who

back to slide 17

Generally, we ask the Following 
Questions to Systemize the Research

Go Home
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We Ask these Questions to:
Why? Justify the Priority of the issue.
What? Define the Research Question.
Where? Specify the community/direction.
When? Set the context and time.
Who? Determine the Beneficiaries.
How? Plan Action (strategies, resources).

back to slide 15Go Home
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Justify the Priority of…

Social Science Research, at the 
University?

)             ( 
Or  Justify its relevance to

Population Research?   
)     (                   

Examples of the “Why?” question

back to slide 14Go Home
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Possible Research Issues for :
University Planning

Why university education is not 
more effective in the society?

Why the university is not as 
relevant to the surrounding 
community? 

Go Home
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Possible University-Community   
Collaboration: Population Planning

     
                                

            )               
 (                             

      .      
         )                  ( 
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Other Possible Issues to Address
Effectiveness of research to improve 
Syrian universities.
Connection between universities and 
private sector. 
Communication among researchers, 
disciplines, colleges, etc.
Other  ???

Go Home
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Why Syrian Universities are 
OR are not Prepared for

Communication and networking? 
Human resources utilization?
Strategic responsiveness?
Self-knowledge generation?
???

back to slide 14Go Home
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Foundations of Research in Client-based 
Social Sciences (B)

Sub-Index III (Slides 22-25)
The “Why” questions premises

Setting the Goals/Aims
Determining the Objectives 
Self-Evaluating/Reflection

Go Home
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Goals, Objectives
The goal here is to realize that all action
research (AR) approaches are built on the 
affirmation that significant social change 
occurs only when the capacity for change is in 
the hands of those who are affected by the 
change, and who may benefit from it.
The desired objective is to understand that 
simply getting along better or mediating 
conflicts is not enough to constitute sustainable 
social change.

Go Home
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Self-Evaluation

PAR Self Evaluation case-study: 
http://www.eldis.org/rights/guides/ltt/casestudies/
final/Nimat_Reflections_final.pdf

Reflection and back to other questions

Go Home
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A Primer in Deploying and Evaluating 
Action Research (C)

Sub-Index IV (Slides 26-32)
The “What” questions in action

What might be the results of different research 
approaches? 
What is AR vs. Traditional Research
What is Participatory Action Research (PAR)
What is Action Research (AR)
Example of AR Aim and Results

back to slide 15Go Home
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What Might Be the Results?
We examine a set of theories and practices that came 

into existence in response to the “liberation”
approach currently still being applied in 
understanding social issues, but resulting in few 
sustainable change.
The liberation concept was originally set in the 
context of class struggle as practiced primarily in 
poor countries (the South) and with impoverished 
groups in rich countries (the North).
Action Research, whether in the form of 
participatory research (in the South) or Participatory 
action research (in the North), leads to actual attitudinal change, 
such as :

PARticipatory FEMinism - Conversation With Patricia Maguire
Go Home



27

AR vs. Traditional Research
Terminology is always complex, and no where 
more than here. Participatory research  and 
Participatory action research are different for 
some researchers. For others, they are two 
names for the same general kinds of practice.
It is necessary to distinguish these practices 
from what has been known as theoretical vs. 
applied sociology. In AR approaches there is 
No separation of practice and theory.

Theoretical & Methodological Foundations 
of Research in Social Sciences (C)

Go Home



28

What Is Participatory Action 
Research (PAR)?

PAR as an important framework for 
understanding and addressing human 
problems. In PAR, professional practitioners
and members of an organization or 
community under study join together in 
research designed to produce useful social 
action. They strive to connect the academy and 
the public by encouraging PAR projects and 
seeking knowledge outside the university. 

Go Home
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What Is Action Research (AR)?
AR is a form of research that generates 

knowledge claims for the purpose of 
taking action to promote social change 
and social analysis. This social change 
involves members to control their 
destinies and to improve their capacities
to do so.

Greenwood & Levin 1998; Barazangi, 2000.

Go Home
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Example of AR Aim
To produce collaboration among 

participants of opposite sex: i.e.,
move from androgynous leadership 
into accepting that sex is not the 
criterion for good leadership.

Go Home
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Example of AR results
Eliminates fear of being seen as a 
weak or dominating personality.
Individual becomes free of being 
dominated by the “other.”
Groups become free of “conspiracy 
theory.” of the “other.”

back to slide 15Go Home
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A Primer in Deploying and Evaluating 
Action Research (D)

Sub-Index V (Slides 33-38)
The “How” Questions: How did we (e.g., 
Arab/Muslim societies) get here (to 
marginalizing social sciences with time)?
The Need for AR locally

back to slide 15Go Home
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Possible Reasons to:
How Did We Get Here? (1)

Arab/Muslim societies ignored mostly the 
social sciences, and, to a certain extent, 
the humanities in the race for advancing 
modern basic science and technology.           

Go Home
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How Did We Get Here? (2)

Meanwhile, Western societies, especially
during the 1930s and 1940s were 
separating the field of social sciences 
from the field of humanities with the 
claim of focusing on societal dynamics 
visa-à-vies literary or philosophical 
interpretations of social phenomena.

Go Home
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How Did We Get Here? (3)

Consequently, social sciences became 
dominated by the positivist model of 
basic sciences methodology and methods.  

Go Home
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How Did We Get Here? (4)

Hence, Arab/Muslim social scientists 
mostly still operate within this positivist 
perspective, but without mastering some 
of its tools. 

In addition, some of them feel that old 
methodology might preserve their 
heritage !

Go Home
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The Need for AR Locally

Prevalence of apathy.
Lack of interest in self-development.
Resignation, but wanting to dominate.
Resentment to the “new” and to the “other.”
Work against progress if no immediate     

benefit to the individual is visible.

Current situation among social scientists and 
among people in Arabic/Muslim societies: There is

back to slide 15Go Home
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A Primer in Deploying and Evaluating 
Action Research (E)

Sub-Index VI: (Slides 39-45)
The “Where?” questions: Where can we 

(Arab/Muslim social scientists) go now?

AR models
Graphic representation

back to slide 15Go Home
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Where Can We Go Now? (1)

The origin of AR goes back to 1940s, when 
Kurt Lewin was interested in changing social 
systems using scientific methodology.
The approach was different from the 
positivists approach by initiating action and 
recording the outcome: i.e., have people do 
something as a means to understanding the 
phenomenon and changing attitude.
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Where Can We Go Now? (2)

In the AR model, the researcher is 
visible.
The researcher also influences the whole 
process as an insider, not as an outsider 
who studied a community like a physical 
scientist studying a natural phenomenon
(Levin, 1999: 26).

Go Home
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Foundations of  Research in Contemporary 
Social Sciences (D)

Action Research Models
Action Researchers
Graphic Representation of AR
Examples

Problem Definition
Educational Research

Go Home
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Action Research Models:
Participatory Research developed through the 
work of the International Council for Adult 
Education. The model was value-driven, 
focusing on democratic social change to 
“liberate” underprivileged people, and to 
support them in their struggle for control over 
their own destinies (Brown and Tandon 1983 cited in Levin, 1999: 27) .
Action Researchers were supporting consensus 

and conflict-free theories of society, that is, 
adaptation to existing power arrangements 
(Levin, 1999).
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Other Action Researchers

Pay significant attention to the way research 
questions are formulated. Contrasting paradigm-
centred in most social sciences with client-centred 
research. In AR, participation in research is initiated 
by a dialogue on what questions should be researched 
(Greenwood, 1989 cited in Levin, 1999: 28).

They also moved from researching others into 
researching self.  The client-centred paradigm is 
known as the “human inquiry” (Reason,1988 cited in Levin, 
1999: 28).

Go Home
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Graphic Representation of AR

The Co-generative Action Research Model (Levin, Morten. Action Research Paradigms:p.33, 
in Davydd Greenwood, ed. , Action research. 1999.

back to slide 15
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A Primer in Deploying and Evaluating 
Action Research (F)

Sub-Index VII (Slides 46-50)
The “When?” questions: When 
Interdisciplinary research helps?
Examples from other disciplines or Case 
Studies:

When doing educational research
When doing Participatory Feminism

back to slide 15Go Home
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Types of Educational Research1

Ethnographic - describe group behavior and interactions in social settings. 
Relies on qualitative techniques especially observation and careful recording 
of events and social interactions.

Historical - Describe and explain conditions of the past. Generally relies on
qualitative data such as written documents and oral histories.

Descriptive - Describe and explain conditions of the present. Relies on 
qualitative and quantitative data gathered from written documents, personal 
interviews, test results, surveys, etc.

Correlational - Explore relationships or make predictions. Relies on 
quantitative data such as test scores, grade point averages, attitudinal 
instruments, etc. which can be correlated and shown that some relationship 
exists between or among them. 

Go Home
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Types of Educational Research2

Action and Evaluation Research - Determine the value of a product, 
procedure, or program in a particular (e.g., school, district) setting with the 
goal of improving same. Action and evaluation research does not attempt to 
generalize results for a broader population. 

Causal Comparative - Explore cause and effect relationships where causes 
already exist and cannot be manipulated. Relies on both qualitative and 
quantitative data such as written documents, interviews, test scores, etc. 

Experimental - Explore cause and effect relationships where causes can be 
manipulated to produce different kinds of effects. Relies mostly on 
quantitative data such as test scores and measures of performance.

A Piccian, www.hunter.cuny.edu/edu/apiccian/edstat01.html. accessed October 21, 2005.

Go Home



48

Types of Participatory Action Research:
Participatory Feminism 

http://www.einaudi.cornell.edu/parfem/purposes.htm/

Go Home
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Types of Participatory Action Research:
Participatory Feminism (in case no online)

back to slide 15Go Home
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A Primer in Deploying and Evaluating 
Action Research (G)

Sub-Index VIII. (Slides 51-54)
The “Who?” questions:

Who might be a participant? 
Who might benefit or not benefit:

Advantages & Disadvantages of AR

back to slide 15Go Home
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Who Might Be a Participant?
All those who have stake in the particular 
issue.
For Example, those who are part of the Univ.:

Deans; academic/administrative relations.
Chairs who try to smooth relations.
Professors who attempt teaching/research
Students who attempt learning.
Society who is paying for all the above.
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Ex: change Problem Definition to 
the advantage of the beneficiaries

The Original assumptions become invalid: 
“Ineffectiveness is seen as the result of lack of inclusion, 
insufficient education, and inadequate infrastructure.”
The alternative definition:
Lack of effectiveness is the systematic outcome of 

suppressing open discussion of many by powerful 
domestic and international elite.

Unlike standard revolutionary praxis or orthodox labour 
organizing tactics, AR values and relies on the 
knowledge, analyses, and efforts of local people.

Go Home
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Advantages & Disadvantages
Advantages:
Involve community in decision-making.
Encourage action on suggested solutions.
Reduce cost of external experts.
Maximize benefit of local resources.

Disadvantages:
Reduce the power of the elite.

back to slide 3Go Home
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A Primer in Deploying and Evaluating 
Action Research: (H)

Sub-Index IX: (Slides 55-62)
The “How to?” questions  

Questions to Answer
HOW TO ACT: Plans, strategies, 
resources, future action—
e.g. , university-community collaboration

Go Home
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Questions to Answer
Why

What
How

Where
When

Who
How to

Go Home
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Questions to Answer (1)
Why Social Science RESEARCH?

Planning requires 
social research

Why ???
------
back to slide 15 back to slide 56Go Home
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Questions to Answer (2)

Why?     planning requires social research.
What?   setting the goal of particular planning.
Where? might a particular issue affect society.
When?  addressing the issue becomes necessary.
Who?    might be involved in solving the issue.
How?    to reach the particular goal/solution.

back to slide 56Go Home
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HOW TO ACT (1)
(A) Action Plan 
(B) Strategies 
(C) Resource

(A) Action Plan (1)
Productive Communication: each individual

Listen (for content and feelings)
Validate feelings
Paraphrase
Check for understanding of content
Clarify, don’t challenge

Go Home
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HOW TO ACT (2)

(A) Action Plan (2)
The Ground rules for Dialogue

Speak to understand, not to score a point.
Listen to understand and to learn.
Suspend judgment.
Listen to yourself listening, and discover your 
assumptions.
Ask questions for clarification only.
Everyone should have a chance to speak, but not 
everyone has to speak if choose not to. (Martin, 2002)

Go Home
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HOW TO ACT  (3)
(B) Strategies

To deliberate: 
reflective dialogue vs. controlled discussion
To network:
group action vs. individualized reaction

Go Home
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HOW TO ACT (4)
(C) Resources

Means of communication.
Means of Transportation.
Security for sustainable deliberation.
Individual creativity.
Group cooperation.

Go Home
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Foundations of Research in Contemporary 
Social Sciences (E)

Recommendations
University-Community Collaboration
Results and Next Action
(To be determined by participants)

Go Home
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Recommendations
One possible strategy:

Each university choose the focus in 
its own community, then solicit the 
participation of its members.

Go Home
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University-Community Collaboration

P U R P O S EP U R P O S E
To begin to codify the learning that is 

emerging from the experiences of 
faculty, students and community 
members in various forms of university-
community collaboration at X 
University ! 

Go Home
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University-Community Collaboration
A G E N D A

o Small, Mixed Group Discussion
o Brief Report Outs
o Organization of Small Group Work
o Next Steps

Go Home
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A Primer in Deploying and Evaluating 
Action Research (I)

Sub-Index X: (Slides 67-75)
The “How to?” Questions (cont.):

Tools
Develop Agenda
Record Results of Dialogue
Determine the Next Action

Go Home
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Tools
The Task of climbing down the Ladder.
Small Group Discussion Instructions:
• Instructions I: General – Group
• Instructions II: Discussion Leader
• Instructions III: Recorder

Univ-Comm Collaboration: Agenda 1-2
Univ-Comm Collaboration: Agenda 3-4

David Driskell & Paula Horrigan. Cornell Participatory Action Research Network Consultation Series, 2004.
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The TASK IS TO CLIMB DOWN 
THE LADDER:

Be aware of your own thinking.
Make your thinking visible to others.
Inquire:  what did you see and experience?
Do we agree on the data?
Explain what led to your assumptions.
Inquire of the other:  how did you get from 
that data to your assumptions? (Senge et al., 1994)

back to slide 5Go Home
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Instructions I: General -- Group
Select a Discussion Leader and Recorder
Begin relating experiences around the question 
posed above
After fifteen minutes or so, go around the 
group (person-by-person) to make sure 
everyone has had an opportunity to speak
In the last 10 minutes, identify the themes (up 
to 5-6) for each category (“Foster” and 
“Frustrate”) that are suggested by the specific 
items that have been raised

Go Home
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Instructions II: Discussion Leader
Lead group through process outlined below

Make sure everyone has an 
opportunity to speak

Make report out back to larger 
group

Monitor time and advise group

Go Home
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Instructions III: Recorder
Use one flipchart page for “Foster” and 
one for “Frustrate”
Verify that what you have written is 
accurate (i.e. “Is that what you meant?”)
Print listing of themes
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Univ-Comm Collab: Agenda 1-2
- Small, Mixed Group Discussion

“From your direct experience, what has 
fostered and what has frustrated 
collaboration between X University and 
the community?”

- Brief Report Outs
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Univ-Comm Collab: Agenda 3-4
- Organization of Small Group Work 

Participants will use affinity 
diagramming (clustering) of the material 
generated by small group discussions.

- Next Steps
The overall group will discuss scheduling 
and design of the next Forum.
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Results and Next Action

Potential results if things go as proposed
Improve relations between local people 
and elites.
Begin actual progress in structural 
development.

What to do next: Start the dialogue 
process.
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Selected References
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Selected web sites

http://www.tishreen.info/
(UNFPA:population in Syria)
http://www.einaudi.cornell.edu/parfem/
http://www.eldis.org/rights/guides/ltt/casest
udies/final/Nimat_Reflections_final.pdf
http://www.alarpm.org.au/resources/
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Woman's Identity and the Qur'an: A New Reading

http://www.eself-learning-arabic.cornell.edu/publications/NHB_WomansIdentity_2004.htm[3/23/2018 2:40:40 PM]

Home | Publications

Nimat Hafez Barazangi

Woman's Identity and the Qur'an: A New Reading

A Monograph. University Press of Florida (2004)

Abstract

An original and uncompromising study of the Qur'anic foundations of women's identity and agency, this book is a bold
call to Muslim women and men to reread and reinterpret the Qur'an, Islam's most authoritative source, and to discover
within its revelations an inherent affirmation of gender equality.

Nimat Hafez Barazangi asserts that Muslim women have been generally excluded from equal agency, from full
participation in Islamic society, and thus from full and equal Islamic identity, primarily because of patriarchal readings
of the Qur'an and the entire range of early Qur'anic literature. Based on her pedagogical study of the sacred text, she
argues that Islamic higher learning is a basic human right, that women have equal authority to participate in the
interpretation of Islamic primary sources, and that women will realize their just role in society and their potential as
human beings only when they are involved in the interpretation of the Qur'an. Consequently, a Muslim woman's
relationship with God must not be dependent on her husband's or father's moral agency.

Barazangi, an American Muslim of Syrian origin, is a scholar, an activist, and a concerned feminist. Her analysis of the
complex interaction of gender, religion, and the power of knowledge for self-identity offers a paradigm shift in Islamic
studies. She documents the historical development of Islamic thought and describes how Muslim males have arrived at
the prevailing exclusionary positions. She considers the issues of dependent morality and of modesty, especially in
attire--a polarizing subject for many Muslim women. She integrates her analysis with interviews she conducted with
Muslim women in the United States and Canada, comparing that data with information from a parallel group in Syria
and with historical cases. She concludes that the majority of Muslim women today are not educated even for a
complementary role in society.

The book offers a curricular framework for self-learning that could prepare Muslim women for an active role in
citizenship and policy making in a pluralistic society and may serve as a guideline for moving toward a "gender
revolution." Her main thesis, if carried out in the lives of Muslims in America or elsewhere, would be so radical and
liberating that her discourse is more powerful than those of many Muslim feminists. She writes, "I intend this book to
affirm the self-identity of the Muslim woman as an autonomous spiritual and intellectual human being."

Click here to view the page for the Arabic translation of Woman's Identity and the Qur'an: A New Reading.

Click here for excerpts of reviews of this book.

Click here to read review from Hammer.

Click here for more reviews from Azizah Magazine. Reprinted with Permission, www.azizahmagazine.com.

Copyright Statement
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http://www.eself-learning-arabic.cornell.edu/publications/NHB_WomansIdentity_2004.htm[3/23/2018 2:40:40 PM]

Copyright 2004, University Press of Florida.

For the Cornell Community: http://racereligion.library.cornell.edu/religion/ebook_profile028.php.
A Paperback edition (2006): http://www.upf.com/book.asp?id=BARAZF04.
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Islamic Identity and the Struggle for Justice

http://www.eself-learning-arabic.cornell.edu/publications/NHB_IslamicIdentity_1996.htm[3/23/2018 2:40:40 PM]

Home | Publications

Nimat Hafez Barazangi, Editor

with M. Raquibuz Zaman and Omar Afzal

Islamic Identity and the Struggle for Justice

The University Press of Florida (1996). Translated into Arabic under the title Al Kayan Al Islami wa-Al Nidhal min Ajl
Al`Adalah. Damascus: Dar Al-Fikr (1999).

Abstract

Book description:

Islam today counts one billion people as adherents or believers. Its teachings produced a civilization that has flourished for
fourteen centuries. Islamic identity exerts a potent force around the globe, though Muslims are often stigmatized by Westerners
as a religious threat. Presenting the Islamic concept of justice, this book is an introduction to contemporary Islamic thought and
practice, offering a catalyst for dialogue and understanding.

See also: Vicegerency and Gender Justice in Islam

Copyright Statement

Copyright 1996, University Press of Florida.

http://www.upf.com/book.asp?id=BARAZS96
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Vicegerency and Gender Justice in Islam

http://www.eself-learning-arabic.cornell.edu/publications/Barazangi_1996a.htm[3/23/2018 2:40:41 PM]

Home | Publications

Nimat Hafez Barazangi

Vicegerency and Gender Justice in Islam

In Islamic Identity and the Struggle for Justice. Edited by Nimat Hafez Barazangi, M. Raquibuz Zaman, and
Omar Afzal. University Press of Florida (1996): 77-94

Abstract

This chapter summarizes Islamic view of life as a system and analyzes some implications of this system for family and
male-female relationships. It is necessary, therefore, to replace the conceived notion that Islam is a religion limited to
the ritual acts of worship (the five pillars) with the affirmation that Islam is a system designed for a purpose, and that
this system is either accepted as a whole, understood within its ontological worldview, and acted upon within its
components, or its practice may not be total. It is as important to understand that one cannot be operating partially
within this system and still claim it as the base of operation. That is because whenever something is not accomplished
according to what the system was designed to achieve one cannot discredit the system for not fulfilling its goals. One
might understand the reason(s) that have lead to the unexpected results, rather, by exploring the steps that may have
been missed during the application.

I am proposing that Islam as a system or an ideology has a central concept (or an essence) around which certain
principles (or secondary and tertiary concepts) are built. These principles vary in their priority depending on their
closeness to objectifying the central concept. The closer they are, the higher value they should be given and the more
consideration they should receive in application of the system. Then on the outer circle (of the imaginary diagram) there
are the auxiliary hypotheses (or the manifestations) which, if were appropriated within the framework of the central
concept and with the essence of the principles as the base, will achieve the intended results (or the outcome) of the
system.

The focus of this paper is on the Islamic principle of al-Khilafah (vicegerency of human beings to Allah as the Only
God and the Supreme Guide), its social implications for the family, and where and how its manifestations may have
been mistaken for its essence. Al-Khilafah is the purpose of the Islamic system, that is, fulfilling the purpose of creation
and the will of Allah through human morality. The first part of the argument is that the principle of al-khilafah has been
generally understood by Muslims and non-Muslims alike, and has been practiced by the majority of Muslims on its
manifestation level and not at the essence level of the principle. Furthermore, the perception (conception and practice)
of this principle has been generally outside the Islamic ontological view and without consideration of the central concept
of Islam, Tawhid (the Oneness of God and humanity).

The second part of the argument will be stated as follows. Unless scholars, Muslims or non-Muslims, who are
concerned with the study of Islamic family realize the different conceptual levels of the Islamic system, understand the
variation in the implications of the different conceptualizations, and use the central concept as the epistemological base,
their attempt to understand or prescribe solutions to injustice in male-female relations in the Muslim family will fail.
Also, as long as Muslims are practicing the principle of al Khilafah and its social and political implications on the
manifestation level only, they will not fulfill that principle nor the central concept of Islam, Tawhid.

See also: Islamic Identity and the Struggle for Justice

Click here to view a PDF of the pre-print.
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http://www.eself-learning-arabic.cornell.edu/publications/Barazangi_1996a.htm[3/23/2018 2:40:41 PM]

Copyright Statement

Copyright 1996, University Press of Florida.

This is a pre-copyedited version of an article accepted for publication in the edited book Islamic Identity and the
Struggle for Justice following peer review. The definitive publisher-authenticated version is available through the
University Press of Florida: http://www.upf.com/book.asp?id=BARAZS96
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Windows of Faith:Muslim Women Scholar-Activists in North America.

http://www.eself-learning-arabic.cornell.edu/publications/Barazangi_Windows_Arabic_2003.htm[3/23/2018 2:40:41 PM]

Home | Publications

Nimat Hafez Barazangi, Arabic Translation Editor

Windows of Faith:Muslim Women Scholar-Activists in North America. Edited by Gisela Webb. Syracuse: Syracuse University
Press (2000), 22-47

Arabic translation (Dar Al-Fikr, 2002)

Abstract

Copyright Statement

Copyright 2002, Dar Al-Fikr.

The definitive publisher-authenticated version is available through Dar Al-Fikr :http://www.fikr.com/cgi-bin/_listgroup.cgi?
tp=2&step=0.
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Muslim Women's Islamic Higher Learning as a Human Right: Theory and Practice

http://www.eself-learning-arabic.cornell.edu/publications/Barazangi_Windows_2000.htm[3/23/2018 2:40:42 PM]

Home | Publications

Nimat Hafez Barazangi

Muslim Women's Islamic Higher Learning as a Human Right: Theory and
Practice

In Windows of Faith:Muslim Women Scholar-Activists in North America. Edited by Gisela Webb. Syracuse:
Syracuse University Press (2000), 22-47

Arabic translation under the title: Da`una Natakalam: Mufakirat Amrikiyat Yaftahn Nawafidh al Iman `Ala
`Alam Mutagheyr(Dar Al-Fikr, 2002)

Abstract

Limited access to Islamic higher learning is argued to be the basis for the Muslim woman's inability to emancipate and
to self-identity as a Khalifa (trustee)--a Qur'anic mandate (or potential) of human existence. Muslim woman's reliance
solely on others' interpretations to guide her spiritual and intellectual needs, be it those of Muslim or of non-Muslim
men and women, is by itself an evidence that Muslim woman's right to understand, to consciously choose, and to
actively act on her choice of Islam is being compromised. Full access to the Diin, the Islamic belief system, calls for the
Muslim woman to take part in the interpretation of Islamic teachings of the Qur'an and the Hadith and to maintain the
pedagogical dynamics of Islam, rather than being limited to maintaining the human re-production, the Muslim family
structure, or the individual human rights as suggested by others.

My understanding of woman's gender justice vis-a-vis "liberation" within the Islamic worldview is based on
epistemological reading (the philosophy of knowledge) of the Qur'an. The rationale behind the demand for woman's
access to knowledge is derived from the Islamic framework. The methodologies of the discipline of education and
learning and the struggle for human dignity that define the parameters for Muslim woman's emancipation are grounded
in that framework. To examine her role as a human entity in the Qur'an does not merely concern the Muslim woman's
"freedom of expression;" it concerns the woman as an autonomous spiritual and intellectual human being who can effect
a change in history. The intent of this chapter and of my overall research is to make a contribution towards an
educational and pedagogical interpretation of the Qur'an for women living in the post-modern era and thereby to
produce an action plan for the Muslim woman to regain her identification with Islam. My analysis of empirical data
concerning Muslim women's perception of Islam, the contemporary North American Muslim woman, in a historical
context serves to clarify the meaning and the implications of Islamic higher learning regardless of these women's
educational level. Preliminary observations suggest that the majority of Muslim women's movements do not aim to
eliminate the tension between the two sexes by claiming sameness in the struggle for equality. Rather, their goal is
Taqwa (to balance) the tensionback in favor of woman, as the Qur'an intends in the first place when human beings, male
and female, were entrusted with individual rights and responsibilities toward themselves, each other, and the universe. I
will argue that one of the basic principles of Islamic justice is gender justice. The interpretations of these "equal" rights
and responsibilities, however, stem from different perspectives of Islam. Muslim women groups are scattered on a
continuum from the idealized polemic Muslim to the idealized static Western perspectives. Few are those who are
making efforts to exact the balance between these perspectives. 

The pedagogical implications of this research lies in : (1) intervening among Muslim men by coaching them to rethink



Muslim Women's Islamic Higher Learning as a Human Right: Theory and Practice

http://www.eself-learning-arabic.cornell.edu/publications/Barazangi_Windows_2000.htm[3/23/2018 2:40:42 PM]

and to act within the balanced perspective of Islam and its first source, the Qur'an, away from both the many layers of
Muslim "taqlid " (following precedence) and from Western interpretations of Islam, (2) facilitating for Muslim women
the environment and the means to realize their identity as autonomous spiritual and intellectual beings, and to realize the
vastness of their task in educating themselves and others in Islam--encluding changing the entrenched paradigm of
understanding Islam studies and its practice, and (3) integrating human-rights activists' concerns within the Qur'anic
concerns for a just human society, where justice means the balance and fair play in the ideals and realities among all
humans.

Click here to view a PDF of the pre-print.

Copyright Statement

Copyright 2000, Syracuse University Press.

This is a pre-copyedited version of an article accepted for publication in the edited book Windows of Faith:Muslim
Women Scholar-Activists in North America following peer review. The definitive publisher-authenticated version is
available through Syracuse University Press: http://www.syracuseuniversitypress.syr.edu/books-in-print-series/women-
religion.html.
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Religion and Education. The Equilibrium: Issues of Islamic Education in the United States.

http://www.eself-learning-arabic.cornell.edu/publications/NHB_Rel&Educ_1998.htm[3/23/2018 2:40:42 PM]

Home | Publications

Nimat Hafez Barazangi, Guest Editor

Religion and Education. The Equilibrium: Issues of Islamic Education in
the United States.

Volume 25, Number 1 & 2, (Winter) 1998.

Abstract

The theme of this special edition of Religion and Education (R&E) on "Issues of Islamic Education" is taqwa. Taqwa is
an Arabic word often translated oversimply as "piety," but which bears the meaning of "a conscious balance between the
individual, the society, and the limits set by Allah or God as the source of value and knowledge". Since I was asked to
be guest editor of this edition, three overarching issues have been formulating my thinking about it, from selecting the
theme to the significance that this edition of R&E may have for the debate over education in the country as a whole.

The first issue is how to achieve a balance between the belief systems of individuals (often referred to as religion or
philosophy) and this country's universal schooling system which has traditionally intended, to a large degree, to meld
diverse individual views into the "common-ground" of a "pluralistic" social framework.

The second issue is questioning the efficacy of "teaching about religion" and "teaching a religion." This issue comes out
in particularly sharp relief in teaching about Islam as a belief system, and about Muslims, in a "neutral" manner when
many teachers have little or no knowledge of Islam, and what they have too often represents an inaccurate picture.

The third issue, which is the core of this edition, is how to introduce a discourse on "Islamic education" when females
have traditionally been perceived as lacking the full privilege to interpret Islam. The centrality of Muslim women's and
girls' education and acculturation (Barazangi and Kahf articles) to Islamic education may seem contradictory, and
perhaps difficult to understand by those whose knowledge of Islam is limited to the perception that males are the only
"legitimate interpreters" of Islamic texts or the perception that females are "oppressed by their patriarchal religion."

Click here to view a pre-print of the editorial.

Copyright Statement

Copyright 1998, Religion and Education, Nimat Hafez Barazangi.

This is a pre-copyedited version of an editorial accepted for publication in the edited journal Religion and Education
following peer review. The definitive publisher-authenticated version is available through Religion and Education:
http://fp.uni.edu/jrae/islamicissuetoc.htm
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The Equilibrium of Islamic Education: Has Muslim Women's Education Preserved the Religion?

http://www.eself-learning-arabic.cornell.edu/publications/Barazangi_Equilibrium_1998.htm[3/23/2018 2:40:42 PM]

Home | Publications

Nimat Hafez Barazangi

The Equilibrium of Islamic Education: Has Muslim Women's Education
Preserved the Religion?

Religion And Education, 25, 1 & 2, (Winter 1998), 5-19

Abstract

Summary

I focus on issues of equilibrium in Muslim women's education to understand the tension between the ideals and practice
and its ramifications for Islamic and Muslims' education in the United States. I argue that one maintainer of Muslim
women's low effectiveness, perpetuated across new generations of Muslims, is the general perception that women are
the preservers of culture and religion by proxy. The issue before us: How is it possible for a morally dependent
individual to instill the character of autonomous spiritual and intellectual Muslim who can integrate effectively in a
"pluralistic" society? 

In addition to the various degrees of perceptions and misconceptions about Islam, religious tolerance and
Multiculturalism, the problem is mainly of perceiving women, particularly Muslim women as morally dependent and,
hence, socially and politically irrelevant or non-central to issues of Islamic education. With the exception of few, the
majority of Muslim women are neither involved in the educational decsion-making of the Muslim community nor of
this nation. Often perceived as preservers of customary practices instead of agents of cultural change and contributors to
inter-cultural understanding, Muslim women and their Islamic higher learning has been marginalized.

See also: Guest Editor. Religion and Education. The Equilibrium: Issues of Islamic Education in the United
States. Volume 25, Number 1 & 2, (Winter) 1998.

Click here to view a PDF of the pre-print.

Copyright Statement

Copyright 1998, Religion and Education, Nimat Hafez Barazangi.

This is a pre-copyedited version of an article accepted for publication in the edited journal Religion and Education
following peer review. The definitive publisher-authenticated version is available through Religion and Education:
http://fp.uni.edu/jrae/islamicissuetoc.htm
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Educational Reform
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Nimat Hafez Barazangi

Educational Reform

in (1995) Oxford Encyclopedia of the Modern Islamic World. John Esposito, Ed., Oxford University Press, New
York, Volume I: pp. 420-425.

Abstract

The dynamic relationship between political, social and educational changes is central to determining whether
educational reform occurred in the Muslim world during the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. Changes in curricular
and instructional policies and their implications for intellectual and cultural development are discussed in relation to
four major issues.

The Muslim world initially rejected as irrelevant changes introduced from Europe in the early nineteenth century.
Changes in technical, military, and vocational training dictated by local rulers and elites did not conform to the
traditional educational practices that were the remnants of Islamic education. Comparing these practices with recent
changes runs the risk of overstating where and how educational reform has taken place.

Available literature indicates that old practices were not reformed and changes resulted in no significant attitudinal or
cultural development. Setting the European utilitarian and the Muslim altruistic modes against each other resulted in
centralized state-controlled educational institutions and a complete departure from Islamic education.

The intellectual stagnation that characterized the Muslim world since the early fourteenth century remained despite mass
and compulsory schooling in the postcolonial era. Recent reports indicate school and teacher shortages, low educational
quality, lack of planning and of curricular and instructional compatibility, and disparity in access to and completion of
all types and levels of education between the sexes and between rich and poor and rural and urban populations.

Click here to view a PDF of the pre-print.

Copyright Statement
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Abstract

Internal political and social movements of the eighteenth, nineteenth, and twentieth centuries neglected Islamic
education within the Muslim world and allowed external secular and missionary ideas to turn it into "religious"
education. Variations in worldview and interpretation of Qur´anic principles of education resulted in emphasis on form
over essence in educating Muslims.

Historical accounts of Islamic/Muslim education provide a variety of perspectives on its nature and the function of its
traditional institutions. Cultural and political restraints ended Islamic education as a functional system aimed at
understanding and appropriating Qur´anic pedagogical principles and limited it to "religious" knowledge confined to
selected males. Islamic education has recently been confused with a subject matter, "religion," or a moral, social codes,
akhlaq. The primacy of formalized and juridical education over the informal development of Islamic character resulted
in curricular and instructional differentiation between class and gender, a separation of "Islamic" and "non-Islamic"
knowledge, and a dichotomy between ideal and practice in Muslim education.
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The Absence of Muslim Women in Shaping
and Developing Islamic Thought

Nimat Hafez Barazangi∗

It is fair to claim that the true message of Islam concerning women has
rarely been practiced throughout Islamic history and for the past 14
centuries.

Muslim women have remained a passive force in changing the
prevailing unjust practices of Islamic thoughts concerning women, and
the reality of the 700 million Muslim women. This is the case today
despite what we read in the UN Development Agency reports—that the
majority of university students in most Muslim countries are females.1

Recently, during the past two decades, North American Muslim female
scholars, for example, have significantly contributed to the
reinterpretation of the Qur’an and particularly to the study of Muslim
women. Yet, rarely does an American or any Western educational
institution, including the Muslim Umma, acknowledge and mainstream
such contributions for the reconstruction of new knowledge of Islam (that

* Research fellow in feminist, gender, and sexuality studies, Cornell University, New
York.
The author would like to thank Dr. Mary Mikhael for her invitation to deliver this
lecture at NEST and for her spiritual and intellectual support in writing this article. The
lecture and the article were based in part on another scholarly paper that was presented
by the author at the Journal of Law and Religion (JLR) 25th Anniversary Symposium
(October 23, 2008), and that was published under a partially different title in the
special JLR issue, 2 (2008-2009): 403-432.

1 (accessed, April 3, 2009) http://stats.uis.unesco.org/unesco/TableViewer/tableView.aspx.
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is, what is known as shari`a or `urf), or in rethinking Islam.2 In this article
I will discuss why these negative images and practices, as well as the sad
reality in keeping women away from Islamic thought and the decision-
making process, and how to rethink the future of Muslim women that is
fundamental to rethinking of Islam.

Why this Research?
The idea behind this research was inspired by several events; and

primarily instigated by recent communications with some professors who
teach about Muslim societies and women’s studies in prominent
American universities. So, I begin this article with a summary, narrating
one professor’s comments, followed by the context and problem
definition, and a brief enumeration of some solutions. Then, I detail the
topic, discussing 1) the basic issues in rethinking Islam for equilibrated
(i.e., Muttaqi, from Taqwa, as I understand its general meaning in the
Qur’an) Muslim society, 2) why we need to change premises and
paradigms, 3) why we need Muslim women’s perspectives in
reinterpreting the Qur’an, 4) how to understand Islam as a religio-moral
rational worldview, 5) what are the challenges facing the process of
rethinking Islam and the three solutions in more detail, and 6)
conclusions.

The Narrative
A female professor of Islamic studies/women’s studies at a prominent

university wrote recently after several e-mail exchanges:
“There seem to be two kinds of “reactions to teaching,” courses on

women in Islam, regardless of how I approach it: a kind of

2 I use the word and the concept “Islam” to mean Deen as emphasized in the Qur’an,
being a worldview and meaning to be at peace with oneself, with society, and with
God. Therefore, the common English translation “surrender” is not acceptable, even
when intention is added, “intended surrender.” That is because “surrender” indicates
the dissolution of the responsibility from awareness and understanding of the deep
meanings of the Qur’an as the condition for practicing its teachings.
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romanticization of all things Islamic, particularly the veil, or a very strong
reaction against Islam as being ‘intolerant and oppressive’ to women.”3

For some reason, Kelly emphasized, “I see very few students able to
comprehend—or accept the existence of—the gray areas that lie between
these two poles. I have been struggling to find a way that will help us all
(myself included) break down preconceived notions and begin to
understand the complexities of Muslim women’s lives around the world.”4

The Context
Muslim women have generally been excluded from equal agency with

men, from full participation in the shaping of Islamic society, and thus
from full and equal Islamic identity,5 primarily because of patriarchal
readings and interpretations of the Qur’an and the entire range of early
Qur’anic literature (that is, the interpretations that discriminate against
females, or that view a woman only as a mother, a sister, a daughter, or a
wife, and not necessarily interpretations by males only), especially the
prophet Muhammad’s reported sayings and traditions that are compiled in
the Hadith literature.6 In these patriarchal readings, women’s role is

3 It is worth noting that a young female Muslim scholar in the United States, after
writing a whole dissertation decomposing the concept of hijab, as understood now, in
which she argued that the head cover was not required in the Qur’an, decided not to
publish her thesis for fear of controversy or of being stamped as an apostate.

4 Kelly Pemberton, personal e-mail communication, August 2007.
5 My discussion of this issue does not mean that it is limited to Muslim women or to

Islam. Dr. Mikhael, for example, in her brief comment after my lecture, asserted that
Christian women in the East, regardless of their denomination, face the same problem.
Yet, I am especially concerned with issues related to the Muslim woman, because
changing her role in shaping Islamic thought is the base of my argument, and it is the
core problem for transforming Islamic thought.

6 For further details on Qur’anic sciences and literature see Chapter 2 in Nimat Hafez
Barazangi, Woman’s Identity and the Qur’an: A New Reading (University Press of
Florida, 2004). The Arabic translation is available online, (accessed May 15, 2009)
http://www.eself-learning-arabic.cornell.edu/publications/NHB_WomansIdentity_Arabic_2007.htm.
I also focus here on the fact that it is a disservice to Islam to claim that prophetic
sunnah is a divine source. That is, because we will not be able to explain the
controversial narratives that are attributed to the Prophet, and because the Qur’anic =
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mostly viewed as secondary and/or complementary in the evolved
structure of Muslim communities, and they remain potential objects of
abuse.7 That is, because Muslims confused the fact that males and females
were created of a single soul (Qur’an {He who created you of a single soul
that you may live in tranquility } [Surah 7, al`Araf:189]) and that they
complement each other in the emotional and biological reproductive
function, on one hand, with the fact that they are of two separate
autonomous entities that have individual religious, social and political
responsibilities (Qur’an {And there will come forth every soul: with each
will be an angle to drive and an angle to bear witness} [Surah 50, Qaf:
21].), on the other. In order to change, correct, and transform these
confused views some Muslim female scholars began taking their primary
role and reinterpreting the Qur’an. Though reinterpreting the Qur’anic
text is only the first step, by doing so, these Muslim scholars are both
implementing a fundamental aspect of the social justice contract between
Muslims and Islam, and also challenging the unwarranted authority of
men for the past 14 centuries.

However, Muslim women are facing more stereotypes despite
Westerners’ claims (or perhaps because of those claims) of “liberating”

verse, (“Wa-ma-yantiqu ‘an al-hawa, innama huwa wahyu yuha.”{Nor does he say
[aught] of [his own] desire, It is no less than inspiration sent down to him.} [Surah 53,
al-Najm: 3-4]), is pertinent to the reading and relating of the Qur’an. See further
discussion of the difference between the Arabic words Qawl, Lafdh, kalam, and Nutq
in Samer Islambuli, “Mafhum Al Sunnah Ghayr Al-Hadith” {The concept of Sunnah
is not Hadith}, a lecture delivered at the Center of Islamic Studies and published by
the author, Damascus, 2008.

7 I reject the argument that the problem is only in the variation of interpretations and
meanings for two reasons: The first is that variation in understanding is basic to Islam,
and that such variation did not prevent Muslims from accepting other
opinions/interpretations. The second is that variation in opinion is the norm; otherwise
Islam would not have spread in such a short time among different peoples. My
argument, rather, is that Muslims themselves have restrained such variation when they
marginalized and prevented women from participating in this process to the point of
closing the possibilities of different interpretations, ignoring the importance of
individual responsibility and rights to intimate understanding of the Qur’an without
the intermediary of elite men only.

=
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and speaking on behalf of these women. Despite the claim of those who
defend the rights of Muslim women from the secular point of view (i.e.,
that which professes to solve the issues without the need to address related
religious, or claimed religious practices), changes were not sustained.
These endless debates and claims by non-Muslims, particularly in the
United States, further marginalize the value of the scholarship of the
Muslim woman and her primary role, because the focus has been on the
wrong aspects of the problem, such as the veil that oscillates between the
enforcers and the refuters.8

The Problem
According to my research findings, the pathetic conditions for the

majority of the 700 million Muslim women remain prevalent because
changes in perception, attitude, and on the ground have not taken place.
For about 14 centuries (i.e., since the inception of Islam), women’s
perspective has rarely been part of developing Islamic thought. Fazlur
Rahman asserts, as Muslims moved into the formulative-intelligence
stage, they disconnected the formulative from the perceptive intelligence.9

This organic connection was severed, in my opinion, when one-half of the
human pair, the female, was made a religious burden, socially and morally
dependent, and almost intellectually and intuitively nil. This long absence,
coupled with recent Western or secularized feminists’ claims of thinking
for and rescuing these women from their “oppressing” religion, made the
task of emancipation from within the Islamic worldview even harder.

8 A good example is the 1995 recommendation by the French government that a law
should be passed banning “conspicuous” religious symbols. That such symbols would
include head scarves worn by Muslim girls is not only alarming but also presents striking
evidence for my argument. Furthermore, the French Commission on Church-State
Relations urged the passage of such a law while recommending “the teaching of the ideal
of secularism and ‘solemn adoption’ of a character of secularism that will be distributed
widely” (San Francisco Chronicle, December 12, 2003, A2). As I commented earlier: “If
such a practice is not counter to the claimed democratic, liberal process, then what might
be?” (Barazangi, 2004, supra n. 6: 145, ft 6); see also Joan Wallach Scott, The Politics
of the Veil (Princeton, 2007) for a political science analysis of the issue. 

9 Fazlur Rahman. Islam and Modernity. (University Press of Chicago, 1982).
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This problem is compounded by the fact that the majority of Muslim
women themselves—and Muslim men for that matter—are not aware that
there is a problem, and they continue to live their lives as if these issues
do not concern them. Despite their obtaining higher schooling and formal
university degrees and participating in the labor market, Muslim women
have remained a passive force in changing the negative practice and
misuse of Islamic thoughts. The reality is that the majority of Muslim
women did not contribute to intellectual and scientific fields after
graduation, particularly after marriage and child procreation.10

Also, despite the significant contribution by some to the
reinterpretation of the Qur’an, particularly in the West during the 1990s
and early 2000 (for example, Riffat Hassan, Amina Wadud, Maysam al
Faruqi, Asma Barlas, and Kacia Ali11 ), rarely do we see women speaking
on issues of Islamic jurisprudence, such as Aziza al-Hibri and Asifa

10 I disagree with Serra Kinder’s assessment that today’s education of many Arab women
is empowering them in a similar manner to that of women’s education in the United
States in the 1960s and ’70s (“Educational Empowerment of Arab Women” in Colin
Brock & Lila Zia Levers, eds., Aspects of Education in the Middle East and North
Africa. Symposium Books. 2007: 39-56).

11 Riffat Hassan, “Muslim Feminist Hermeneutics,” in Our Own Voices, ed. R. Skinner
Keller & R. Radford Reuther, 455-59 (San Francisco: Harper, 1995) and “The issue of
woman-man equality in the Islamic tradition” in Women and Men Liberation, eds.
L.Gorb, & R. Hassan (Greenwood, 1991); Amina Wadud, Qur’an and Woman:
Reading the Sacred Text from a Woman’s Perspective. 2nd ed., (New York: Oxford
University Press, 1999); Maysam al Faruqi, “Woman’s identity in the Qur’an and
Islamic law” in Windows of Faith, ed. G. Webb (Florida University Press, 2000); Asma
Barlas, Believing Women: Unreading Patriarchal Interpretations of the Qur’an
(Austin: University of Texas Press, 2002); Kacia Ali, Sexual Ethics and Islam (New
York: Oxford University Press, 2006). I am focusing on the importance of these works
and their implications for all Muslim societies, even if they were developed in the West,
because Muslim women who try to discuss these topics at depth in Muslim societies are
considered perverts, or get beaten, imprisoned, and sometimes killed. Also, I do not see
a problem in the fact that these works were published in the West, since we have the
choice to select constructive ideas as long as they are developed from within the
Qur’anic framework. It is worth noting here that such argument is repeated in many
places and at different occasions, and, unfortunately by educated Muslims.
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Qureshi.12 Also, rarely do we find an institute of higher education in the
West that acknowledges and mainstreams such contributions for the
reconstruction of new knowledge about Islam.13 Similarly, and by
extension, these practices are mostly followed in other societies, including
the Muslim Umma and the Arab world that remain static.14

The Solutions
As an educator concerned with the foundations of Islamic and Arabic

studies, I am recommending the following three solutions if we are to
better understand Islam and help change attitudes about Muslim women:

1. My First Recommendation: We need to change the paradigm and
the premises about the meaning of Islam and Muslims. Islam is basically
a religio-moral-rational guidance. It is an action-oriented worldview that
encompasses social, cultural, and political elements, including religious
and secular reasoning (Ijtihad).

2. My second recommendation: We should let Muslim women speak
for themselves, especially on issues related to public policies, and accept
these women scholars as authorities in interpreting the Qur’an and other
Islamic sources.15

12 Aziza al-Hibri, “Introduction to Muslim women rights” in Windows of Faith, ed. G. Webb,
(2000); Asifa Qureshi, “Interpretation of the Qur’an and the [American] Constitution,”
Cardozo Law Review, 28, 1, 2006: 67-121. I refute the repeated argument, particularly by
women who have some religious education, that women were not excluded during the early
Islamic era. Using the evidence that `Aisha’s and other wives of the Prophet, as well as
some early female companions, have narrated the Prophetic Hadith is not enough because
the core issue here is that early Muslim women did not participate in the making of
important decisions, such as the selection of the first Caliph after the death of the Prophet.

13 Note that the Western Region of the Academy of Religion did not introduce a
workshop on teaching gender and Islam until 2008.

14 I reject the argument that all Muslims are suffering, and that what is being stated about
women’s absence applies to men too. That is because women carry the brunt for such
social and intellectual statics, and because women do not have the same opportunities
given to men in order to participate in the decision-making process.

15 For instance, even the Progressive Muslim Union needed a male traditional jurist to justify
women’s jurisprudence/scholarship on the issue of women’s leading mixed prayer (accessed
November 24, 2007) http://www.pmuna.org/archieves/2005/06/eltantawi_and_s.php.
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3. My third recommendation: We should incorporate Muslim
women’s scholarship on the Qur’an in the mainstream sources on Islamic
thought and as central in the development of the ecumenical curricular
process about Islam.

Since the beginning of this work is documented in my book,
Woman’s Identity and the Qur’an: A New Reading (2004), I will only
mention a few concepts, such as the creation story, autonomous morality
and modesty, and trusteeship. My goal is to engage the reader in
questioning what has been taken for granted, and in deconstructing the
conventional approaches to the study of Muslim women and Islam. With
this engagement, I hope we can begin to construct a dynamic teaching-
learning view of Islam and Muslim women that will change perceptions
in much the same way as we have been constructing ecumenical and
intercultural educational policies.

I should note here that although other Muslim educators began
speaking to these issues, their focus was different from mine (i.e., the
woman’s self-identity with the Qur’an, or deeper understanding of the
Qur’an without the intermediary of traditional interpretations). For
instance, `A’isha ‘Abd al-Rahman’s literal reading of the Qur’an
suggests a change in perception of women’s equality.16 Yet, her reading
was affected by her focus, which remained that of the traditional
apologetic interpreters when she interpreted the difference between
equality and equity.17 Unfortunately, some of the young Muslim women
whom I interviewed, and others, follow the same focus of `Abd al
Rahman, knowingly or unknowingly.

16 Bint al Shati’ (pseudonym for )`Aisha Abd al-Rahman, is the first female scholar, to
my knowledge, to produce a literal reading of the Qur’an, Al-Tafsir al-Bayani lil-
Qur’an al-Karim (3rd printing, Cairo, 1968). Also, she has written more than two
hundred books and papers on the subject of the Qur’an, women, and other literary
matters.

17 `Aisha Abd al-Rahman, Al Mafhum al Islami li tahrir al mar ‘ah (Women’s Liberation
in Islam), Cairo, 1967.
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(1) Basic issues in rethinking Islam for equilibrated (i.e., Muttaqi)
Muslim society

Few are those theories and debates about Islam and Muslim women
that systematically analyze at depth sources and narratives by Muslim
women. With the exception of extreme sensational cases, Muslim
women’s perspectives seem to be denied full credit in the contemporary
process of rethinking Islam.18 Despite the significance of recent
contributions by some Muslim female scholars to the reinterpretation of
the Qur’an, the conditions for the majority of Muslim women have not
changed, primarily because of patriarchal readings of the Qur’an, and
especially the misuse of the Prophet Muhammad’s reported Sunnah that is
compiled in the Hadith literature.19 In order to transform these patriarchal
and negative views, we need to change the premises and paradigms of
studying Islam and reforming Muslim societies, particularly the claimed
liberation of women that is based outside the Islamic framework.

The Qur’an provides the ethical ({If ye did well, ye did well for
yourselves; if ye did evil, [ye did it] against yourselves} [Surah 17, Bani
Israel: 7]) and the pedagogical framework ({This Qur’an guides to that
which is most stable, and gives the glad tidings to the believers who work
deeds of righteousness} [Surah 17, Bani Israel: 9]) for liberating Islam
from its interpreters, be they from the east or the west. I will, therefore,
briefly describe this framework; explain why we need to change our
premises and paradigms, and why we need women’s perspectives as the
first step. Then, I will discuss the implications of alternative
understanding of Islam and women’s rights in the context of the Qur’an.
I conclude with discussing the challenges for rethinking Islam by
elaborating on my three recommendations.

18 I would like to acknowledge my colleague, Ms. Hanan Lahham for her emphasis on
the existence of a feminist perspective of Islamic issues and that such a perspective is
important and should be taken into consideration (a response to a comment made by a
male attendee during my second presentation of this lecture to a group of about 30
intellectuals in Damascus, March 6, 2009).

19 Nimat Hafez Barazangi, 2004, supra n. 6, Chapter 2.
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(2) Why do we need to change premises and paradigms?
Historical events require us to reconnect what is ethical with the

political and legal in the analysis of Muslims’ perceptions of Islamic
sources and the consequent behavioral manifestations in the majority
Muslim societies. Despite many attempts to reform Muslim societies
during the past two centuries, the living conditions for the majority of
Muslims, particularly the women, remain pathetic and unjust. These
attempts might have been ineffective because of their being polarized
or fixated on certain symptoms, overlooking the core of the
problem—Muslim women’s absence in the shaping of Islamic
thought. That is why the living conditions for the majority of
Muslims, particularly the women among them, are still painful and far
from just.

Muslim reformers, from Jamal al Din al Afghani (1838-1897) and
Muhammad `Abdu (1845-1905) to Muhammad Arkon and `Abdullahi an
Na`im,20 mainly use Western frameworks and analytical tools, thus
creating discontent and sometimes distrust among Muslims who follow
the literal meanings of the texts. Other reformers, from Mahmud Taha to
Muhammad Shahrour,21 used the Qur’anic framework and produced
radical interpretations of the Qur’an that were questioned and often
refused by those who follow the traditional interpretations of texts. At
times, these polarized views were considered by extremists as against
Islam and their proponents as apostates—to the point of calling for violent
action against them. Meanwhile, traditionalists, from Sayyed Abu Al `Ala
al Maudoodi (1903-1979), Sayyid Qutb (1906-1966), and Jamal al Banna

20 Jamal al Din al Afghani ([1838-1897], al Urwa al Wuthqa wa-al Thawra al Tahririyah
al Kubra, 1958; Muhammad `Abdu ([1845-1905], Al Islam din al Ilm wa-al
Madaniya,1964; Muhammad Arkon, Rethinking Islam: common questions, uncommon
answers, 1994; `Abdullahi an Na`im, Toward an Islamic reformation: civil liberties,
human rights, and international law, 1990.

21 Mahmud Taha, Al Risalah al Thaniyah min al Islam [The Second message of Islam],
1987 Abdullahi an Na`im, trans; Muhammad Shahrour, al Qur’an wa-al Kitab: Qira’a
Mua`sira, 1990.
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to Yusuf al Qaradawi,22 generated more stringent interpretations as they
relied on jurisprudence, and mostly used Hadith in a processed form as
quoted in the fiqh texts without carefully examining them.23

These reform attempts seem to be polarized mainly because they
suggest a change in women’s role. Yet despite (or because of) these
attempts, women are made more dependent on the governing body’s
rhetoric or action up to this moment (religious or secular).24 Historically,
every time women were discussed, new waves of patriarchal
interpretations even by some women, shrouded in claims for gender
equity, were generated.25 For example, the first Muslim woman to lead the
Islamic Society of North America (ISNA), Ingrid Mattson, did not lead
the congregational prayer, with the excuse that the Hadith orders such a
practice.26 Recently, these traditional patriarchal views are being used by
“Salafis” (followers of precedent practices), or those who call themselves
“Islamists,” to keep women from taking leadership positions even to the
point of justifying domestic violence and/or state punishment. Since

22 Sayyed Abu Al `Ala al Maudoodi [1903-1979] al Hijab, 1967?; Sayyid Qutb [1906-
1966] Fi Zilal al Qur’an, 1952; Jamal al Banna, al ‘Awdah ila’ al Qur’an, 1984; Yusuf
al Qaradawi; al Fiqh al-Islami Bayna al Asalah wa-al Tajidid, 1986.

23 By “careful examination,” I mean to study and discuss the Qur’anic meanings in depth
and to ensure that the extrapolations and interpretations corroborate with the Qur’an
before applying them. I should also emphasize here that I do not call for neglecting the
sunnah as represented in Hadith. Rather, I call for putting back the Hadith in its second
place after the Qur’an as a source of jurisprudence, and as a source for reexamining
Islamic thought. 

24 First Lady of Syria, Asma’ Asad, in a conference on developing the role of Syrian and
Turkish women, stated that the main point is how to change the role of women from a
follower to a complementary role. (accessed: October 10, 2008)
http://www.tishreen.info/_default.asp? Filename=821576250200810220203); also,
the female President of ISNA, Ingrid Mattson still talks about “gender equity”
resonating the patriarchal perspective of male leaders. (accessed: January 27, 2009)
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=c7SF-bG123c&feature=related)

25 Jamal Badawi, Gender Equity in Islam: Basic Principles. (Plainfield, Ind.: American
Trust, 1995), and Ingrid Mattson, ibid.

26 Ingrid Mattson, 2006 (accessed Mar. 20, 2009: 
http://www.mecca.com/modules/lifestyle/print.php?id=1432&lang= english
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women’s role has been mostly viewed as secondary and/or
complementary in the structure of all Muslim societies, it seems that every
reform attempt, intentionally or unintentionally, reinforces the inferior
status of women, thereby adding to the injustices they suffer.27 Therefore,
to be in a leadership position is not the solution by itself. Rather, Muslim
women need to self-identify with Islam and rethink by themselves and for
themselves.

In the course of any reform movement, we need to look into what
sources Muslims use since most of them indiscriminately view all of these
sources as sacred, as shown in the Indonesian women’s interpretations.28In
addition, we need to understand the complex methodological issues in
verifying the validity and reliability of a Hadith. That is, Muslim
“reformists” or “Salafis” quote a Hadith with ease, but the general public
is not able to validate its authenticity and/or corroboration with the
Qur’an. Therefore, uninformed Muslims tend to accept these rationales as
valid, both because of their inability to verify the validity of a Hadith or
because of their fear of being stamped as ‘infidel” if they argue against the
rationale drawn from it. In essence, I focus my arguments on how some
Muslims have come to interpret some religious sources to license their
patriarchal interpretations that assert men’s guardianship over women.
Since one of these sources is Hadith, and since Hadith is used more often
instead of the Qur’an, I propose to investigate the historical evolution of
this reversed process, the misuse of Hadith, and consequent
interpretations.

27 A Saudi Mufti stated on a Saudi TV show that “women were entitled to get education
and assume all positions except leading political positions.” His rationale was that men
were exhausted by politics, which is why women should be spared from handling this
burden and should abstain from doing so. Mideastwire, Feb 4, 2009.

28 Pieternella Van Doorn-Harder, in her Women Shaping Islam: Indonesian Women
Reading the Qur’an (Urbana and Chicago: Univ. of Illinois. 2006: 2-3), discusses why
traditionalists view all sources of Islam, including jurisprudence (fiqh) books as holy
texts.
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(3) Why do we need Muslim women’s perspectives in reinterpreting
the Qur’an? 

First, Muslim women are the most obvious target for prejudice,
discrimination, stereotyping, and violence. Since Islam is being perceived
as a dogma and a law, and is frequently viewed as a political force and
more recently as a “threat,”29 women bear most of the brunt of such
negative views. In addition, since these women are made to believe they
actually are, and are viewed as victims by an oppressing society and a
patriarchal culture that they cannot change, rarely are they considered as
authoritative thinkers and contributors to the development of Islamic
thought.

Second, looking at the historical evolution of the misuse of Hadith as
the main challenge facing the process of rethinking Islam and reforming
Muslim societies, most critical to my thesis is the absence of Muslim
female scholars from the religious/political/legal leadership in the
decision-making process. For instance, on July 11, 2001, the executive
director of KARAMAH (a well-known organization in the United States,
Muslim Women Lawyers for Human Rights), testified before the
Department of State on behalf of Muslim women’s religious rights against
the French government and other European countries which were
discriminating against Muslim women wearing headscarves30—what is
erroneously called Hijab. After September 11, 2001, even some American
Muslim women were either confined to their homes or forced to remove
their head-cover for fear of being harassed or viewed as a threat to
security. Meanwhile, and to my knowledge, neither KARAMAH nor
other Muslim women’s organizations that I know of have addressed the
problem of some Muslim societies’ forcing certain forms of dress on

29 Waltzer, 1997, quoted in Anna Mansson McGinty, Becoming Muslim: Western
women’s conversions to Islam (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2006): 21- 22.

30 Department of State, 01-H461-95 Testimony NO: 2, July 11, 2001, p.35-87, (accessed
Mar. 26, 2009)
http://web.lexisnexis.com/congcomp/document?_m=4ae49d2facb64ac0470a3312b09a500f&_doc
num=1&wchp=dGLbVzz-zSkSA&_md5=2a42f8233317dbaf24b08c5fdb60f799).
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women, such as in Saudi Arabia, Iran, and Afghanistan. Why is that the
case?

Yes, I am emphasizing here that calling women’s garment hijab is
erroneous. That is because male interpreters confuse the word Khimar in
[verse 31 of Surah 24, al-Nour]: {wa-lyadhribna bi-khumoorihenna ‘ala
jyubihenna} and let the women through their head cover over their
bosom)—which also indicates that the head cover was practiced before
Islam—with the word hijab as in [verse 53 of Surah 33, Al-Ahzab]: {fa-
sa`louhun min wara` hijab} and ask them from behind a curtain), ordering
early Muslims to do so when approaching the Prophet’s wives’ dwellings.
Thus, hijab means a curtain and not a garment.31

Muslim individuals, particularly women, are not exercising their own
agency fully, and even when they are actively involved in seeking justice
for themselves or for other women, they often use others’ interpretations32

instead of developing their own.33 In addition, although it is obvious that
religious extremism is the result of ignorance or misinterpretation of the
primary sources, the majority of Muslim male scholars tend to ignore
reforming this malaise, either because they are not ready to accept it as

31 Nimat Hafez Barazangi, 2004, supra n. 6, Chapter 3.
32 We know that the head cover for women was practiced before Islam, and that what is

propagated as hijab is produced in the interpretation by Al-Albani and Abu al-‘Ala al-
Mawdudi of Surah al Ahzab, by relying on the Hadith (Nimat Hafez Barazangi,
“Understanding Muslim Women’s Self-Identity and Resistance to Feminism and
Participatory Action Research” in Traveling Companions: Feminisms, Teaching, and
Action Research., eds. Mary Brydon-Miller, Patricia Maguire, Alice McIntyre
,(Praeger, 2004): 21-39.

33 See Nimat Hafez Barazangi, 2004, supra n. 6, Introduction; also, Kacia Ali, in her
“Progressive Muslims and Islamic jurisprudence: The Necessity for Critical
Engagement with Marriage and Divorce Law” in Progressive Muslims: On Justice,
Gender, and Pluralism, ed. Omid Safi (Oxford, England: One World Publication,
2003): 163-169, critiques Muslim women reformist work of al Hibri, Wadud, Hassan,
and Barlas because it highlights the egalitarian texts of the Qur’an and Hadith but
ignores the cultural influence that shaped the fiqh: “The reality is that many women in
Muslim countries continue to suffer injustices within their marriage because their
husband’s frame of reference about marriage adheres mainly to the Fiqh.”
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such, or because they prefer to keep the public ignorant.34

Furthermore, given the effect of imposed nationalism,35 most Muslims
practice Islam as a dogma.36 As a result, the foundational principles of
Islam—as stated in the revealed Qur’anic text that was documented and
sealed in the 7th century A.D.—are confused with Prophet Muhammad’s
contextually-bound extrapolations, on one hand, and with the socially-
based jurisprudential rules, on the other. By calling the totality of these
sources “Islamic shari`a,” or as is known in the West, “shari`a law,”37

ordinary people, including the majority of Muslims, confuse the levels of
the moral and legal binding of these sources.38

Meanwhile, Western governments rely mainly on biased
understanding of Islam and Muslims, and given the Judeo-Christian
views of religion, Islam is perceived as a religious law that needs
reformation in the same manner as the European reformation—by
separating state and church. Muhammad Arkoun explains that the
European ecumenical reading has endorsed the Oreintalists’ image of
Islam as if it were a monolithic, solid unit ideally and in practice,
adding, Europeans tend to renew their emphasis on their

34 Jawdat Said in his “Law, Religion and the Prophetic Method of Social Change,”
Journal of Law and Religion, 2001:.83, also talks about “the world sheltering the
intellectual viruses that destroy us.”

35 Wael Hallaq, ed., The formation of Islamic law (Aldershot, Hants, Great Britain;
Burlington, VT: Ashgate/Variorum, 2004a.), suggests that the idea that Islamic law as
a viable legal system is questionable in light of the changes in the conception of legal
authority that were brought about by the advent of the nation state.

36 Nimat Hafez Barazangi, 2008, “Religious Education” in the Oxford Encyclopedia of
Islamic Studies online (accessed: September 29, 2008):
http://www.oxfordislamicstudies.com/article/opr/t236/e0212#e0212-s0001).

37 Tamara Sonn. (accessed, May 08, 2008)
 http://www.oxfordislamicstudies.com.public/focus.html.

38 Nimat Hafez Barazangi, 1996, “Vicegerency and Gender Justice in Islam” in Islamic
Identity and the Struggle for Justice, ed. Barazangi et al (1996): 77-94. I would like to
add here that it is possible to operate by replacing obsolete, unjust interpretations and
ruling with the new interpretations, including female scholars’ interpretations. These
new interpretations should help in developing a community-based jurisprudence that
is egalitarian and just.
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“enlightenment” thinking, as if it cannot be touched.39 These perceptions
of Islam are perpetuated by the majority of non-Muslims who teach or
consult about Islam.40 Thus, the ensuing debates on reforming Muslim
societies are, in my view, based on the wrong premises, and hence, I
question their rationales and effectiveness.

Third, contemporary laws (erroneously known as shari`a) practiced in
Muslim societies are neither morally binding, nor valid in space and time.
Qur’anic Shari`a (with a capital ‘S’) is the only divine, binding source
concerning the principles of Islam: (Qur’an: “Thumma Ja`alnaka `Ala
Shari`aten mina al’Amr fa-Itabi`ha, wala tatb` ula’ika alladheen
layaa`lamun” {then we put thee on the path: so follow that way, and
follow not the desires of those who know not} [Surah 65, al Jathiyah:
18]). It means the path that is guided by Qur’anic ethos.41 Yet, generations
of Muslims have been affected by the confused views, and the majority of
them believe shari`a (with a small ‘s’ ) to be directly revealed from God.42

One outcome of confusing Qur’anic Shari`a with the prophetic
extrapolations and interpretive jurisprudence has been the biased views
toward women.43 Thus, women also need to study critically the Qur’an
and the Hadith in order to change their perceived role from being assumed
as complementary (to men) to the Qur’an-stated role as primary, and to
change the extremists’ sweeping notion of “others” as infidels.44

39 Muhammad Arkoun, Rethinking Islam: Common Questions, Uncommon Answers
(Robert D. Lee trans., Westview Press, 1994): 4.

40 The Salzburg Global Seminar announcement of October 25-30, 2008, is a good
example of this perception. It starts, “Shari`a law and Islamic legal traditions are…,”
as if these are two different entities. (on file with author.)

41 Nimat Hafez Barazangi, 2004, supra n. 6, 103-104.
42 Pieternella Van Doorn-Harder, 2006, supra n. 26: 262.
43 Leila Ahmed, in her Women and Gender in Islam (New Haven, Conn.: Yale

University Press 1992: 85), discusses the jurists being influenced in their elaboration
of a system of marital rights and obligations by the norms governing slavery.

44 Bassam Tibi, “The Return of the Sacred to Politics as a Constitutional Law.” Theoria,
April 2008, 91-119.
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(4) How to understand Islam as a religio-moral rational worldview
The first principle in understanding the Qur’an is that the mature

individual Muslim is not bound legally by Islam unless s/he has
conscientiously accepted its moral principles as stated in the Qur’an itself:
(“Iqra’ bismi Rabika Alladhi khalaq, khalaqa al-inshan min ‘Alaq…”
{Read in the name of your Guardian, the Creator, created humankind
from a clot…} [Surah 96, Al-‘Alaq: 1-5]).45 That is, it is not possible for
an individual—male or female—to self-recognize the meanings of Islam,
nor to practice it in a comprehensive manner without the individual being
a Muslim by choice.46 Islam, as Deen (worldview), is basically textual, not
based on an event—as for example, with Christ’s resurrection in
Christianity—or on a law—as with the law of the Torah in Judaism. The
content of the text, i.e., the Qur’an, is what defines all Islamic beliefs.

The Qur’an also reminds us that it is not because of the Prophet
Muhammad that Muslims accept the Qur’an, but because of the Qur’an,
they accept the authority of the Prophet.47 The Qur’anic verse, (“Ya’ayuha
alladhina amanu, ati`u Allah, wa-ati`u al-Rasool, wa-`uli al-’amr
minkum.” {Oh, Believers, obey God, and obey the Messenger and those
of authority [in knowledge] from among you.} [Surah 4, Al-Nisa: 59]), is
intended to take the Qur’an first as the source of guidance, followed by
the extrapolations of the Prophet, and then refer to those of knowledge,
not necessarily those governing. The evidence lies in the rest of the verse,
(“Fa’in tanaza’tum, faruduh ila Allah wa-al-Rasool” {And if you

45 Paul Powers in his Intent in Islamic Law: Motive and meaning in Medieval Sunni Fiqh
(Brill, 2005) discusses how classical Islamic jurists’ thought that “an actor’s ‘intent’
affected the ‘legality’ of his actions.” Clark Lombardi, in his review of Powers’
Journal of Law and Religion (2007: 607-613), further clarifies “legality” as Islamic
jurists worked with a “five-part typology of actions: required, prohibited,
recommended, reprehensible or neutral” (ft.1); Nimat Hafez Barazangi, 2004. Supra
n. 6, Chapter 3.

46 Nimat Hafez Barazangi, 2004, supra n. 6: 44-45.
47 Maysam al Faruqi, “Self-Identity in the Qur’an and Islamic Law” in Windows of

Faith: Muslim Women Scholar-Activists in North America, ed., Gisela Webb
(Syracuse: Syracuse University Press, 2000): 72-101.
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disagree, then retract to God’s [guidance] and then, the messenger}).
What has happened is that Muslims have, to a large extent, reversed the
order when they idealized the Prophet and his traditions more than the
Qur’an, as did Nassir al-din al-Alban, when he made the Hadith central to
the jurisprudence process, instead of the Qur’an.48 Most contemporary
Muslims even forget that the reported extrapolations on the authority of
the Prophet do not supersede the Qur’anic text that states: (“Wa-alladhina
itakhadhu min doonihi [Allah] Awliya’, Allah hafidh ‘alyhim, wa-ma anta
`alayhim biwakil.” {And those who took as guidance some one else
beside God, God is the Most Protector, the Most Knowledgeable, and you
[oh prophet] are not their proxy guardian.} [Surah 42, Shura: 6]). The
Prophetic extrapolations do come after the Qur’an mainly because they
are bound by contextual applications of the message. It seems that the use
of Hadith before the Qur’an results from a misuse of the following
narrative that is attributed to the Prophet: “Inna waliia huwa Allah, wa-al
Muminun al-Salihoon” (My guide is Allah, and the righteous believers).49

Even when we acknowledge the relationship between the ideal and its
application (i.e., the Qur’an and Sunnah), our knowing that the Qur’an is
its best interpreter, (“Allah anzal ahsan alhadith, mutashabihan,
mathani.” {God has revealed the most beautiful message in the form of a
Book consistent with itself, yet repeating its teachings in various aspects.}
[Surah 39, al-Zumar: 23]), should remind us, as Muslims, that we should
not be rigid in applying the prophetic extrapolation and its practices
literally. Therefore, I repeat, it is not simply the opinion of women that
matters. Rather, their self- understanding of the Qur’an from within its
own interpretation, and their acceptance of the message of Tawhid, that is
of utmost importance. “Tawhid” means that the authority lies only with

48 Stephan Lacoix. 2008, (ISIM Review 21: 6-7) states that Nassir al Din al-Albani
makes Hadith the central pillar of juridical process, for Hadith alone, to be a proper
“salafi in fiqh,” may provide answers to matters not found in the Qur’an without
relying on the school of jurisprudence.(accessed Mar. 24, 2009) 
https://openaccess.leidenuniv.nl/bitstream/1887/13326/1/review_21.pdf).

49 Sahaih Bukhari, Book of Adab, 5531.
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God, whose guidance is in the text of the Qur’an: (“Inn hadha al-Qur’an
yahdi lil-allati hia aqwam.” {This Qur’an guides to that which is most
righteous} [Surah 17, Bani Israel: 9]).50

What is important for my thesis is Muslims’ self-identification with
Islam as the Deen of Tawhid, and thus the first five verses of the Qur’an
[Surah 96, al `Alaq: 1-5] affirm reading in the name of God, emphasizing
the divine source of the book, and reminding humans that they were
created as moral beings who have a choice to carry out or refuse the
message. Hence, each individual Muslim has the responsibility of reading
and interpreting the Qur’an in order to be able to carry his/her rights
justly. Since the participation of Muslim women in interpreting the text
has been limited or nil, it means that Muslims contradict the above verses
and what verse 9 of Surah 17 indicates—that the Qur’an is its best
interpreter.51 Fazlur Rahman states after examining most Muslim
interpretations, social habits, and emulations of early traditions: “The way
of building a consensus among these interpretations makes the problems
in such solutions clear in any reading that is missing the educational
dynamics of the Glorious Qur’an.”52 Rahman also explains the confusion
between what is intended of the prophetic sunnah and the sunnah of a
society in a certain era. I specifically focus on the implications of such
confusion and shortcomings for the women and the generations that they
have raised or are still raising. Contemporary Muslims often confuse the
meaning of religion as if it were limited with some rituals and rules that
are applied routinely and in a passive manner with the universal
worldview of Islam.53

Traditional Muslims talk about the ideals of Islam as a just and

50 Nimat Hafez Barazangi, 2004, supra n. 6: 46-47. I do affirm here that it is possible for
each individual to deduct behavioral applications from the Qur’anic guidance if they
set their minds to truly understand the Qur’an from within.

51 Nimat Hafez Barazangi, 2004, supra n. 6: 48-49.
52 Fazlur Rahman. Islamic Methodology in History, Islamabad: Islamic Research

Institute, 1995: 1.
53 Nimat Hafez Barazangi, 2004, supra n. 6: 53.
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peaceful religion, but they often do not accept or develop anew
equilibrated (i.e. Muttaqi) solutions for women’s participation in
developing Islamic thought.54 It seems that this exclusion is because of
their reliance on Fiqh that uses processed Hadith55 without carefully
examining its context and corroboration with the Qur’an, such as the
recent fatwa for not shaking the hand of “strange” women.56 Extremist
Muslims, instead of rationally correcting non-Muslims’ biased views of
Islam, indiscriminately denounce all non-Muslims as unbelievers and
their solutions as unacceptable.57 Some extremists even react by forcing
women’s seclusion in the name of protecting them from the influence of
the “non-believers.” These harsh measures, including violent behavior
against the “defiant” women or against the “infidel others,” result from
rationales based on a Hadith that is contradicted by another.58

The Qur’an clearly shuns violence as a means to achieve justice. It
distinguishes the struggle for justice (jihad) from fighting (qital).59 Since
Islamic behavior is a manifestation of the moral intent of the individual on
fulfilling his/her obligations (taklif),60 we need to understand how certain
moral essentialism was fabricated to separate rights from responsibility
contrary to what is stated in the Qur’an: (“Layukaifu Allah nafsa illa
wis`aha.” {On no soul doth God place a burden greater that it can bear}

54 I thank Jawdat Said for his affirmation that the issue is to create a balanced society (his
comment on my lecture in Damascus, March 6, 2009, see note 18).

55 Nassir al Din al-Albani, Supra n. 48; also, traditional Muslims, according to Martin
Van Bruinessen, “Traditions for the future,” 165, are those who “rely on the teachings
of jurisprudence, or Fiqh, and mostly use Hadith in a ‘processed form’ as quoted in the
Fiqh texts.” (Quoted from Pieternella Van Doorn-Harder. Supra n. 28, .2006: 61). 

56 See the fatwa posted on Lebanon’s Dar al-Ifta` website. (accessed, Feb 13, 2009)
http://www.darfatwa.gov.lb/content.aspx?CatId=139&NewsId=556.(Arabic).

57 Sayyid Qutb [1906-1966], Fi Zilal al Qur’an, 1952 and Jamal al Banna. al ‘Awdah ila
al Qur’an, 1984.

58 Hadith: “God is pleased with two men, one kills the other; they both enter heaven.”
(accessed, Mar. 27, 2009) http://www.al-islam.com/arb/ (Arabic).

59 Muhammad Shahrour, Tajfif Manabe` al-Irhab (Drying-up Sources of Terrorism),
Damascus: al-Ahali, 2008: 20.

60 Majid Fakhri, Ethical Theories in Islam (Leiden: Brill, 1991): 151.
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[Surah 2: 286]). In order to change attitudes about martyrdom or violent
struggle to attain justice, or the conceptions concerning women’s
seclusion and domestic violence,61 we need to understand how such
essentialism has evolved away from the Qur’anic rationality that
emphasizes the relation between rights and responsibility. This
understanding will help us recognize the contradiction in the practice
wherein Muslims emphasize responsibility while ignoring the basic right
to knowledge before carrying out any responsibility.

(5) What are the Challenges facing the process of rethinking Islam?
In my book, Woman’s Identity and the Qur’an: A New Reading (2004),

I focused on self-identity with the Qur’an being the primary and the basic
source of Islam, as a means for women to regain their rights from within
and to reassert their authority in reinterpreting Qur’anic gender justice.
My book and other similar works, as mentioned above, have begun to take
hold among some intellectual Muslims, but some elitist males and females
and the masses of Muslims still use, or misuse, the “prophetic tradition”
to justify the existing biased practices.62 Therefore, the following three
recommendations are to be taken as a priori before we can ensure that
Muslims are ready to change.

1. Change the paradigm and the premises about the meaning of
Islam and Muslims.

Islam is neither a law nor a dogma. Islam is basically a religio-moral-
rational guidance. It is an action-oriented worldview that encompasses
social, cultural, and political elements, including religious and secular
reasoning (Ijtihad). I capitalized on this worldview’s reliance on human
capacity of reason to reconstruct a fair decision-making process that

61 For example, the interpretation of Jamal Badawi, 1995, supra n. 23. 
62 Ingrid Mattson, the Director of Hartford Seminary, and the first woman president of

the Islamic Society of North America (ISNA), “supports male privilege in leading
prayers, based on her understanding of Sunnah (Muhammad’s example).” (accessed
July 24, 2008) http://www.mecca.com/modules/lifestyle/print.php?id=1432&lang=english).
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brings equilibrium (Taqwa) to individual and communal relations. In the
process, I explained how tension in the domestic relationship is reflected
in tensions in national and international relationships and vice versa. The
history of teaching Islam in western institutions has been perpetuating the
concept of Islam as a law because Islam has been mainly taught by non-
Muslim men who often understood Islam from the framework of their
own tradition, particularly the Hebrew tradition, where religion is viewed
as a law, while Islam is basically a guidance to the mind and to morality.63

Unfortunately, today’s Muslims repeat the same concepts without
realizing the dire far reaching implications. 

Furthermore, the view of Islam as a law has also been influenced by
the Christian missionary emphasis on elite male leadership. The February
7, 2008 statement by the Archbishop of Canterbury, for example,
represents exactly such emphasis. Although it looked as if he was doing a
favor to Muslims when he stated that British lawmakers should come to
some “accommodation with some aspects of Muslim law, as we already
do with aspects of other kinds of religious law,”64 I could see an immediate
problem here. The Archbishop’s statement is an excellent example of
misunderstanding the difference between the Islamic guiding principles
and what is known as “Islamic law or shari`a.” The present Muslim legal
systems consist predominantly of centuries-old interpretations and
customary practices by Muslim males that were transformed into “law”
with the support of the colonials to subdue the conservative Muslim male
leaders then.65 The Archbishop’s statement, in my view, is not different,
and it also represents a gross miscalculation of the consequences and the

63 Nimat Hafez Barazangi, 2004. supra n. 6, Chapter 1.
64 “Archbishop of Canterbury Surrenders to Islamic Law.” (accessed 02/10/08)

http://thoughtsongod.wordpress.com/2008/02/09/archbishop-of-canterbury-
surrenders-to-islamic-law/).

65 See Wael B. Hallaq, “Can the Shari`a Be Restored” in Yvonne Haddad and Barbara
Stowasser. Islamic Law and the Challenge of Modernity (Walnut Creek: Alta Mira
Press, 2004b): 21-53; See also Nimat Hafez Barazangi (2004, supra n. 6, chapter 4),
in which she distinguishes between Qur’anic Shari`a and other shari`a.
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implications of such a move, not only for England, but for Muslims and
non-Muslims around the globe. Has the Archbishop forgotten the
hardship that women have been suffering since similar rulings were
imposed on Muslims and other religious groups by the British and other
colonials during the 19th and 20th centuries?66

Another related issue here is that “Overwhelmingly Islam has been
produced by the academic writings as a coherent and homogeneous
religious experience.”67 Saba Mahmood asserts, “The everyday reality
of Muslim communities in different parts of the world renders such
conceptualization of Islam [as an oppressing religious law] highly
problematic.”68 I would add here, we cannot, therefore, separate what is
ethical from the political [or legal] in the analysis of Muslim cultural
issues.69 In my research, I understand Islam as a worldview that affects
the everyday lives of Muslims, including religious experience, but is
not limited to it. Furthermore, it is imperative to realize that the mature
Muslim individual is not legally bound by Islamic guidelines unless she
(or he) has morally and conscientiously chosen the Islamic principles
as stated in the Qur’an,70 not as they have been interpreted through
history.

66 Varsha Chitnis and Danaya Wright, “The Legacy of Colonialism: Law and Women’s
rights in India,” Law Review: (Washington and Lee University School of Law, 64, 2,
2007): 1315 -1348.

67 See Svetlana Peshkova. Sp 2008 syllabus “Anthropology of Islam: Everyday lives of
Muslim women and men in different contemporary communities.” (Syracuse
University, Religion 400). (accessed, Jan 20, 2008)
http://religion.syr.edu/syllabi/Spring2008/REL400LanaSp08.pdf).

68 Saba Mahmood, 2005. “Feminist Theory, Agency, and the Libratory Subject” in On
Shifting Ground: Muslim Women in the Global Era, ed., Fereshteh Nouraie-Simone
(New York: The Feminist Press): 111-153.

69 The conflict resulting from the proposal to introduce shari`a in Canadian law is a good
example here. See for example, Anna Korteweg, “The Shari’a Debate in Ontario.”
Sociologist for Women in Sociology (2008): 434-454.

70 Nimat Hafez Barazangi, 2004. supra n. 6.
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2. Accept Muslim women scholars as authorities in reinterpreting
Islamic sources.

We should accept Muslim women scholars as authorities, mainly in
interpreting the Qur’an from within its own framework. Muslim women
need to speak for themselves, especially on issues related to religious and
public policies.71 The Islamic religio-moral-rational discourse offers
alternative interpretations of social issues in the Islamic sources
themselves. Hence, by shifting the practice of Islamic jurisprudence from
being limited to the male elite into a community-based consultative
practice, Muslim women will be able to change attitudes and customary
practices, and subsequently legislations, through establishing a viable
social order that is ethically based.

In addition to asserting Muslim women’s moral autonomy and agency,
we also need to assert the right and responsibility of every individual
Muslim to understanding the Qur’an without an intermediary.
Unfortunately, even when women develop their own reform movements
and/or interpretations from the works of `Aisha `Abd al Rahman and
Fatima Mernissi72 to those of Amina Wadud, traditional female preachers
and leaders, from Zaynab al Ghazali73 to Ingrid Mattson, continue to
emphasize the perception of women’s role as complementary. Because of
them, the status quo has not changed and injustice persists.

Despite the fact that cultural tension between Muslims and Westerners
helped to bring some women’s voices to the surface, it is time for Muslim

71 For example, women do not need reaffirmation of traditional male scholars to validate
their research findings and reinterpretations of the Qur’an, as was done by the
Progressive Muslim Union when they asked some scholars to validate that women
could lead a coeducational congregational prayer (2007). See note 15.

72 Fatima Mernissi, Beyond the veil: male-female dynamics in a modern Muslim society
(Cambridge, Mass., Schenkman Pub. Co.( New York 1975) and Islam and democracy:
fear of the modern world (trans. Mary Jo Lakeland, (Cambridge, Mass.: Perseus
Publishing, 2002).

73 Zaynab al-Ghazali, Humum al mar’ah al Muslimah wa-al da`iyah Zaynab al Ghazali
(al-Qahirah: Dar al-I’tisam, 1990).
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women now to speak for themselves, so they can change extreme views
from within. The sad realities of the status of Iraqi women on the ground
and within the new Iraqi constitution are a glaring example of the failure
of outside intervention (in this case by the US occupying authority) in
policy-making within Muslim societies and the absence of the
conscientious Muslim women from the process. As a result, Iraqi women
lost their place in decision-making when some extremists in the new
administration insisted on including “religious edicts” as a base for
domestic rulings. Thus, Iraqi women went back 40 years in their personal
affairs.74

3. Incorporate Muslim women’s scholarship on the Qur’an into
the mainstream sources on Islamic thought and recognize them as
central to any curricular or legal development process about Islam. 

The few Muslim female scholar-activists who are capturing this
momentum to reinterpret Islam’s primary sources in order to take their
place in the decision-making process within their Muslim communities
and societies are hoping to implement a fundamental aspect of the social
justice contract between Muslims and Islam. Indeed, this is the essential
move toward accomplishing comprehensive human rights for
themselves, as well as challenging the unwarranted authority and the
hijacked Islamic authority that Muslim men have held for about fourteen
centuries.

These Muslim women scholars, though relatively limited in number,
are constructing new knowledge and new meanings of the Islamic
worldview that are neither ethnic nor gender-based. In addition, these
women scholars represent about ten percent of their cohorts who teach at

74 I commented on the constitution in a limited manner, as a consultant to the UNDP,
suggesting some modifications to items related to women’s participation in the
decision- making process as evidenced in the Qur’an. Unfortunately, the final draft
dropped some of these items because the US authority allowed conservative religious
leaders to include a clause stating that all legislations be judged against specific
Muslim interpretation.
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American universities and colleges in the field of gender and Islamic
studies.75 Through their teaching they are exploring “the ways in which
Muslim women have constructed, reassessed, and articulated Islam and
their place within it.”76 Although both words “Islam” and “Muslim” are
highly contested, and may mean different things to different people, these
women scholars are concerned with maintaining and/or regaining their
identity and identification with Islam as a worldview and a belief system.
Thus, they are affirming their agency and moral autonomy as well as the
ethical injunctions as superior to legal enactments in the action-oriented
Qur’anic gender revolution.77

(6) Conclusions
Muslims, particularly women, expect others to accept them and their

ideas as they are because of their “unjust” situation or social connection,
but they do not realize that some of the injustices are the result of their
own ignorance or misperception of their own religion/culture and of
human relations. Most of the current agents who are attempting change
rely mainly on oral narratives of Ahadith (plural of Hadith), often without
verifying their authenticity or corroboration with the Qur’an. We saw
earlier how negative use of Hadith justifies inferior perception and
treatment of women, including the justification of domestic violence, as
for example in the interpretation of the verses of Qawama and Daraja:
(“Al-Rijal qawamun ‘al al-Nisa’…” {Males are responsible towards
women…}[Surah 4, Al-Nisa`: 34]) and (“W-al-mutallaqat yatrabbasna
bi-anfusihenna thalathat quru’,…wa-lahunn mithla alladhi ‘alyhun bial-
ma’rouf, wa-lil- rijal ‘alyhunn Daraja.”{And those who are divorced
have a waiting period of three months,…and they have an equal share of

75 I have reached this estimate by calculating the number of those participating in a
particular petition within the membership of the Middle East Studies Association,
2007.

76 Kelly Pemberton, 2007, supra n. 4.
77 Nimat Hafez Barazangi, 2004. supra n. 6, Chapter 3.
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rights and responsibilities, and men have an edge of responsibility toward
them.} [Surah 2, Al-Baqara: 228]). Unfortunately, interpreters considered
these two verses as a license to give men special status and an upper hand
over women.78 Thus, these interpretations not only caused women to lose
their self-identity with Islam—the woman was perceived as if she
possessed a proxy morality or a complementary role, but they also caused
the following generations to lose their self-identity with Islam. As a
consequence, women and the generations that they raised have lost the
capacity to relate to the Qur’an—without the intermediary
interpretations—and the ability to defend themselves against violence and
oppression.

Therefore, I recommended the above actions if we are serious in our
attempts to
(1) Better understand Islam.
(2) Help change attitudes about Muslim women, gender justice, and the

views of the “other.”
(3) Support the participation of young generations of Muslims into

building their own culture and understanding Western cultures.
(4) Achieve justice that will subsequently result in peaceful and just

intercultural relations.
The main implication of my recommendations is to change the

prevalent premises and paradigms of reconstructing Islamic thought, as
well as the choice of resources about Islam and about intercultural policy
making. With my alternative paradigm, I hope we can also stop extremists
from keeping a hold over Islam. Though my proposed strategies are
mainly intended to help Muslim women develop their capacities to
determine their own destiny, they will, consequently, contribute to
societal and attitudinal transformation among the next generations of
Muslims. Eventually, these strategies will also help to educate young
Muslims who self-identify themselves with the Qur’an in understanding

78 Nimat Hafez Barazangi, 2004. supra n. 6, Chapter 4.
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Western law and politics79 and bring about a just order in the process of
rethinking Islam from within.

79 I borrowed this idea from Sherene H. Razack, Casting out: the eviction of Muslims
from Western law and politics, 5 (Toronto: Univ. of Toronto, 2008), but I take an
optimistic view of her argument. She argues that the stereotypical figures that came to
represent the “war on terror” are “promoted to justify the expulsion of Muslims from
the political community, a process that takes the form of stigmatization, surveillance,
incarceration, torture, and bombing.” I hope that by deconstructing the arguments
about the exclusive use of civil law to assess Muslim attitudes, we will be able to help
facilitate a change in the prevailing perspectives of Islam. Consequently, Muslims may
renounce violence as a means to achieve justice when they are included in the
development of their own and that of Western law and politics.
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THE ABSENCE OF MUSLIM WOMEN IN SHAPING 
ISLAMIC THOUGHT:  

FOUNDATIONS OF MUSLIMS’ PEACEFUL AND JUST 
CO-EXISTENCE 

Nimat Hafez Barazangi  

I. SUMMARY 

This paper explores the ethical and legal pedagogy of the current 
debates on “reforming” Muslim societies, whether they claim to reform 
social and legal systems, reform educational institutions, or liberate 
Muslim women.  Since these debates claim to achieve balance in global 
or domestic conflicts, I address the foundations of these debates by 
answering three questions:  

(1) Are the rationales for American and/or European governments’ 
interventions justified?;  

(2) Can the discipline of civil law help in rethinking Islam for 
Muslims; and  

(3) Are Muslims themselves ready to critically address the use and 
misuse of Islam’s primary sources (the Qur’an and particularly the 
Hadith) in their rethinking of Islam? 

I argue that rather than seeking to “reform others,” in this case 
Muslims with an elitist attitude and sometimes violent interventions, we 
scholars of law and religion, scholars of Islam, policy-makers, and social 
justice researchers would be better off if: 

(1) we thought of Islam as a religio-moral rational worldview, 
rather than a set of laws,  

(2) we recognized Muslims as subject to historical transformation, 
like any other religious groups, and understood how they developed 
their present views of Islam, and  
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Healey for her editorial support. 
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(3) we considered our own real responsibilities to address the forms 
of global injustices as powerful shapers of world politics, particularly 
the politics of difference—the view that the “other” is inferior, and 
women’s role as mostly complementary to men. 

These arguments will be developed by addressing (a) the 
limitations on “reforming” Muslim societies if one only continues the 
common debates and practices of what is known as “Islamic law” or 
“shari’a law,” (b) the deficiencies in confusing Islamic guidelines with 
current customary and legal systems in Muslim societies, (c) the 
problems resulting from confusing Islamic principles in the Qur’an with 
their extrapolations in the Prophetic tradition (the Sunnah or Hadith) and 
especially with jurisprudence rulings (Fiqh) or customary practices 
(‘Adat or ‘Urf), and (d) the effects of Muslim women’s absence in 
shaping Islamic thought, from the time of the first Muslim community 
about fourteen centuries ago. 

In the first section of the paper, after introducing the ethical 
pedagogy of the Qur’an, I look at the danger that those who claim to 
speak on behalf of Muslim women may improperly blame the Islamic 
religion, ignoring the chaotic post-colonial historical and political 
dynamics, such as the dominance of patriarchal, monarchical, dictatorial 
regimes in most of the Muslim societies and communities that are in fact 
responsible for women’s situation in these countries.  Then, looking at 
contemporary discourses about “democratizing” the Muslim legal 
systems with a focus on earlier colonial and missionary claims of 
“civilizing” Muslims, particularly women, I explain why we need to 
change our premises and paradigms for evaluating social life in 
countries where Muslims are in the majority.  With such a change, we 
may appreciate the different meanings of religion, law, and women’s 
rights. 

In the second section of the paper, I outline the context for my new 
paradigm, summarize the challenges facing the contemporary process of 
rethinking Islam such as legitimizing Muslim female scholars’ authority 
and leadership in the religious/political/legal decision-making process, 
and reflect on how the process has been affected by the misuse of 
Hadith.  I conclude by making some recommendations with specific 
strategies for equilibrated peaceful and just co-existence among and 
between Muslims and non-Muslims.  These strategies are mainly 
intended to help Muslim women develop their capabilities to determine 
their own destiny and, thereby to contribute to societal and attitudinal 
transformation among Muslims.  Eventually, these strategies may also 
help the young generation of Muslims to (a) develop their own identity 
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within the Qur’anic guidance, (b) have a better understanding of 
Western law and politics, (c) be included in the development of their 
own legal systems as well as those of Western law and politics, and (d) 
consequently, bring some justice into the process of rethinking Islam. 

II. DEFINITION OF TERMS 

A.  Islam, as Deen (in Arabic): a worldview that encompasses 
religio-moral and rational guidance, as outlined in the only divine 
and the first primary source of Islam, the Qur’an. 
B.  Shari’ah, with a capital “S”: the path that is guided by 
Qur’anic ethos (Surah, 45, al Jathiyah: 18). 
C.  Hadith: reports of the Prophet Muhammad’s words and deeds, 
known as his tradition (Sunnah), and the second primary source of 
Islam.  We need to distinguish between the Prophet’s tradition and 
the historical or natural laws that the Qur’an references as Sunnah 
with a capital “S.”1 
D.  Tafsir: exegeses or interpretations of the Qur’an, based mainly 
on Hadith and biographies. 
E.  Fiqh: jurisprudence rules based on the Qur’an, Qur’anic 
exegesis and Hadith. 
F.  ‘Ulema: scholars of Islam (scholars of Tafsir, of Hadith, or of 
Fiqh).  In contemporary Muslim societies, ‘Alem (sing, a scholar 
of Islam) is thought of mainly as one who studied in one of the 
traditional Muslim institutions (e.g., al Azhar, Deoband, and 
Qum). 
G.  Instruments of scholarship concerning Islam: 
  1. Ijtihad: Individual systematic reasoning within the framework 
of the Qur’an. 
  2. Fiqh: Interpretive ruling.  Traditionally recognized schools of 
Fiqh are four Sunni schools, and one Shi’a. 
  3. Shura: mutual consultative process among the Muslim 
community. 
 

                                                           
 1. Jawdat Sa’id, Law, Religion And The Prophetic Method of Social Change, 15 J.L. & 
Religion 83, 95 n. 15 (Afra Jalabi trans. 2000-01) (discussing the “Sunaniah” (Nomotheticism) in 
the Qur’an); Nimat Hafez Barazangi, Vicegerency and  Gender Justice in Islam, in Islamic Identity 
and the Struggle for Justice 77 (Nimat Hafez Barazangi, M. Raquibuz Zaman, Omar Afzal eds., 
U. Press Fla. 1996) (discussing the difference between the Qur’anic Sunnah, the prophetic sunnah, 
and the sunnah of the companions, or of the Muslim community). 
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  4. Ijma’: consensus of the Umma (Muslim universal 
community).  Often, Ijma’ is unjustly limited to elite males. 
  5. Qiyas: analogy to precedent cases. 

III. INTRODUCTION: WHAT ARE THE BASIC ISSUES IN RETHINKING ISLAM 
FOR A PEACEFUL AND JUST CO-EXISTENCE AND HOW DOES THE ETHICAL 

PEDAGOGICAL FRAMEWORK OF THE QUR’AN ADDRESS THEM? 

As an educator concerned with the foundations of Islamic and 
Arabic studies, I have spent a good deal of my time exploring the ethical 
and legal pedagogy of current debates on “reforming” Muslim societies.  
However, one major phenomenon continues to be overlooked in these 
debates, and hence will be the focus of my paper.  This phenomenon is 
that Muslim women have remained a passive force in changing the 
negative practices of contemporary Islamic thought and the resulting 
injustices.  Despite the significance of recent contributions by some 
Muslim female scholars to the reinterpretation of the Qur’an, conditions 
for the majority of the seven hundred million Muslim women in the 
world have not changed.  Women are still being excluded from equal 
agency with men, from full participation in the shaping of Islamic 
society, and thus from full and equal Islamic identity, primarily because 
of patriarchal readings of the Qur’an and the entire range of early 
Qur’anic literature, and especially the Prophet Muhammad’s reported 
sunnah compiled in the Hadith literature.2  In these patriarchal readings, 
women are mostly viewed as secondary and/or complementary in the 
evolved structure of Muslim communities; thus, they remain potential 
subjects of abuse.  In order to change, correct, and transform these 
views, we need to change the premises and paradigms used in studying 
Islam and reforming Muslim societies, particularly to claim the 
liberation of women and the elimination of violence. 

The Qur’an provides the ethical pedagogical framework for 
liberating Islam from its interpreters, be they Orientals or Occidentals: 
“Inna hadha al Qur'an yahdi lillati hia aqwam wa-yubashir al Mu'mineen 
alladheen ya`maluna al Salihat ann lahum ajran kabeera” (This Qur’an 
guides to that which is most stable (or right), and gives the glad tidings 
to the believers who work deeds of righteousness).3  I, therefore, 
recommend the following four specific strategies for equilibrated 
                                                           
 2. Nimat Hafez Barazangi, Woman’s Identity and the Qur’an: A New Reading (U. Press  Fla. 
2004).  See ch. 2 for further details on Qur’anic sciences and literature. 
 3. Qur’an, Surah 17, Bani Israel: 9.  My reference to the Qur’an is mainly taken from A. 
Yusuf Ali, The Holy Qur'an: Text, Translation and Commentary (McGregor & Werner 1946).  
The few exceptions are either from a website (provided) or represent my own translation (noted).  
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peaceful and just coexistence among and between Muslims and non-
Muslims: (1) move from focusing on Islam as a law and a dogma to 
viewing it as a religio-moral-rational guidance; (2) let Muslim women 
speak for themselves on issues of religious and public policies; (3) 
connect the historical to the present in understanding the various views 
and their implications; and (4) incorporate Muslim women’s scholarship 
into the mainstream sources on Islamic thought. 

Historical events require us to reconnect what is ethical in Islam 
with the political and legal in the analysis of Muslims’ perceptions of 
legitimate Islamic law sources and the consequent behavioral 
manifestations in Muslim-dominated societies and in Muslim minority 
communities. 

Despite many attempts to reform Muslim societies during the past 
two centuries, the living conditions for the majority of Muslims, 
particularly the women, remain pathetic and unjust.  These ineffective 
reform attempts may have resulted from their being polarized or fixated 
on certain symptoms, overlooking the core of the problem—Muslim 
women’s absence in shaping Islamic thought.  Muslim reformers, from 
Jamal al Din al Afghani (1838-97) and Muhammad ‘Abduh (1845-
1905), to Muhammad Arkoun and ‘Abdullahi Ahmed an Na’im,4 mainly 
use Western frameworks and analytical tools, thus creating discontent 
and sometimes distrust among “orthodox” Muslims (those who follow 
the literal meanings of the texts). 

Other reformers, from Mahmud Taha to Muhammad Shahrur,5 
have used the Qur’anic framework and produced radical interpretations 
of the Qur’an that have been questioned and often rejected by 
traditionalists (those who follow the traditional interpretations of texts).  
At times, these polarized views were considered by extremists as against 
Islam and their proponents were labeled as apostates; in some cases, 
extremists called for violent action against them.  Meanwhile, 
traditionalists, from Sayyid Qutb (1906-66) and Jamal al Banna, to 
Yusuf al Qaradawi6 have generated more stringent interpretations of 

                                                           
 4. Jamal al Din al Afghani, al `Urwa al Wuthqa wa-al Thawra al Tahririyah al Kubra (2d 
ed., Dar al-'Arab lil-'Bustani 1958) (Arabic); Muhammad ‘Abduh, Al Islam din al Ilm wa-al 
Madaniya (Sina` lil Nashr 1964) (Arabic); Muhammad Arkoun, Rethinking Islam: Common 
Questions, Uncommon Answers (Robert D. Lee trans., Westview Press 1994); Abdullahi Ahmed 
An-Na’im, Toward an Islamic Reformation: Civil Liberties, Human Rights, and International Law 
(Syracuse U. Press 1990). 
 5. Mahmud Taha, Al Risalah al Thaniyah min al Islam (The Second Message of Islam) 
(Abdullah an-Na'im trans., Syracuse U. Press 1987); Muhammad Shahrur, al Qur’an wa-al Kitab: 
Qira’a Mua’sira (al Ahali 1990) (Arabic). 
 6. Sayyid Qutb, Fi Zilal al Qur’an v. 1 & 2 (1st printing, Dar Ihiya` al-Kutub al-'Arabiyah 
1952) (Arabic); Jamal al Banna, al ‘Awdah ilá al Qur’an (al-Ittihad al-Islami al-Dawli lil- Amal 
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Islam as they relied on jurisprudence, and mostly used Hadith in a 
processed form as quoted in the Fiqh texts. 

These reform attempts were also polarized primarily because they 
suggested a change in women’s role.  Yet despite (or because of) these 
attempts, women have become more dependent on the religious and 
secular governments’ rhetoric or action.7  Historically, every time 
women have been discussed, new waves of patriarchal interpretations, 
shrouded in claims for gender equity, also have been.8  Recently, these 
traditional patriarchal views are being used by Salafis (followers of 
precedent practices) or those who call themselves “Islamists” to keep 
women from taking leadership positions, and even to justify domestic 
violence and/or state punishment of women who fail to comply with 
patriarchal norms.  Since women’s role has been mostly viewed as 
secondary and/or complementary in the structure of all Muslim societies, 
it seems that every reform attempt, intentionally or unintentionally, 
reinforces the inferior status of women, thereby adding to the injustices 
they suffer. 

In the course of any reform movement, we need to understand how 
today’s Muslims perceive the Islamic concept of justice.  This requires 
an exploration of the sources on which they rely since most of them 
indiscriminately view all of these sources as sacred.9  In addition, we 
need to understand the complex methodological issues present in 
verifying the validity and reliability of a Hadith.  The ease with which 
Muslim “reformists” or Salafis quote a Hadith is not accompanied by 
their willingness to let the public validate its authenticity and/or 
corroboration with the Qur’an.  Therefore, uninformed Muslims tend to 
accept reformists’ rationales as valid, both because of their inability to 
verify the validity of a Hadith or because of their fear of being stamped 
as “infidel” if they argue against the rationale drawn from it.  In essence, 
I focus my arguments on how some Muslims have come to interpret 
some religious sources to license violence as the exclusive means to 
                                                                                                                                       
1984) (Arabic); Yusuf al Qaradawi, al Fiqh al-Islami Bayna al Asalah wa-al Tajidid (Dar al 
Sahwah lil Nashr1986) (Arabic). 
 7. First Lady of Syria, Asma’ Asad, in a conference on developing the role of Syrian and 
Turkish women, stated that the main point is how to change the role of women from a follower to 
a complementary role.  See http://www.tishreen.info/_default.asp?FileName=8215762502008 
10220203 (accessed Oct. 10, 2008) (on file with author). 
 8. Jamal Badawi, Gender Equity in Islam: Basic Principles (Am. Trust Publications 1995); 
also, the President of ISNA (Islamic Society of North America), Ingrid Mattson, still talks about 
gender equity, resonating the sentiments of male leaders.  Dr. Ingrid Mattson, Gender Equity: The 
Islamic Perspective, http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=C7SF-bGJ23c (accessed May 16, 2009). 
 9. See Pieternella Van Doorn-Harder, Women Shaping Islam: Indonesian Women Reading 
the Qur’an 2-3 (U. Ill. 2006) (discussing why traditionalists view all sources of Islam, including 
jurisprudence (fiqh) books as holy texts). 
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defend their rights or to assert men’s guardianship over women.  Since 
one of these sources is Hadith, and since Hadith is used more often 
instead of the Qur’an, I propose to investigate the historical evolution of 
some of these usages and their consequent interpretations.  

IV. THE CONTEXT: WHY DO THESE ISSUES MATTER AND WHY WE 
NEED TO RETHINK ISLAM? 

Humans everywhere seek justice and there is the potential for 
peaceful solutions, even among militant Muslims, once injustice is 
corrected.10  Looking at the historical evolution of the use and 
interpretations of Hadith as the main challenge facing the process of 
rethinking Islam and reforming Muslim societies, the most critical factor 
in my thesis is the absence of Muslim women scholars from the 
religious/political/legal leadership in the decision-making process. 

For instance, on July 11, 2001, the Executive Director of 
KARAMAH (Muslim Women Lawyers for Human Rights) testified 
before the Department of State on behalf of Muslim women’s religious 
rights against the French government and other European countries who 
were discriminating against Muslim women wearing headscarves.11  
After September 11, 2001, even some American Muslim women were 
either confined to their homes or forced to remove their head covers for 
fear of being harassed or viewed as a threat to security.  Meanwhile, and 
to my knowledge, neither KARAMAH nor other Muslim women 
organizations that I know of have addressed the problem of some 
Muslim societies forcing certain forms of dress on women, such as in 
Saudi Arabia, Iran, and Afghanistan.  We must ask why. 

Muslims, particularly women, are not exercising their own agency 
fully, and even when they are actively involved in seeking justice for 
themselves or for other women, they often use others’ interpretations 
instead of developing their own.12  In addition, although it is obvious 

                                                           
10. Barazangi, et al., supra n. 1, at 1-8. 

 11. Department of State, 01-H461-95 Testimony NO: 2, July 11, 2001, p. 35-87, 
http://web.lexis-nexis.com/congcomp/document?_m=4ae49d2facb64ac0470a3312b09a500f&_doc 
num=1&wchp=dGLbVzz-zSkSA&_md5=2a42f8233317dbaf24b08c5fdb60f799 (accessed Mar. 
26, 2009). 
 12. Kacia Ali, Progressive Muslims and Islamic Jurisprudence: The Necessity for Critical 
Engagement with Marriage and Divorce Law, in Progressive Muslims: On Justice, Gender, and 
Pluralism 169, 163-169 (Omid Safi ed., One World Publication 2003), critiques  reformist work of 
Muslim women al-Hibri, Wadud, Hassan, and Barlas because it highlights the egalitarian texts of 
Qur’an and Hadith but ignores the cultural influence that shaped the Fiqh: “The reality is that 
many women in Muslim countries continue to suffer injustices within their marriage  because their 
husband’s frame of reference about marriage adheres mainly to the Fiqh.” (quoted in Van Doorn-
Harder, supra n. 9, at 10). 
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that religious extremism is the result of ignorance or misinterpretation of 
the primary sources, the majority of Muslim male scholars tend to shrink 
from the task of reforming this malaise, or they are not ready to accept it 
as such.13  Furthermore, most Muslims, because of the effects of 
imposed nationalism,14 practice Islam as a dogma.15  As a result, the 
foundational principles of Islam as stated in the Qur’anic revealed text, 
documented and sealed in the seventh century A.D., are confused with 
Prophet Muhammad’s contextually-bound extrapolations, and with the 
socially-based jurisprudential rules.  Because politicians as well as 
scholars call all of these sources “Islamic shari’a,” or as it is known in 
the West “shari’a law,”16 ordinary people, including the majority of 
Muslims, confuse the binding levels of these sources and separate what 
is morally from what is legally binding.17  Meanwhile, Western 
governments rely mainly on distorted negative understandings of Islam 
and Muslims; and given the Judeo-Christian views of religion, Islam is 
perceived as a religious law that needs reformation in the same manner 
as the European reformation—by separating state and church.  Even 
though there has not been a real separation between faith and politics in 
Europe, the United States, and generally in the West, these perceptions 
of Islam are perpetuated by the majority of non-Muslims who teach or 
consult about Islam.18  Thus, the ensuing debates on reforming Muslim 
societies are, in my view, based on the wrong premises, and hence, I 
question their rationales and effectiveness. 

Contemporary laws practiced in Muslim societies (incorrectly 
known as shari’a laws) are neither morally binding, nor valid in current 
space and time.  Qur’anic Shari’ah (with a capital “S”) is the only 
divine, binding source concerning the principles of Islam.19  It means the 
                                                           
 13. Jawdat Sa’id, in his Law, Religion And The Prophetic Method of Social Change, supra n. 
1, at 83, also talks about “the world sheltering the intellectual viruses that destroy us.” 
 14. The Formation of Islamic law (Wael B. Hallaq ed., Ashgate/Variorum 2004), suggests 
that the idea that Islamic law is a viable legal system is questionable in light of the changes in the 
conception of legal authority brought about by the  advent of the nation state. 
 15. Nimat Hafez Barazangi, Religious Education, in Oxford Encyclopedia of Islamic Studies 
(2008) (available at http://www.oxfordislamicstudies.com/article/opr/t236/ e0212?_hi=4&_pos=2) 
(login necessary). 
 16. Tamara Sonn, http://www.oxfordislamicstudies.com/Public/focus/essay0408_shariah. 
html (accessed Mar. 24, 2009) (login necessary). 
 17. Barazangi, supra n. 1. 
 18. The Salzburg Global Seminar announcement of October 25-30, 2008, for the Islamic and 
International Law program, is a good example of this perception.  It starts with “Shari’a law and 
Islamic legal traditions are. . . .” as if these are two different entities! (on file with author). 
 19. The Qur’an states: “Thumma Ja’alnaka ‘Ala Shari’aten mina al’Amr fa-Itabi’ha, wala 
tatb’ Ahwa' alladheen layaa’lamun.”  (Then we put thee on the [right] way [path] of Religion: so 
follow thou that [way], and follow not the desires of those who know not.).  Qur’an, Surah 45, al 
Jathiyah: 18. 
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path that is guided by Qur’anic ethos.20  Yet, generations of Muslims 
have been affected by the confused views of leaders to the point that the 
majority of them believe shari’ah (with a small ‘s’) to be directly 
revealed from God.21  One outcome of confusing the prophetic 
extrapolations and interpretive jurisprudence with Qur’anic Shari’ah has 
been biased views toward women22 and the “other.”  Thus, we need to 
study critically the Qur’an and the Hadith in order to change the 
perceived role of women as complementary so women are assured the 
primary role intended for them.  This work is also necessary to eradicate 
the extremists’ sweeping notions of the religious “other” as infidel.23  

The first principle in understanding the Qur’an is that the mature 
individual Muslim is not bound legally by Islam unless s/he has 
conscientiously accepted its moral principles as stated in the Qur’an 
itself.24  Islam as Deen (worldview) is basically textual, not based on an 
event (for example, Christ’s resurrection in Christianity), or on a law (as 
the law of the Torah in Judaism).  The content of the text within the 
Qur’an is what defines all Islamic beliefs.  The Qur’an also reminds us 
that it is not because of the Prophet Muhammad that Muslims accept the 
Qur’an, but because of the Qur’an, they accept the authority of the 
Prophet.25 

What has happened is that Muslims have, to a large extent, 
reversed the order when they idealized the Prophet and his traditions.  
Most contemporary Muslims even forget that the reported extrapolations 
on the authority of the Prophet do not supersede the Qur’anic text, 
mainly because they are bound by contextual applications of the 
message.  Muslims also forget that the Prophet himself forbade his 
companions from documenting his sunnah while the Qur’an was 
revealed throughout the twenty-three years of his prophecy, and until his 

                                                           
 20. Barazangi, supra n. 2, at 103-104. 
 21. Van Doorn-Harder, supra n. 9, at 262. 

22. Leila Ahmed, Women and Gender in Islam 85 (Yale U. Press 1992), discusses the jurists 
being influenced in their elaboration of a system of marital rights and obligations by the norms 
governing slavery. 

23. Bassam Tibi, The Return of the Sacred to Politics as a Constitutional Law, 55 Theoria 91, 
98 (Apr. 2008). 
 24. Barazangi, supra n. 2, at ch. 3; Clark Lombardi, Book Review, 22 J.L. & Religion 607, 
607 (2006-07) (reviewing Paul R.  Powers, Intent in Islamic Law: Motive and Meaning in 
Medieval Sunni Fiqh (Brill 2005)) (stating that Paul Powers, in the reviewed book, discusses how 
classical Islamic jurists thought that “an actor’s ‘intent’ affected the ‘legality’ of his actions”).  
Lombardi further clarifies “legality,” noting that Islamic jurists worked with a “five-part typology 
of actions: required, prohibited, recommended, reprehensible or neutral.”  Id. at 607 n. 1. 

25. Maysam al Faruqi, Women’s Self-Identity in the Qur’an and Islamic Law, in Windows of 
Faith: Muslim Women Scholar-Activists in North America 76 (Gisela Webb ed., Syracuse U. Press 
2000). 
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death.26  He was concerned that Muslims might mix the two sources.  
His early companions realized the magnitude of his concerns and made 
special efforts to collect the Qur’anic scrolls into one authorized 
document within one decade of his death.  By contrast, the reports of 
sunnah were collected, transmitted and taught orally for over a century 
after the death of Prophet Muhammad before they began to be collected 
in written form and codified in what later became known as Hadith 
collections.27 

What is important for my thesis is Muslims’ self-identification with 
Islam as the Deen of Tawhid.  Tawhid means that the authority lies only 
with God, whose guidance is in the text of the Qur’an.  Hence, each 
individual Muslim has the personal responsibility of reading and 
interpreting the Qur’an in order to be able to live out his/her rights and 
duties justly.  The Qur’an: “Iqra’ kitabaka, Kafa bi-nafsika alyawma 
alika hasiba.” (Read thine [own] record: sufficient is thy soul this day to 
make out an account against thee.)28  Also, the first verses of the Qur’an 
indicate the first order of things: “Iqr’, bismi Rabika Alladhi khalaq, . . . 
Alladhi `allama bil-qalam.”  (Proclaim [or Read] in the name of thy lord 
and cherisher [God] who created-, . . .  He who taught [the use of] the 
pen).29

Since the participation of Muslim women in interpreting the text 
has been extremely limited, I specifically focus on how failure to respect 
this teaching has harmed women and the generations that they have 
raised or are still raising.  Traditional Muslims talk about the ideals of 
Islam, about a just and peaceful religion, but they often do not accept or 
develop anew equilibrated solutions for women’s participation because 
they rely on Fiqh that uses processed Hadith.30  Traditional Muslims, 
instead of rationally correcting non-Muslims’ biased views of Islam, 

                                                           
 26. ‘Abd al-Malik Ibn Hisham (d. 834) & Tahqiq Abd al Salam Haroun, Tahdhib Sirat Ibn 
Hisham vol. 2, 141 (n.p. n.d.) (Arabic) (on file with author). 
 27. Hadith, in The Oxford Dictionary of Islam, http://www.oxfordislamicstudies.com/ 
article/opr/t125/e758?_hi=0&_pos=1 (accessed Mar. 20, 2009) (login necessary). 
 28. Qur’an, Surah17, Bani Israel: 14. 
 29. Qur’an, Surah 96, al`Alaq: 1, 4. 
 30. Nasir al Din al Albani makes Hadith the “central pillar of juridical process.”  Stephan 
Lacroix, Al-Albani’s Revolutionary Approach to Hadith, 21 ISIM Review 6 (Summer 2008) 
(available at https://openaccess.leidenuniv.nl/bitstream/1887/13326/1/review_21.pdf).  For al 
Albani, “hadith alone . . . may provide answers to matters not found in the Qur’an without relying 
on the school of jurisprudence.”  Id.  Also, traditional Muslims, according to Martin Van 
Bruinessen are those who “rely on the teachings of Jurisprudence, or Fiqh, and mostly use Hadith 
in a ‘processed form’ as quoted in the Fiqh texts.”  Van Doorn-Harder, supra n. 9, at 61 (quoting 
Martin Van Bruinessen, Traditions for the Future: the reconstruction of traditionalist discourse 
within NU’, in Nahdlatul Ulama, traditional Islam and modernity in Indonesia 165 (Greg Barton 
& Greg Fealy eds., Monash Asia Inst. 1996). 
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indiscriminately denounce all non-Muslims as unbelievers and their 
solutions as unacceptable.31  Some extremists even react by forcing 
women into seclusion to protect them from the influence of the “non-
believers.” 

These harsh measures, including violent behavior against “defiant” 
women or against the “infidel others,” result from rationales based on a 
Hadith that states: “God is pleased with two men, one kills the other; 
they both enter heaven.”32  It is necessary to realize that these measures 
evolved because some Muslims quote part of the Hadith out of context, 
ignoring the other part that states: “the first was fighting in the cause of 
Allah, gets killed, and hence receives his reward, and the other repents, 
fights in the cause of Allah, and gets killed as a martyr.”33  Furthermore, 
it should be noted that another narrative concerning two Muslims killing 
each other states: “If two people killed each other, both go to hell.”34  It 
is perplexing how some Muslims out of zealousness truncate part of 
some narratives in order to justify their behavior for their populace.  
Unfortunately, the uninformed majority of Muslims accept such 
narratives without being able to verify their accuracy, context, and 
corroboration with the Qur’an; consequently, they also accept the 
consequent improper application and its dire implications. 

The Qur’an clearly shuns violence as a means to achieve justice.  It 
distinguishes the struggle for justice (jihad) from fighting (qital).35  
Since Islamic behavior is a manifestation of the moral intention of the 
individual to fulfill his/her obligations (taklif),36 and since gender is a 
social construct, it defies the purpose of Qur’anic justice merely to focus 
the discussion of reform on either the political/legal or the gender 
aspects of global and domestic violence.  To change attitudes about 
martyrdom or violent struggle to attain justice, or the conceptions 
concerning women’s seclusion and domestic violence, we need to 
understand how certain moral essentialism has evolved away from 
Qur’anic rationality that emphasizes the relation between rights and 
responsibility.37   As a result of moral essentials, Muslims emphasize 
responsibility while ignoring the basic duty to comprehend the true 
essence of the Qur’an before carrying on any responsibility.  Once we 
                                                           
 31. Sayyid Qutb & Jamal al Banna, supra n. 6. 
 32. http://www.al-islam.com/arb/ (Arabic) (accessed Mar. 27, 2009). 
 33. Id. 
 34. Id. 
 35. Muhammad Shahrur, Tajfif Manabe’ al-Irhab (Drying-up Sources of Terrorism) 20 (al
Ahali 2008) (Arabic) (on file with author). 
 36. Majid Fakhry, Ethical Theories in Islam 151 (E.J. Brill 1991). 
 37. “Layukalif Allah nafsa illa wis’aha . . .”  (On no soul doth God place a burden greater that 
it can bear . . . ).  Qur’an, Surah 2, al Baqara 286. 



BARAZANGI FINAL PDF COPY.DOC 7/14/2009  10:09:03 AM 

414 JOURNAL OF LAW & RELIGION [Vol. XXIV 

have seen how this happened, the relation between historical events and 
Muslims’ behavior in the present will be clearer, and we will have a 
better understanding of38 how non-Muslim approaches (civil or military) 
are (or are not) contributing to changing these attitudes.39 

Social systems in Muslim communities are often built on deduction 
instead of induction.  By ignoring Qur’anic expectations on each 
individual to carry out his/her own responsibilities (taklif) (though the 
Qur’an does not burden a believer above what s/he is capable), Muslims 
developed rationales for unjust behavior on the basis of deduction from 
precedent.  As preachers continue to warn every Friday against 
introducing innovative ideas (bida’), Muslims, especially women, have 
surrendered their responsibilities completely and have become reliant on 
others’ interpretations instead of exercising their rights to learning and 
coming to their own understanding of Islam. 

V. THE ARGUMENTS: WHO HAS THE POWER TO ADDRESS THESE ISSUES, 
AND WHO BENEFITS FROM SUCH DISCUSSIONS IN MUSLIM COMMUNITIES? 

If bridging Islamic and Western perceptions of reform aimed at 
social and political justice is to be achieved, we need to create an 
approach to generating knowledge wherein both women and men define 
transformation toward a just, participatory society respectful of 
individual autonomy.  Currently, only the state has the legal power, 
while religious institutions have the power of cultural heritage, and 
society has customary power.  Hence, Muslim women (and men for that 
matter) do not have direct access and conscientious knowledge of Islam 
(what I termed self-identity with the Qur’an).  This access to Islam is 
needed not only as part of their religious experience but to help them 
determine a civic order that respects natural laws.40  Conscientious 
knowledge leads to autonomous ethical action and self-governance with 
or without the intermediary of institutionalized social, religious or legal 

                                                           
38. Aili Mari Tripp, Challenges in Transnational Feminist Mobilization, in Global Feminism: 

Transnational Women’s Activism, Organizing, and Human Rights 296 (Myra Marx Ferree & Aili 
Mari Tripp eds., NYU Press 2006) (explaining how the elimination of  the political Caliphate 
caused the elimination of individual Khalifa, i.e., taking responsibility and  being involved in civic 
affairs). 
 39. Albrecht Fuess, Islamic Religious Education in Western Europe: Models of Integration 
and the German Approach, 27 J. Muslim Minority Affairs 215 (Aug. 2007), states that European 
models of integration “follow mainly the existing example of state-church relations,” thus 
ignoring that “Islam is organized quite differently from other religions that they have dealt with in 
the past.”  Id. at 215 (in Abstract). 
 40. I here distinguish between civic order being clearly outlined in the Qur’an and the 
ongoing debate on political order of the state by political scientists, such as Bassam Tibi’s 
assertion that the latter is not spelled out in the Qur’an.  See Tibi, supra n. 23, at 101. 
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authorities.  Unfortunately, under the current systems, individuals, 
particularly women, are not exercising their own agency.  Consequently, 
only the agent of the state, the religious institutions, and the patriarchs 
themselves benefit from exercising the power to address such issues.41  
As stated earlier, according to the Qur’an, the individual Muslim is not 
bound legally by Islam unless s/he has consciously understood and 
accepted its moral principles.  As long as individuals, particularly 
women, are not exercising their own agency, we cannot hold them 
accountable for accepting the “other’s” agency, or for sustainable 
change. 

Autonomous morality (not meaning individualism) helps one 
realize her/his own agency and therefore realize the other’s agency: It 
will be the grounding norm with which I address trends affecting (a) the 
structure of domestic life, including conflicts between market 
democracy and current interpretations of Islamic individual liberty; (b) 
the decline in social and political self-governance in Muslim societies 
that has resulted mainly from Muslim neglect of the pedagogy of Islamic 
ethics; and (c) the gradual erasure of mutual consultation, or Shura 
(Qur’an, Surah 42, al Shura: 38) as the central egalitarian process for 
developing and reforming Islamic thought and culture.42  I am, in 
essence, answering my three questions: (1) Are the rationales for 
American and/or European governments’ interventions justified?; (2) 
Can the discipline of civil law help in rethinking Islam for Muslims?; 
and (3) Are Muslims themselves ready to discuss critically the use and 
misuse of Islam’s primary sources (the Qur’an and particularly the 
Hadith) in their rethinking of Islam? 

(1)  The Structure of Domestic Life.  The secular and feminist 
schools are pushing toward liberal openness for women’s lives, but 
colonial hierarchical attitudes and the nation-state system push toward 
the politics of difference, in what I call the democratic paradox.43  The 
danger of venerating or blaming religion for existing difficulties by 
claiming to speak on behalf of Muslims, particularly Muslim women, 
makes the need for women’s participation in shaping Islamic thought 
more obvious.  Recognizing that reinterpreting scripture is not enough, 
                                                           
 41. An excellent example is the unprecedented furor in inter-religious conferences that are 
taking place even as part of the UN General Assembly activities.  Donald H. Argue & Leonard A. 
Leo, The Saudis’ Dubious Interfaith Agenda at the UN, http://www.csmonitor.com/2008/1113/p09 
s02-coop.html (accessed Mar. 20, 2009). 
 42. Barazangi, supra n. 2, at 121-123. 

43. Nimat Hafez Barazangi, Understanding Muslim Women’s Self-Identity and Resistance to 
Feminism and Participatory Action Research, in Traveling Companions: Feminisms, Teaching, 
and Action Research 21 (Mary Brydon-Miller, Patricia Maguire, Alice McIntyre eds., Praeger 
2004). 
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Muslim women scholar-activists also realized that centuries-old reform 
attempts brought only temporary and partial solutions.44  By either over 
emphasizing or neglecting the religious aspects of Islam without paying 
attention to its rational and ethical foundations that affect behavior, the 
so-called “saviors,” “reformists,” “secularists,” and “Islamists” added to 
the problems rather than solving them. 

For example, in November 17, 2001, First Lady Laura Bush stated 
in a radio address: “Because of our recent military gains in much of 
Afghanistan, women are no longer imprisoned in their homes. . . .  The 
fight against terrorism is also a fight for the rights and dignity of 
women.”45  Despite this claimed liberation, in November 2, 2002, 
Reuters reported that the Afghan Supreme Court dismissed a female 
judge (Marzeya Basil) for not wearing a headscarf during a meeting with 
President Bush and his wife in October 2002.46 

Similar events have been taking place from the time of the 
missionaries in the late eighteenth century47 to the latest U.S. claim of 
liberating Iraq, particularly for Iraqi women who have actually lost most 
of what they have gained before and during the regime of Saddam 
Hussein.  What is significant here is that, after the invasion, the United 
States’ interference in drafting the Iraqi constitution allowed for 
extremist Muslim clerics to slip in “Muslim rulings (Marji'ia Islamiya)” 
as the basis for developing radically different laws.  Such laws are those 
that have helped harm women in the past!48 

As a result, women have not only lost their agency, they have also 
been robbed of the capacity to determine their own destiny.  
Consequently, gender justice was never achieved.  Whether those in 
power are interpreting the Qur’an or the ideals of Western democracy, 
they assume that women should have proxy morality.  Women are still 
                                                           

44. Nimat Hafez Barazangi, Muslim Women’s Islamic Higher Learning as a Human Right: 
Theory and Practice, in Windows of Faith: Muslim Women Scholar-Activists in North America, 
supra n. 25, at 22. 
 45. Laura Bush, Radio Address by Laura Bush to the Nation, http://web. 
archive.org/web/20011117-20011117re_/http://www.whitehouse.gov/news/releases/2001/11/2001 
1117.html (accessed Mar. 27, 2009). 

46. On April 22, 2003, Reuters quoted Loubna Freih, the U.N. Human Rights Commission 
Representative, reporting to the Commission that was ending its annual six-week session in 
Geneva, that “The  international community has allowed warlords and local military commanders 
to take control of much of the country” by maintaining law and order in some places through the 
creation of “a climate of fear, not unlike under the Taliban” only 18 months after the U.S. forces 
toppled the Taliban regime, Afghanistan: “Climate of Fear” Growing, 
http://feminist.org/news/newsbyte/uswirestory.asp?id=7734 (accessed Mar. 25, 2009). 

47. Henry Harris Jessup, The Women of the Arabs (C.S. Robinson & Isaac Riley eds., 
Sampson Low, Marston, Low & Searle 1874). 

48. Bill Steele, Cornell scholar has role in drafting disputed Iraqi constitution, 
http://www.news.cornell.edu/stories/Aug05/Barazangi.Iraq.html (accessed Mar. 20, 2009). 
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being treated as a minority group and as secondary to men in the 
religious, intellectual, social, legal and political structures.  This proxy 
morality is based on the interpretation, or misinterpretation, of Qur’anic 
verses 4: 34 and 2: 228,49 in which the interpreters rely principally on 
Hadith wherein women are described as lacking mental capabilities and 
religious conviction.50  That is, as I explained in my 2004 book, the 
claim of men’s moral guardianship and superiority over women is based 
mainly on the concepts of Qawamah and Darajah, meaning 
responsibility toward the woman and a degree or an edge of an added 
responsibility in verses 4:34 and 2:228, respectively.  In order to 
interpret them, we need to put these verses in the contexts of their 
chapters, as well as in the context of the Qur’anic concept of Khalifa 
(trusteeship), and the meaning of God in such verses as “In the name of 
Allah, the Beneficent, the Merciful, and Guardian of the universe” (1:1-
2).  The Qawamah in 4:34 only implies the domestic and financial 
obligation vis-à-vis the woman's biologically essential role of 
procreation.  The variation in the Darajah in 2:228 among men and 
women (God has bestowed differently among individuals) only indicates 
an added responsibility for the male when he initiates the divorce 
process.  The relationship between the meanings of verses 4:34 and 
2:228, Islamic justice and human Vicegerency, is summarized in verse 
4:32, “Do not enviously wish for that which God proffered on some and 
not on others.  Men and women, to each belong the works they have 
personally accomplished.”51  That is, although Islam regards men and 
women as created for different but complementary biological functions, 
it does not specify these functions, nor does it generalize them to other 
intellectual, moral, or social roles. 

To facilitate women’s movement from the predominantly male 
interpretations of Islam, the Islamic principle of trusteeship (Surah 2, al 
Baqara: 30), must be made explicit.  By this I mean that each individual 
is recognized as a witness to the message and, hence, has a responsibility 
to understand the message before s/he is able to practice it fully.  
Understanding the message requires that women be allowed an 
autonomous choice of identity, that they participate in intimate learning 
of the Qur’an, and they make as independent choice of Islam as their 
worldview. 

 

                                                           
 49. See further explanations in Barazangi, supra n. 2, at 52-53. 
 50. http://www.al-islam.com/arb/ (Arabic) (accessed Mar. 27, 2009). 
 51. Barazangi, supra n. 2, at 73 (quoting Ali Yusuf translation of the Qur’an, with some 
change in vocabulary). 
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By contrast, Islamists have made community customs the 
governing principles for Muslims, precluding the primacy of 
autonomous morality as a form of self-governance.  For example, as a 
result of the harassment that some Muslim women encountered after 
September 2001, the American Muslim Women’s League (MWL) asked 
a male Imam if it is acceptable for women to remove their head-covering 
under such extreme conditions.52  Such action is, in my view, degrading 
because it suggests that a woman needs permission from males to 
correctly order her modest public appearance.  It also shows that the 
individual’s credibility is measured by her willingness to engage in 
accepted social performance instead of self-determined behavior.  This 
request for a ruling is especially perplexing because the MWL itself was 
leading a U.S. delegation to investigate and defend human rights of 
Bosnian women in the late 1990s. 

The guidance of the Qur’an is that, when there is a conflict, the 
community’s collective welfare takes precedence over individual rights.  
However, the individual who does not protest unjust solutions is not 
affirming his/her agency that is essential to practicing Islam.  A critique 
using the values of self-identity and self-governance demonstrates the 
misuse of Hadith resulting in unjust conceptions of gender, agency, and 
leadership as evidenced by the following story. 

Fatima, the daughter of the Prophet, was reported to have 
challenged the first Caliph, Abu Bakr, when he refused to give her the 
due share from her father’s estate.  Though the report represents a form 
of egalitarian process affirming Muslim women’s agency, this 
representation has been altered by Muslim patriarchs by their misuse of 
a narrative attributed to Prophet Muhammad: “We [prophets] do not 
have heirs, what we leave is charity,” as reported by Ibn Sa`d.53  The 
majority of Muslims view the narrative as referring to the material 
inheritance of the Prophet in order to justify Abu Bakr’s behavior 
because they idealize him as a male companion.  As I have explained 
Ibn Sa’d’s narrative in my book,54 this interpretation distorts the 
intention of the narrative to forbid inherited leadership as a form of 
governance, as well as to recognize Muslim women’s agency from 
within Islam. 

The majorities of today’s Muslims do not consider or practice the 
values of self-identity and self-governance as part of the Islamic ethos, 

                                                           
52. Muslim Women League Newsletter (2001) (on file with author). 

 53. Ibn Sa’d, Muhammad (ca 784-845) Kitab al-Tabaqat al-Kabir 8:18 (Brokelman ed., Brill 
1904/AH1321) (Arabic). 
 54. Barazangi, supra n. 2, at 41. 
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but we have evidence that Muslim women’s groups that operate with 
these values have achieved some form of effective intellectual and civic 
participation despite the historical and cultural constraints that have 
dominated their Muslim societies.55  As evidenced by the preceding 
examples, even the American experiment in democracy has not been 
able to protect its own citizens from discrimination.  To the contrary, the 
U.S. has retracted in times of crisis to oppressing minority groups, 
exactly as Alexis de Tocqueville feared would happen.56 

Indeed, as we have seen, the American response to Islam, including 
its perception that Muslim women need to be rescued from Islam, is not 
valid.57  “Mainstream” literature concerning reform in Muslim societies 
and in defense of Muslim women’s rights has also overlooked the 
importance of Muslim women’s scholarship-activism from within the 
Qur’anic framework.58  Instead, the value of Muslim women’s 
scholarship continues to be marginalized despite claims by the West (or 
perhaps because of those claims) that it is “liberating” Muslim women 
and speaking on their behalf.  This marginalization is compounded by 
feminists who use feminism as the central paradigm in analyzing issues 
facing Muslim societies, particularly gender issues.59 

(2)  Surmounting Particular Politics.  How could we rethink Islam 
for Muslims while excusing the influence of chaotic post-colonial 
historical and political dynamics, such as the dominance of monarchical, 
dictatorial regimes in most of the Muslim countries?  We should not 
remain satisfied with retrofitting—fixing a faulty structure with new 
parts not available at the time of construction.  We cannot afford to 
incorporate “new” ideas into existing theories and pseudo-democratic 
practices.  Rather, we should fundamentally change the very practices 
and theories themselves.  One example of this retrofitted reform that I 
                                                           

55. Nimat Hafez Barazangi, Self-Identity as a Form of Democratization: The Syrian 
Experience, in  Democratization and Women’s Grassroots Movements 129-149 (Jill M. 
Bystydzienski & Joti Sekhon eds., Ind. U. Press 1999). 
 56. Alexis de Tocqueville, Democracy in America 346 (Henry Reeve trans., Regency Publg. 
2002). 
 57. I specifically address the missionary literature and the literature that deals with legal 
change based  solely on human rights perspective, such as Ann Elizabeth Mayer, Aberrant ‘Islam’ 
and Errant Daughters: The Turbulent Legacy of Beijing in Muslim Societies, in Muslim Women 
and the Politics of Participation 29 (Mahanz Afkhami & Erika Friedl eds., Syracuse U. Press 
1997). 
 58. I specifically address the literature that deals with legal change through secular laws, such 
as the work of Valentine Moghadam, Modernizing Women: Gender and Social Change in the 
Middle East (L. Rienner 2003). 
 59. See e.g. Elizabeth W. Fernea, In Search of Islamic Feminism: One Woman’s Global 
Journey (Doubleday 1998); Interview with Margot Badran, Islamic Feminism Is a Universal 
Discourse (2005) (available at Qantara de: Dialogue With the Islamic World, 
http://www.qantara.de/webcom/show_article.php/_c-307/_nr-26/_p-1/i.html). 
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argue against is setting up parallel historical tracks of different groups’ 
interpretation of the Qur’anic verse (Surah 4, al Nisa: 59) instead of 
analyzing these interpretations.60  That is, the majority of traditional 
interpretations theorize that the verse 4/59—“ya`ayuha alladhin amanu, 
'ati'u Allah wa'atiu alRasoul wa`uli alamr minkum . . .” (Oh, who you 
believe!  Obey God, the Prophet, and those charged with authority 
among you)—means that the authority of governance lies equally in the 
three referenced agents: God, the Prophet, and those charged with 
authority.  As a result, traditionalists refuse to question political and 
religious leaders.  The Qur’anic meaning of (Obey God, the Prophet, and 
those charged with authority among you) is to demonstrate the sequence 
of sources to be used for determining the governing process, i.e., seeking 
primary guidance from the Qur’an, and only after that should the 
prophetic extrapolations be consulted, as evidenced in the rest of the 
verse: “fa-`in tanaz'tum fi shi` fa-ruduh `ila Allah wa-alRasoul . . .” (and 
if you disagree on something, then seek guidance from God and the 
apostle).  Modern Muslims in general have reversed this sequence.  
They have also misinterpreted the phrase, (those charged with authority 
among you), to mean [those who govern the affairs of Muslims] instead 
of [those who have the authority of knowledge and are of a just 
character].  This priority of authorities is evidenced in the Qur’anic 
verse: “wa-alladhin itakhdhu min donihi awliya`, Allahu hafidh 'Alim, 
wa-ma-ant 'alyhem bi-wakil” (Those who take as protectors [guide] 
others beside Him, God watches over them; and thou (the Prophet) are 
not the disposer of their affairs) (Surah 42, al Shura: 6).  Such 
interpretations extend the authority of the governing leaders to mean 
blind obedience to male rulers by the misuse of the Hadith which states: 
“My guide (Wali) is Allah and the righteous believers.”61  Muslims 
ignore the fact that this extension contradicts the Qur’anic verse above.  
Unfortunately, these misinterpretations are also reinforced by Western 
colonials who kept intact pseudo, weak Euro-American-centered modern 
governing structures. 

Contemporary laws (wrongly known as shari’a laws) that are 
practiced in Muslim societies are neither morally binding nor valid in 
space and time.  In place of this weak legal structure, I propose to 
reexamine the existing heritage of Islam and rewrite new interpretations 
to integrate the histories and conversations of those groups who have 
made up the Muslim community.  Both the theory and practice of 
                                                           
 60. Referenced to in most of the Muslims polemic literature, including contemporary writers, 
such as Yusuf al Qaradawi, supra n. 6. 
 61. Sahih Bukhari, book of Adab, 5531, Al-Bayan, CD (Harf 1998, Version 2.0). 
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Islamic egalitarianism are necessary for achieving justice, and for 
transforming the global policy-making process from one governed by 
the demands of the “patriarchal super power” and its dictator-allied 
structure to an autonomous self-governing structure that is based on 
ethical and rational pedagogy within Muslim societies. 

Two basic principles are necessary to understanding Islamic 
dynamics as “egalitarian.”  First, an individual’s freedom of expression 
extends to the responsibility of rejecting any human-made rules if they 
contradict Qur’anic guidelines, once the individual consciously 
understands and chooses Islam as a worldview (Deen).  Second, 
governance by the people is attained through mutual consultation 
(Shura) and determined by consensus, not solely by election or by 
majority representation.  This form of egalitarianism calls for individuals 
to attain self-realization as an autonomous, moral, political, and legal 
entity.  As a prerequisite to change for social justice, it also calls for 
recognition, that women must gain such identity.  Further, it calls for a 
rejection of the worldview that considers Muslim women’s identity and 
morality as dependent on their male household,62 for matters from 
consummation of the marriage contract63 to their exclusion from 
political and religious participation and civic affairs.64 

(3)  Contemporary discourse that proposes “democratizing” 
Muslim legal systems without understanding earlier colonial and 
missionary power that claimed to “civilize” Muslims, particularly the 
women, is problematic because it misunderstands the role of Prophet 
Muhammad.  This discourse is exacerbated by the unwillingness of 
Muslims to critically address the confusion between Qur’anic principles 
and Hadith, and between these principles and the practiced 
jurisprudence rules.  Montgomery Watt wrote:  

 

                                                           
 62. Barazangi, supra n. 54, at 132. 
 63. It is interesting to see how Muslims ignore an authentic narrative attributed to the Prophet 
in which he says (in al Turmudhi, 1026 (Barazangi, trans.), http://hadith.al-islam.com/ (Arabic) 
(accessed Mar. 27, 2009)): “On the authority of Malik Bin Anas, The prophet said: the widow has 
more right in her affairs than her guardian, and the virgin may give her own permission, and her 
permission is her silence,”  meaning that a woman can marry herself.  Meanwhile they emphasize a 
weaker narrative which actually does not negate the previous narrative, but rather emphasizes the 
presence of a guardian (in id. at 1020): “On the authority of Ibn Ishaq that the Prophet said: ‘No 
marriage without a guardian’ meaning that a marriage may not be consummated without [the 
presence] of a guardian.”
 64. I specifically draw attention here to Muslim societies’ treatment of women as perpetual 
minors by requiring the approval of a male guardian (even their own sons) of their affairs.  See the 
report Perpetual Minors: Human Rights Abuses Stemming from Male Guardianship and Sex 
Segregation in Saudi Arabia, http://www.hrw.org/en/node/62251/section/1 (accessed Mar. 20, 
2009). 
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For the Occidental, there are grave difficulties in attaining a 
balanced understanding of the historical role of Muhammad.  The 
most serious of these is that the dominant conception of religion as 
a private and individual matter leads Occidentals to expect that a 
religious leader will be a certain kind of man, and it is 
disconcerting to find that Muhammad does not conform to this 
expectation.  For Muhammad, religion was the total response of 
his personality to the total situation in which he found himself.65 

 Watt’s description of the Prophet of Islam could also represent the 
relation of the political/legal to the religious and the intellectual in 
Muslim thought, ethos, and governance.  Yet, contemporary 
Occidentals and some Muslims clearly misunderstand these relations 
when they talk about reform in the Muslim world that separates the 
religious (faith and ethic) and the secular (civic and political).  This 
misunderstanding seems to stem from fixation on the pathological 
behavior of some Muslim groups, particularly those who call 
themselves “Islamists,” and then generalizing that behavior to the rest 
of the Muslim population.66 

The confusion in Islamic sources might be illustrated by 
contemporary readings of action taken by the Prophet before his death.  
At his death-bed Prophet Muhammad chose Abu Bakr, his companion, 
to lead the collective prayer.  Muslims, in general, because of their 
biased views of women, have ignored the dynamics of the Qur’an that 
recognizes all humans as trustees (khulafa) of the message of Islam.67

Instead, most Muslims have interpreted the choice of Abu Bakr as 
favoring males over females in political and religious leadership, thus 
solidifying the choice as a binding precedent.  They do not realize that 
the Prophet’s choice of Abu Bakr was merely in response to the social 
and political situation in contemporary Arabia.  Present-day Muslims 
even use a weak Hadith, “No nation will succeed under the leadership of 
a woman,” to justify denying women religious and political leadership.68  
Indeed, as we will also see in the scholarship of Ingrid Mattson favoring 
                                                           
 65. Montgomery Watt, “Muhammad,” in The Cambridge History of Islam vol. 1, ch. 2, 30 
(P.M. Holt, Ann K.S. Lambton, Bernard Lewis eds., Cambridge U. Press 1970).  
 66. The most recent of these views is expressed in Bassam Tibi, Political Islam, World 
Politics, and Europe xii (Rutledge 2008); and is propagated by other European Muslim scholars 
such as Asif Bayati’s lecture, Making Islam Democratic: Social Movement and the Post-Islamist 
Turn (Cornell University, Oct. 29, 2008) (based on his book with the same title, Asif Bayati, 
Making Islam Democratic: Social Movement and the Post-Islamist Turn (Stanford U. Press 
2007)).  Both authors, in their efforts to distinguish between Islam and “Islamists,” have, perhaps 
unintentially, created a rift between morality and politics within the Islamic faith.  
 67. Qur’an, Surah 2, al Baqara: 30. 
 68. Barazangi et al., Connecting the Ideal to Practice, in Islamic Identity, supra n. 1, at 41, 44 
n. 1. 
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male leadership and Asma Afsaruddin’s treatment of the subject, some 
female scholars are also generally influenced in this direction by Hadith. 

In the same way, baseless justifications founded in questionable 
sources continue to haunt Muslims to the point that they separate the 
political and the religious from the intellectual in interpreting the 
governing principle of mutual consultation, or Shura.69  The gradual 
erasure of mutual consultation as the central process for developing 
Islamic thought for both domestic and community relations has resulted 
in limiting the consultative power to males in communal leadership, 
creating another rift within and between the domestic (private) and the 
communal (public).70 This confusion still dominates Muslims’ behavior, 
resulting in partial solutions to domestic issues and inviting the 
interference of Occidental (Western) governments who think that 
democratization of the Muslim world requires separation of the religious 
and the secular71  Lately, the ruling majorities in these governments have 
even shown the desire to liberate Muslims from Islam or to “liberate 
Islam” itself.72 

VI. CHALLENGES FACING THE CONTEMPORARY PROCESS OF RETHINKING 
ISLAM: WHEN MAY MUSLIMS BE READY TO CHANGE AND WHAT WOULD 

BE THE COURSE OF ACTION? 

One might wonder why I am undertaking this task of attempting to 
change the prevalent premises and paradigms in rethinking Islam, both 
among Muslims and non-Muslims.  In my recent book, Woman’s 
Identity and the Qur’an: A New Reading,73 I focused on developing self-
identity in relation to the Qur’an, the primary source of Islam, as a 
means for women to regain their rights from within and to reassert their 
authority in reinterpreting Qur’anic gender justice.  My book and other 
similar works74 have begun to take hold among some intellectual 

                                                           
 69. Qur’an, Surah 42, al Shura: 38. 
 70. Barazangi, supra n. 2, at 10, 104-105. 
 71. The recent cases in Germany and France of Muslim women’s divorce are glaring 
examples.  See for example the story, With Pop’s visit, Sarkozy challenges French secularism, 
http://www.csmonitor.com/2008/0915/p01s01-woeu.html?page=2 (accessed Mar. 20, 2009). 
 72. See e.g. Issues of Hijab in France and the interference of European governments in 
teaching Islam in schools, or of the Americans in changing the curriculums in Pakistan, Saudi 
Arabia, and Morocco. 
 73. Barazangi, supra n. 2. 
 74. Asma Barlas, Believing Women in Islam: Unreading Patriarchal Interpretations of the 
Qur’an (U. Texas Press 2002); Riffat Hassan, Muslim Feminist Hermeneutics, in Our Own Voices 
455 (Rosemary Skinner Keller & Rosemary Radford Reuther eds., Harper 1995); Amina Wadud, 
Qur’an and Woman: Reading the Sacred Text from a Woman’s Perspective (2d ed., Oxford U. 
Press 1999). 
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Muslims, but some elitist males and the masses of Muslims still use, or 
misuse, the “Prophetic tradition” to justify the existing biased 
practices.75  I recommend four necessary actions if we are to (a) better 
understand Islam, (b) help change attitudes about Muslim women, 
gender justice, and the views of the “other,” (c) support the participation 
of the young generations of Muslims in Western cultures, and (d) 
achieve justice that will subsequently result in peaceful and just 
intercultural relations.  These recommendations are the change in 
premises and paradigms of understanding Islam, the acceptance of 
women scholars’ authority to interpret the Qur’an, the interpretive 
connection between historical and contemporary times, and the 
incorporation of Muslim women’s scholarship into the mainstream 
sources of Islam. 

A. When We Change the Premises and Paradigms of Understanding 
Islam 

The first necessary step in recovering the Islamic heritage is to 
change the paradigm and the premises about the meaning of Islam.  
Islam is neither a law nor a dogma.  Islam is basically a system of 
religio-moral-rational guidance.76  It is an action-oriented worldview that 
encompasses social, cultural, and political elements, including religious 
and secular reasoning (Ijtihad).  I capitalize on this worldview’s reliance 
on the human capacity to reason to reconstruct a fair decision-making 
process that brings equilibrium (Taqwa) to individual and communal 
relations.  In the process, I show how the tension within the domestic 
relationship is reflected in tensions of national and international 
relationships and vice versa.  In addition, by addressing the tensions 
between liberal- and feminist-generated conceptions of democracy, on 
the one hand, and the Western fundamentalists’ claim to be liberating 
Muslim women77 while they refuse women’s rights in their own 
societies,78 I also show how both Muslims and non-Muslims ignore 
Muslim women’s egalitarian participation. 

                                                           
 75. Ingrid Mattson, the Director of Hartford Seminary, and the first woman president of 
(ISNA), “supports male privilege in leading prayers, based on her understanding of Sunnah 
(Muhammad’s example),” http://www.mecca.com/modules/lifestyle/print.php?id=1432&lang= 
english (accessed Mar. 20, 2009).  
 76. See Barazangi, supra n. 2, at 9, 48. 
 77. See text accompanying supra n. 46. 
 78. Exemplified in Barbara Finlay’s “critique of President George W. Bush, whom she argues 
has waged a war against women on many fronts.”  Elizabeth Esterchild, Book Review, 22 Gender 
& Socy. 824 (2008) (reviewing Barbara Finley, George W. Bush and the War on Women: Turning 
Back the Clock on Progress (2006)). 
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The erroneous view of Islam as a legal system is also influenced by 
the Christian missionary emphasis on elite-male leadership.  Hence, the 
proposed solution often results in more conflict.  An excellent example 
is the Western misunderstanding of the difference between Islamic 
guiding principles and what is known as “Islamic law” or “shari’a law,” 
as typified by the Archbishop of Canterbury’s statement on February 7, 
2008.79  He suggested that British lawmakers should come to some 
“accommodation with some aspects of Muslim law, as we already do 
with aspects of other kinds of religious law.”  His statement exhibits a 
gross miscalculation of its consequences, not only for England, but for 
Muslims and non-Muslims around the globe.  Present Muslim legal 
systems consist predominantly of centuries-old interpretations and 
customary practices by Muslim males that were transformed into “law” 
with the support of the colonial common law systems to subdue the 
conservative Muslim male leaders at that time.80  Has the Archbishop 
forgotten the hardship that women have been suffering since similar 
rulings were imposed on Muslims and other religious groups by the 
British and other colonials during the nineteenth and twentieth 
centuries?81 

Similarly, Islam has been presented by the Western academic and 
theological writings and policy-makers as a coherent and homogeneous 
religious experience.82  The everyday reality of Muslim communities in 
different parts of the world renders such conceptualization of Islam 
highly problematic.83  We cannot separate what is ethical from the 
political (or legal) in the analysis of Muslim cultural issues.84  It is also 
imperative to realize that in Western notions Islam is assumed to affect 
the everyday lives of Muslims, including their religious experience.  
However, the day-to-day life of a Muslim who is born to Muslim parents 

                                                           
 79. “Archbishop of Canterbury Surrenders to Islamic Law,” http://thoughtsongod. 
wordpress.com/2008/02/09/archbishop-of-canterbury-surrenders-to-islamic-law/ (accessed Mar. 
20, 2009). 
 80. Wael B. Hallaq, Can The Shari’a Be Restored, in Islamic Law and the Challenge of 
Modernity 21 (Yvonne Haddad & Barbara Stowasser eds., Alta Mira Press 2004). 
 81. Varsha Chitnis & Danaya Wright, The Legacy of Colonialism: Law and Women’s Rights 
in India, 64 Wash. & Lee L. Rev. 1315 (2007). 
 82. Svetlana Peshkova, Sp. 2008 syllabus, Anthropology of Islam: Everyday lives of Muslim 
women and men in different contemporary communities, Syracuse University (Religion 400), 
http://religion.syr.edu/syllabi/Spring2008/REL400LanaSp08.pdf (accessed Mar. 20, 2009). 

83. Saba Mahmood, Feminist Theory, Agency, and the Libratory Subject, in On Shifting 
Ground: Muslim Women in Global Era 111 (Fereshteh Nouraie-Simone ed., Feminist Press 2005) . 
 84. The conflict resulting from the proposal to introduce shari’ah in Canadian law is a good 
example here.  See e.g. Anna Korteweg, The Sharia Debate in Ontario: Gender, Islam, and 
Representations of Muslim Women’s Agency, 22 Gender & Socy. 434 (2008). 
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has been mainly governed by what is known as “popular Islam.”85  That 
is, excuses of biases are based on some rationales that have no basis in 
the Qur’an.  

B. When We Accept Muslim Women Scholars as Authorities in 
Reinterpreting Islamic Sources 

A second necessary step is to regain the voices of women scholars 
of Islam.  A different understanding that places traditions in their proper 
context and as secondary to the Qur’an, which I have worked to bring 
about, may help defuse or modify the highly charged emotional (both 
Oriental and Occidental) public opinion that ignores the Qur’anic call 
for a peaceful struggle to attain justice.  These uninformed emotional 
opinions are reflected in how Muslim female scholars’ leadership and 
appeals have been most affected by the misuse of Hadith.  In fact, 
Hadith is often extended to mean “the Tradition that contains the 
sayings and deeds of the Prophet Muhammad and his companions.”86  
The Hadith often quoted to demonize the role of women’s participation 
in the community affairs claims that women lack necessary mental 
capabilities or religious convictions.  What is disturbing is that no one 
seems to notice that the same Hadith commentator quotes a Qur’anic 
verse concerning female witnesses, without realizing that the Hadith 
narrative contradicts what is in the Qur’an.87 

The second step, therefore, is to assert Muslim women’s moral 
autonomy and agency, as well as the right and responsibility of every 
individual Muslim to understand the Qur’an without an intermediary.  
Unfortunately, even when women develop their own reform movements 
and/or interpretations, from the works of ‘Aisha ‘Abd al Rahman 
(pseudo Bint al Shati’)88 and Fatima Mernissi,89 to those of Amina 
Wadud,90 traditional female preachers and leaders, from Zaynab al 
Ghazali91 to Ingrid Mattson, continue to emphasize the perception of 

                                                           
 85. Edith Szanto Ali-Dib, On the Quest for ‘Truth’ in Damascus, VIII Syrian Stud. Assn. 
Newsletter 8 (Winter 2008) (available at https://ojcs.siue.edu/ojs/index.php/ssa/article/ 
viewFile/22/62). 
 86. Pieternella  Van Doorn-Harder, supra n. 9, at 2. 
 87. http://Hadith.al-islam.com/display/Display.asp?Doc+0&Rec+4181 (Arabic) (accessed 
Aug. 28, 2008). 
 88. Bint al Shati' (pseudo name for)‘Aisha ‘Abd al Rahman, al Mafhum al Islami li tahrir al 
mar ‘a (al Qahira 1967) (Arabic). 
 89. Fatima Mernissi, Beyond the Veil: Male-female Dynamics in a Modern Muslim Society 
(Schenkman Pub. Co. 1975) and Islam and Democracy: Fear of the Modern World (Mary Jo 
Lakeland trans., Perseus Publg. 2002). 
 90. Amina Wadud, supra n. 73. 
 91. Zaynab al Ghazali, Humum al mar’ah al Muslimah wa-al da’iyah Zaynab al Ghazali (Dar 
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women’s role as complementary.  Because of them, the status quo is not 
changed and injustice persists. 

Muslim women need to speak for themselves, especially on issues 
related to religious and public policies.  Thus, we should accept Muslim 
women scholars as authorities, mainly in interpreting the Qur’an from 
within its own framework.  Although the antagonistic cultural encounter 
between Muslims and Westerners has helped bring some Muslim 
women’s voices to the surface, the time has come for these women to 
take the initiative in order to change Muslim dogma from within.  By 
shifting the practice of Islamic jurisprudence from being limited to male 
elite dogmatic pronouncements into a community-based consultative 
practice, Muslim women will be able to change attitudes and customary 
practices.  Building on these, they can subsequently establish a viable 
social order that is ethically based and noticeably different from 
traditional law-making legislation. 

C. When We Connect the Historical to the Contemporary 

The third step is to discuss the interpretive connection between 
historical and contemporary times because Muslims, like any other 
religious group, influence and are affected by global political and 
historical dynamics.  We need to do so in order to understand and 
transform the unjust conditions in Muslim societies and before we can 
change the discourse of reform that will accomplish peaceful and just 
co-existence among Muslims and between Muslims and non-Muslims.  
For example, just as the American government is trying to 
“democratize” the Muslims of the Middle East, and as Europeans 
gradually move away from the nation-state institutions and attempt to 
integrate and/or assimilate Muslims into their societies, Muslims around 
the world are also aspiring to move away from the imposed legal 
structure of the colonial nation-state.  However, most Westerners want 
Muslims to adopt a “moderate Islam,” or a “Euro Islam”92 without 
rethinking the Westerners’ own nation-state hierarchical perspectives 
and structures.  Meanwhile, the majority of Muslims want to decolonize 

                                                                                                                                       
al I’tisam 1990) (Arabic). 
 92. According to Sabine Kroissenbrunner, Islam and Muslim Immigrants in Austria, 22 
Immigrants and Minorities 188, 206 n. 30 (2003), Smail Balic, an Austrian of Bosnian origin (d. 
2002) made the first step to introduce the concept of “European Islam” or “Euro-Islam,” but the 
concept was not accepted by either of the two major Muslim organizations in Austria, the Islamic 
Religious Council of Austria and the Turkish-Islamic Union in Austria (ATIB); Bassam Tibi, 
Islam Between Culture and Politics 202 (Palgrave 2001) also uses the concept to promote 
accommodation over multiculturalism.  He further comments on this term as being his in his 2008 
works.  Supra n. 23, at 94 n. 24; supra n. 65, at xiv. 
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their own culture without rethinking their own perspectives of Islam.  By 
contrast, the few Muslim female scholar-activists who are capturing this 
momentum to reinterpret Islam’s primary sources in order to take their 
place in the decision-making process within their Muslim communities 
and societies are hoping to implement a fundamental aspect of the social 
justice contract between Muslims and Islam.  Indeed, this is an essential 
move toward achieving comprehensive human rights for themselves, as 
well as challenging the unwarranted, hijacked authority that Muslim 
men have held for about fourteen centuries. 

D. When Women Speak for Themselves, Especially on Issues Related 
to Public and Religious Policies 

I argue that by excluding women from the historical process of 
interpreting the Qur’an and the collection of Hadith, as well as other 
historical events, Muslim exegesis and jurists created a different and 
unequal level of religious participation for Muslim women.  The result is 
that women have been denied the role of Khalifa (vicegerent) even 
though it is an ipso facto principle in accepting and practicing Islam.93  
This problem is compounded by the fact that most Muslims consider 
male exegesis and jurists’ interpretive rules absolute and binding, 
eliminating women’s role in developing Islamic thought and civic 
morality.94  The absence of women from the public square and from 
participation in generating religious thought has caused them to lose 
their status as principals in the ethical and civic practice of the religion; 
thus, they have become objects of abuse.  In essence, Muslim women 
have lost their own direct and intimate identification with Islam, the 
fundamental right and responsibility for each individual Muslim that 
enables him or her to determine his or her own destiny and that of his or 
her offspring.95 

The fourth step, therefore, is to accept women’s leadership 
authority in religious and political affairs in order to incorporate Muslim 
women’s scholarship on the Qur’an into mainstream sources on Islamic 
                                                           
 93. Barazangi, supra n.1 at 77. 
 94. Amina Wadud, Citizenship and Faith, in Women and Citizenship 170-187 (Marilyn 
Friedman ed., Oxford U. Press 2005) states: 

[G]ender disparity was an underlying characteristic in the development of Islamic 
shari’ah historically, which was the means for establishing the basic moral rights and 
wrongs, as well as the checks and balances to maintain them in the context of Muslim 
civil society.  This shari’ah construction of women can only  grant the female person a 
deviant status, insufficient for the completion of her khilafah before Allah: the ultimate 
purpose of her humanity. 

Id. at 186. 
 95. Barazangi, supra n. 2. 
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thought and recognize them as central to any curricular or legal 
development process about Islam.  Muslim women scholars, though 
relatively limited in number, are constructing new knowledge and new 
meanings of the Islamic worldview that are neither ethnic- nor gender-
based.  Through their teaching, they are exploring “the ways in which 
Muslim women have constructed, reassessed, and articulated Islam and 
their place within it.”96  These women scholars are concerned with 
maintaining and/or regaining their identity and identification with Islam 
as a worldview and a belief system.  Thus, they are affirming their 
agency and moral autonomy, as well as the ethical injunctions, as 
superior to legal enactments in the action-oriented Qur’anic gender 
revolution.97 

We must regain the relationship between the power of knowledge 
and social/ethical/political/legal constructs, with the goal of developing 
a process where women can learn for themselves how to improve their 
capacities and (with men) to control their destinies more effectively.  To 
enable this capacity, Islamic communities must support women’s self-
realization and self-determination through Islamic higher learning (i.e., 
deeper knowledge of Islamic guidance in the Qur’an).  Women must 
regain the ability to bridge individual political consciousness and social 
action that will mitigate potential resistance by modernists and 
traditionalists, and prevent domination by extremists from the East or 
the West. 

The ultimate goal of improving the capacities of women, and 
particularly of female scholar-activists, is to prevent extremists, Muslim 
or non-Muslim, from hijacking authority over Islam, and to achieve 
peace and justice.  However, even female scholars’ reinterpretations 
have not helped much because the drastic change in the global political 
landscape since 2001 made conditions for the majority of Muslim 
women more dismal.  Though the time is right for Muslim women’s 
peaceful, but firmly grounded in Qur’anic revolution for gender justice, 
there has been no change in assumptions and the discourse of 
understanding Islam and Islamic justice.  Since this change is 
imperative, I propose to discuss how Muslims have arrived at the current 
meanings of justice, particularly their biased views of gender justice. 

VII. CONCLUSIONS: HOW THE ISSUES ARE BEING ADDRESSED 

The main implication of my recommendations is that we must 

                                                           
96. Kelly Pemberton, personal e-mail communication with the author, Aug. 2007. 

 97. See Barazangi, supra n. 2, at ch. 3. 
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change the prevalent premises and paradigms for reconstructing Islamic 
thought, as well as critiquing fundamentalists’ choices of resources 
about Islam and intercultural policy making.  With my alternative 
paradigm, I hope, we can also stop extremists from keeping hold over 
Islam.  Though my proposed strategies are mainly intended to help 
Muslim women develop their capabilities to determine their own 
destiny, they will necessarily contribute to societal and attitudinal 
transformation among the next generations of Muslims.  Eventually, 
these strategies will also help to educate self-identified young Muslims 
living under Western law and politics98 and bring about a just order in 
the process of rethinking Islam from within. 

The state expects change among its constituents, but no change in 
its own structure and hierarchy, nor change in its perception of the 
issues.  Let me point out that modern perceptions of women’s inferior 
role are often linked to the inherited traditional perception of struggle 
against injustice.  That is, these concepts are often confused with 
concepts of killing, invasions, and the capturing of women to the point 
that martyrdom has become tied to protecting women from being 
molested and to death in battle.99  These concepts, according to 
Shahrur100 are closely related to restrictions on individual freedom of 
belief and expression.  Similarly, traditional perceptions of Islamic 
moral-religious authority and political governance seem to be confused 
with kinship and patriarchy.  According to Asma Afsaruddin,101 kinship 
and patriarchy are closely related to practices of leadership by the tribe 
arbitrator, contrary to Qur’anic criteria of leadership by a 
knowledgeable, just character. 

Religious institutions too want immunity from change, but they 
expect individuals to be molded/indoctrinated within the traditional 
practice and interpretation of texts.102  Both Shahrur and Afsaruddin 
explain how Muslims have strayed from Qur’anic rationality in their 
                                                           
 98. I borrowed this idea from Sherene H. Razack, Casting Out: The Eviction of Muslims from 
Western Law and Politics 5 (U. Toronto 2008), but I take an optimistic view of her argument.  She 
argues that the stereotypical figures that came to represent the “war on terror” are promoted to 
justify “the expulsion of Muslims from the political community, a casting out that takes the form 
of stigmatization, surveillance, incarceration, abandonment, torture, and bombs.”  I hope that by 
deconstructing the arguments about the exclusive use of civil law to assess Muslims attitudes, we 
will be able to help facilitate a change in the prevailing perspectives of Islam.  Consequently, 
Muslims may renounce violence as a means to achieve justice when they are included in the 
development of their own and that of Western law and politics. 
 99. One should not forget that the environment in which early Hadith was documented was 
an adverse and violent one too. 
 100. Shahrur, supra n. 35, at 19. 
 101. Asma Afsaruddin, The First Muslims: History and Memory 7 (One World 2008). 
 102. See supra n. 41 on inter-religious conferences. 
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interpretive practice.  Shahrur talks about how Muslims equate the 
Prophet with God, while Afsaruddin discusses placing Hadith as the 
primary source before the Qur’an.  Shahrur103 suggests that such 
departures have resulted from placing the belief in the Prophet 
Muhammad, as stated in the Qur’an: “Ya’ayuha al Nabi hasbuka Allah 
wa man itab’aka min al Mu’mineen.”  Ah Prophet, mind only God, and 
those of the believers who follow you)104 at the same level as the belief 
in the Oneness of God: “Qul Innama youha ilay anna ilahakum Ilahun 
Wahid, fa-hal antum Muslimun?”  (Say it was revealed to me that your 
God is One, will you be at peace with this, i.e., be Muslims?).105  
Afsaruddin106 attributes such departures from the text to specific 
narratives given on the authority of Prophet Muhammad under specific 
political circumstances.  She narrates a report, mainly by Shi’a and some 
Sunni sources, in which the Prophet supposedly said, “Of whomever I 
am a mawla, ‘Ali is his mawla too.”  In this text, the Arabic word mawla 
(a derivative of the verb waliya) could have many interpretations: 
(master, patron, friend, client, taking charge, and protégé).  The Shi’a 
sources, according to Afsaruddin,  

consistently have interpret mawla as occurs in this report as 
“master” and “patron” and has adopted this Hadith as the principle 
proof-texts affirming the prophet’s designation of ‘Ali [the 
Prophet’s cousin and son-in-law] as his successor.107 
Unfortunately, the Muslim female scholar Afsaruddin seems more 

keen on explaining that the emphasis of the early Shi’a reports on ‘Ali’s 
leadership was not necessarily because of his kinship to the Prophet, but 
because of his “unique virtues,”108 rather than drawing attention to the 
absence of the first Muslim women, ‘Aisha, Hafsa, and Um Salama who 
also had unique virtues.  They had the most intimate knowledge of the 
Prophet’s extrapolation of religious and political leadership.109  
Afsaruddin focuses on the absence of ‘Ali while overlooking the 
absence of the early Muslim women from participation in this very 

                                                           
 103. Shahrur, supra n. 35, at 29. 
 104. Qur’an, Surah 8, al-Anfal 63-64. 
 105. Qur’an, Surah 21, al-Anbya’ 108. 
 106. Afsaruddin, supra n. 99, at 15. 
 107. Id. 
 108. Afsaruddin states, “According to the Mu'tazli pro-'Alid scholar, Ibn `l Hadid (d. 1257), 
the supporters of ‘Ali were the first to put into circulation reports that praised his unique virtues 
immediately after the death of the Prophet.”  Id. at 22. 
 109. Even when Asma Afsaruddin tries, in other parts of her book, The First Muslims, supra n. 
99, at 73-74, to show the positive contribution of these early Muslim women to  the community, 
her mention of ‘Aisha, for example, was incidental to the issue of idealizing early  companions at 
later sources. 
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important event in Islamic history.  Thus, in effect, Afsaruddin has 
become a victim of her own thesis concerning Muslims’ diversion from 
Qur’anic rationality by immersing herself into the discrepancies of 
narratives and the justification of a particular Hadith, and forgetting the 
criteria of leadership in the Qur’an. 

Afsaruddin’s and similar approaches to Muslim leadership 
represent the case-in-point for my arguments both about (1) the 
dominance of narratives and Hadith in the development of Muslims’ 
thinking, attitudes, and behavior, and (2) the negative use of Hadith 
(intended or unintended) to marginalize Muslim women’s leadership and 
participation in the shaping of Islamic thought.  In addition, most of the 
agents of change rely mainly on oral narratives of Ahadith (pl. of 
Hadith), often without verifying their authenticity or corroboration with 
the Qur’an.  We saw earlier how such negative use of Hadith justifies 
inferior treatment of women, including the justification for domestic 
violence.110  By elaborating on how domestic policies affect national and 
international relations, I also have explained how negative views of the 
“other” justify harsh behavior, including international violence. 

To close, I reiterate my four recommendations: (1) to move from 
focusing on Islam as a law and a dogma to viewing it as a religio-moral-
rational guidance; (2) to let Muslim women speak for themselves; (3) to 
connect the historical to the contemporary and understand the historical 
context on issues of public and religious policies; and (4) to incorporate 
Muslim women’s scholarship in the mainstream sources on Islamic 
thought. 

                                                           
 110. Though I have not discussed domestic violence per se, I have discussed other 
perspectives that look at women as inferiors.  See for example my discussion of minimizing the 
importance of women’s participation in Friday congregation prayer in order to exclude them from 
public discussion of community affairs and to prevent them from playing their role of Khalifah, in 
Barazangi, supra n. 1, and my discussion of domestic affairs by proxy, Barazangi, supra n. 54. 
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Silent Revolution of a Muslim Arab American Scholar-Activist

In Muslim Women Activists in North America: Speaking for Ourselves. Edited by Katherine Bullock (Austin, TX:
Texas University Press, 2005: 1-17)

Abstract

After 35 years of living in the Unites States, every time I meet a new person, I am asked: Where are you from? My own
personal, political and scholarly journey along with that of some of my cohorts engaged in search for answers to this and
relevant questions have shaped my silent revolution. It is a revolution against the way Muslim-Arab girls have been
raised unprepared to experience their identity autonomously; it is a revolution against the social systems that abuse and
stereotype Muslim Arab women--be it the Muslim, the Arab or the American systems--chiefly because of their dress
code. The goal of this revolution is to ignite the flames for social change, re-interpreting the Qur`an in order to retrieve
its dynamics that originally intended to establish gender justice. Though the three and one half decades of my life in the
US-- first as a foreign student, then as a permanent resident and a citizen--are marked by milestones distinctive dates
and events, in my search for answers to different questions, I prefer to go back and forth between them.

Click here to view a PDF of the pre-print.

Copyright Statement

Copyright 2003, Texas University Press.

This is a pre-copyedited version of an article accepted for publication in the edited book Muslim Women Activists in
North America, following peer review. The definitive publisher-authenticated version is available through the
University of Texas Press. http://www.utexas.edu/utpress/excerpts/exbulmus.html

Home | Publications



Understanding Muslim Women's Self-Identity and Resistance to Feminism and Participatory Action Research

http://www.eself-learning-arabic.cornell.edu/publications/Barazangi_2004.htm[3/23/2018 2:40:45 PM]

Home | Publications

Nimat Hafez Barazangi

Understanding Muslim Women's Self-Identity and Resistance to Feminism
and Participatory Action Research

In Traveling Companions: Feminism, Teaching, and Action Research. Edited by Mary Brydon-Miller, Patricia
Maguire, and Alice McIntyre. Westport, CT: Praeger (2004), 21-39

Abstract

Book description:

While headed in similar directions, rarely have feminist researchers and participatory action researchers acknowledged
each other as collaborators with mutually important contributions to the journey. Through the work presented in this
volume, the contributors hope to influence feminist scholarship to be more participatory and action-oriented, and
participatory action research to be more grounded in feminist theories and values.

This book has two distinct yet interrelated and intertwining aims. First, it creates a space for a diverse group of
educators, researchers, and scholars to grapple with the multiple and complex issues that are threaded throughout
feminist and action research. Second, it seeks to examine how action research and feminist research can complement
each other in developing strategies for engaging in collaborative research that is rooted in activism and productive
change.
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Abstract

The media and the popular culture literature in America and Europe are not the only biased groups in portraying women
in Islam as "oppressed" and that their liberation can take place only outside Islam. Contrary to my trust in the
impartiality of Western scholarly and activists groups, I am finding that such groups are as inequitable when it comes to
addressing the "Muslim woman question" from within the framework of Islam. Empirical and historical findings in my
current research on Muslim women's education in western societies, such as in North America, suggest that the absence
of concerns for Muslim women's religious education is not only evident, but particularly polarized during the last two
decades of the twentieth centuries. Though many of these groups are advocates of Judo-Christian women's participation
in their respective religious theological and scholarly ranks, none of these groups raises the issue of Muslim women
inclusion in decision-making and scholarly ranks among Muslim communities. 

The Qur'an and the Hadith are rich in precepts that speak of Almighty God's design for harmonious social order and
humanity's responsibility for understanding God's design and working from within it. For many Muslims, including
those active in North America, citing these precepts is enough to prove that Islam has always embraced a well integrated
educational imperative and comprehensive knowledge of the Islamic teachings for all Muslims. Few, however, are
critical when the discussion concerns women's Islamic education and the women's role as preservers of culture and as
the primary educators within the faith of Islam. These few Muslims may readily acknowledge that women have more
power in Islam than most Westerners realize, but when the question of allowing more women to become Islamic
scholars and jurists is raised, the issue becomes that of women's primary role as nurturing mother and wife instead of
educating scholar and a partner in the interpretation of the tradition.

Meanwhile, Muslim women in the USA and Canada, as generally is the case in other Western societies, are not free to
practice certain aspects of Islam with the excuse that women are being oppressed by Islam. While Muslim women are
trying to build their own agenda for emancipation, they are being torn between secular humanists who do not allow
them to practice their own reading of the religion, and the Muslims who still think that a women's Islamicity is
expressed through the wearing of a headcover and seclusion and by her male household.

Analyzing this polarization in the context of Muslim women's education historically, since the interaction between the
West and Muslim societies has intensified in late nineteenth century, and empirically, using North American Muslim
women as the case-in-point, indicates a discrepancy in the world views on education, on Islamic education, and on
women's education. This discrepancy resulted in a tension between Muslims and Westerners in which Muslim women's
education suffered the brunt. By synthesizing these discrepancies and the resulting historical and contemporary
practices, I will conclude with some suggestions for developing an integrated educational strategies for Muslim women
within the Islamic framework and in the contemporary Western social context.
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Abstract

In this paper, I draw an analogy between participatory democracy in the Qur`anic gender revolution and the national-
international democratic relationship. Qur`anic relations create an active process of individual political consciousness
and social action, while the present national-international relations hardly create national awareness or global justice. I
argue that antithetical to the active process of the Qur`anic gender revolution stands the analysis of Muslim women's
role in the political discourse and the governance of Muslim societies merely within gender "add-on" strategies,
particularly as discussed in contemporary Western academic and Muslim traditionalist discourses.

As a Muslim woman scholar-activist, I view the use of gender and other constructs as deactivating factors in the
conscious process of participatory democracy within Islam. This deactivation of consciousness could explain why some
Muslim women scholar-activists resist feminism that emphasizes universal group solidarity, without paying attention to
individual worldviews. It could also explain why these women resist the predominantly Muslim male elite conception
and practice of the consultative process (shura): participation is limited to the selected few, and women's participation is
an "add-on" or only to address domestic issues.

By defining Islam as an action-oriented worldview that encompasses social, cultural, and political elements, including
religious and secular "Ijtihad", I emphasize this worldview's reliance on human capacity to reason, and its goal being the
construction of fair decision-making process that brings equilibrium (Taqwa). I bring to the surface underlying
assumptions about how tension in the domestic relationship is reflected in tensions between national and international
relationships. I specifically address the tension between feminists-generated conceptions of democracy vis-à-vis Muslim
women's participatory democracy. These tensions are manifested on four levels: ontological or value claims,
epistemological or knowledge claims, cultural or historical claims, and praxis or socialization claims. My focus will be
on the relation between the power of knowledge and social and political constructs.

My goal is to develop a self-learning process to improve my own capacities and those of other Muslim women (and
men) to control our destinies more effectively: to change life situations in the home, in the learning/work environment,
and in the larger social context to support self-realization and self-determination. It means the ability to bridge
individual political consciousness and social action to effect a cognitive and attitudinal change on the individual, social
and political levels, mitigating potential resistance by both modernists and traditionalists.

http://www.islam-democracy.org/4th_Annual_Conference-Barazangi_paper.asp
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Bloomington: Indiana University Press (1999), 129-149

Abstract

Introduction

This chapter combines historical research and a field reporting of participatory action research (PAR ) with one of the
grassroots women's movement in Syria. I will analyze the participatory or democratization efforts by members of this
informally organized group (the group) that is working toward Muslim women's self-identity. Islamic higher learning
and its relation to Islamic principles of gender justice provide the framework of this analysis.

Various factors have been affecting the priorities in women's Islamic knowledge and self-realization within the
predominantly Muslim society of Syria . Even when the group emphasizes community-based informal education and
social welfare activities, inside and outside views of Islam and Muslim women do influence the decision-making
process. These decisions may concern matters ranging from the group agenda to the members' identifications with
Islam. Interpreting Islam in this group's course of action is, consciously or unconsciously, affected by the domestic,
national and international affairs of Syria. The present Syrian constitution does not declare Islam as a state religion. Yet,
it is hardly possible to find a discussion of any issue in Syria or any other Middle Eastern and Muslim countries without
invoking a "monolithic" representation of Islamic religion-cultural and political image. Meanwhile, no studies attempted
to present the Islamic conceptual and pedagogical foundations for individuals' self- identity with Islam and the
consequent civic decision-making process that affects the individual and communal life.

As a PAR researcher and educator, my working and reporting on this group is to argue for the change in discourse to be
able to understand Muslim women's movement towards democratization. Some members of the group felt a need to
further their indigenous educational strategies and invited me to participate in the group's study-circles. The group
strategies consisted on reading the Qur'an and acting on what they learn. I knew of the group earlier and had informally
observed some of their activities during subsequent visits to Syria. My presence in Syria for a period of three months
annually during 1995-1997 helped develop this research and educational working relationship with the group.

Considering the Islamic principle of self-discipline for self-realization as neither inferior nor superior, this group affirms
autonomous responsibility as central to the Islamic religio-political process of educating. The group interpreted this
principle to mean first-hand knowledge of Islam from its primary sources. Intimate knowledge of these sources (the
Qur'an and the books of Hadith that contain the Prophet Muhammad's extrapolation of Qur'anic principles) is viewed as
the only means to 'liberation.' Liberation is intended to rid oneself of the dichotomous agendas of "liberal" vis-à-vis
"traditional" interpretations of Islam.3 The group's primary concern have been to understand and apply the Qur'anic way
of life. Participatory decision-making process in the group, has been confined within the males' 'traditional' (i.e.,
grounded in absolute principles) interpretation of Islamic texts concerning the role of individual within a religio-socio-
political structure of family and society. My work with this group, as a facilitator, takes the Islamic principle of self-
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discipline one step further to affirm self-identity within the Islamic premise of gender justice.

To facilitate their movement from the predominantly males' interpretations of the Islamic primary sources is to make the
Islamic principle of trusteeship (Qur'an, 2:30) explicit through higher Islamic learning. A Muslim individual may not
fulfill the Islamic pedagogy of a trustee without being able to autonomously choose, understand, and act on her choice
of Islam as a worldview. This process requires both autonomous morality and intimate knowledge of the Qur'an before
an individual can act as a trustee. Proxy or heternomous moralities--though represent prevalent practices--do not replace
autonomous morality. Community welfare is central to Islamic principles of governing, but it does not preclude the
primacy of autonomous morality as a form of self-governing. Within the guidance of the Qur'an and Hadith, when in
conflict, the community collective welfare takes precedent over individual rights. My analysis of this group self-learning
and self-governing is intended to present a form of democratization by this Syrian feminine movement to affirm Muslim
women's agency. The group may not call its work democratic, nor feminine. This movement, though, has achieved and
maintained some form of effective intellectual and civic participation despite the historical and cultural constraints that
dominated the Syrian society, like other Muslim-Arab societies. My intention is not to compare this Syrian grassroots
movement with other movements inside or outside Syria, but to change the perception of Muslim women's invisibility
as an indicator of full dependency and/or oppression. By changing the discourse we find that "mainstream" literature
concerning democratization, Syrian society, and Syrian Muslim Arab women have overlooked this type of groups
because these groups are not connected to the center of power. Applying self-identity for self-realization approach
within the Islamic framework of gender justice as a base of participation or democratization presents different set of
assumptions. Self identity for self-realization approach presupposes higher Islamic learning to re-gain the power of
knowledge as a means of active agency. Further synthesis of the context of this study, the history and culture of Syria
provide evidence for this group's active agency.
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Middle Eastern Immigrants and Their Descendants. Temple University Press (1996): 129-142

Abstract

This chapter examines how some Arab Muslim youth and families in North America perceive themselves both as Arabs
and as Muslims in the context of Canadian and United States societies. Parents are concerned with how best to transmit
the Islamic ideological and Arab cultural heritage to their children. One of their problems derives from differences
among Arab Muslims, who come from varied national origins and hold several interpretations of the Islamic view, not
all of which are based on the Qur'an; as a result they also have different nationalistic attachments to their understanding
of Arab heritage. A second problem arises between immigrant parents and their American-reared children. The children
may participate in American culture to a greater extent than their parents, and they are constantly faced with the
conceptual need to accommodate potentially conflicting points of view. Effective identity transmission requires the
determination of the nature and extent of the different interpretations held by parents and their children and of the way
these interpretations are reflected in their practice of Islam and association with the Arabic heritage.
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Muslim Women's Islamic Higher Learning as a Human Right: The Action
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In Muslim Women and the Politics of Participation: Beijing Platform. Edited by Mahnaz Afkhami and Erika
Friedl. Syracuse University Press (1997), 43-57

Abstract

How do we expect the Muslim woman, collectively and individually, to identify with Islam as revered teachings and to
act within its parameters, and to accommodate new human knowledge, be it that of a local Mufti's (clergy) injunction or
a human rights advocate's recommendation, while neither Muslim societies nor human rights advocates recognize her
self-identity as an autonomous spiritual and intellectual being? Accessing Islamic higher learning (deeper knowledge of
the Islamic primary sources, the Quran and the authentic Hadith [prophetic tradition]), is argued to be the means by
which the Muslim woman self-identity is recognized as a trustee. Relying solely on others' interpretations to guide her
spiritual and intellectual needs is by itself an evidence that the Muslim woman's right to understand, to consciously
choose, and to actively act on her choice of Islam is being compromised. Muslim Woman's deeper knowledge of the
Islamic primary sources is significant to defining her relationship to God and to others. 

Muslim woman's understanding of "human rights" within the Islamic worldview, based on pedagogical reading (the art
of learning and teaching) of the Quran is significant. I derive the rationale behind the demand for woman's educational
rights from the Islamic worldview. The methodologies of the discipline of education and the strategies to implement the
platform for action--that define the parameters for the Muslim woman's human rights--are grounded in that worldview.
Examining her role as a human entity in the Quran does not merely concern the Muslim woman's "free choice;" it
concerns her ability to maintain the pedagogical dynamics of Islam to effect a sustainable change in history. Self-
realization of Muslim woman can only effect a sustainable change in history when that self-realization unfolds the
meaning of trusteeship. The Quranic intention of trusteeship or vicegerency (AL-khilafah) (2:30) eliminates the
replacement of the individual trusteeship by proxy. 

The intent of this essay is to make a pedagogical interpretation of the word and the script of the sacred, analyzing
empirical data concerning Syrian Muslim women's perception of Islam regardless of their educational level. Such an
interpretation is to be a meaningful exercise to women living in the post-modern era and to produce an action plan for
the Muslim woman to regain her identification with Islam. One of the Quranic intentions in entrusting human beings
with individual rights and responsibilities toward themselves, each other, and the universe is to bring a balance between
the sexes. The interpretations of these rights and responsibilities, therefore, need to stem from efforts to exact the
balance between polarized perspectives that have dominated, for instance, the fields of Muslim women's studies and of
human rights activism. 

The strategic implications of this chapter lie in : (1) presenting a pedagogical paradigm to rethink and to act within the
balanced perspective of Islam and its primary source, the Quran, away from the many layers of "taqlids" (following
precedence) and from Western rationalization of Islam, (2) facilitating for Muslim women the strategies to realize their
identity and to re-learn Islam in its clear, transforming meanings, and (3) interpreting human-rights activists' concerns
within the Quranic concerns for a just human society, where justice means balance and fair play in the order of things,
and a sustainable change of women's role.
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Arabic Self-Learning: A Module of A Research-Based Computerized
Curriculum

Al-Arabiyya, A Journal of the American Association of Teachers of Arabic (1999: 32; 23-65)

Abstract

We discuss a research-based, computerized curriculum in Arabic. Self-Learning of Arabic as a foreign language (AFL)
at the college level is presented as one module of this curriculum. Computer simulation of communicative and structural
Arabic are intended to facilitate metacognitive learning or higher order thinking of Arabic and Arabic language learning
strategies.
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Al-Takddom El-Elmi, A Publication of the Kuwait Foundation for the Advancement of Science (1998: 24; 52-59)

Abstract

We discuss a research-based, computerized curriculum in Arabic. Learning of Arabic language for native non-
specialists at the college level is presented as one module of this curriculum. Computer simulation of communicative
and structural Arabic are intended to facilitate metacognitive learning or higher order thinking of Arabic language
learning strategies.
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Computerized Educational System for Learning: An Application for Arabic Language

Al-Takddom El-Elmi, A Publication of the Kuwait Foundation for the Advancement of Sciences ( 1997: 20; 44-53)

Abstract

This paper is intended to summarize and complement the two reports prepared by Bawab et al., the linguistic and
technical team from The Higher Institute for Applied Sciences and Technology ( HIAST) headed by Dr. Muhammad
Mrayati of the Scientific Studies and Research Center (SSRC) in Damascus, Syria. The first, entitled "PC-Based
Conjugation of Arabic Verbs," was presented at the Arab School of Science and Technology's Second Spring Session on
Information Technology and Applications, sponsored by the United Nations Industrial Development Organization and
SSRC in May 25-31, 1992. The second (in Arabic), entitled "al Nidham al Sarfi al Nahawi li al `Arabiyah bi al Hasib
(Computerized Conjugational and Syntactical System of Arabic)," was presented at the Second Conference on Arabic
Computational Linguistics in Kuwait, November 26-29, 1989.

The objective of this paper is twofold. One, to provide some suggestions concerning the educational applications of the
Expert System (Nidham Khabir) and one of its sub-program, the PC-Based Conjugation of Arabic verbs . During my
visit to the SSRC in January 1993, I was asked by the above team to develop these suggestions, based on my practical
introduction to the system in addition to reading the above two reports. Both, through the practical demonstration of the
system by the team following prior discussions of the linguistic groundwork and information technology that underlie
the system, and throughout the reading of the reports, I felt a need to make this work known to all users of Arabic. Thus,
the second objective is to share this significant achievement of the Syrian team with Arabic linguists, Teachers of
Arabic and scholars of Arabic and Islamic studies.
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Abstract

American Muslim intellectual, activist, journalist, writer, and friend to all Muslim women, Sharifa Alkhateeb, passed
away Wednesday, October 21, 2004 AD/7 Ramadhan, 1425 AH.

Sharifa has been an advocate for Muslims and more specifically Muslim women nationally and internationally for the
last 35 years. She was the creator, co-founder, and president of the North American Council of Muslim Women
(NACMW).
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International Institute for the Study of Islam in the Modern World, ISIM Newsletter 5 (June, 2000)

Abstract

American Muslims do face misconceptions, yet their view of the woman as morally dependent, hence socially and
politically non-central to issues of Islamic and multicultural education is indeed problematic. How is it plausible for a
morally dependent individual to instill the character of an autonomous spiritual and intellectual Muslim who can
integrate effectively in a "pluralistic" society? A change in the paradigm of moral or religious education beyond
multiculturalism may be the solution.

http://www.isim.nl/files/newsl_5.pdf (See page 30.)
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Worldview, Meaningful Learning, and Pluralistic Education: The Islamic
Perspective

Religion and Public Education, (1993: 20, 1, 2 & 3; 84-98)

Abstract

In this paper I attempt to bridge some of the needs and realities of American multicultural educational paradigms in the
1990s and the often ignored educational goals, principles, and assumptions in a liberal democratic society that aspires to
pluralism. I will argue that (a) multicultural paradigms are as essential to improving "mainstream" education as they are
to furthering the education of different cultural groups and (b) plurality should be concerned with meaningful learning in
both a particular and a multiple perspective and worldview.
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Muslim Education Quarterly, The Islamic Academy, Cambridge, England, (1993: 10, 4; 35-45)

Abstract

An elementary school Muslim girl responded to her mother with the phrase, "BUT MOM, ALL MY FRIENDS DO
THAT! WHY CAN'T I?" questioning the need to be different every time the mother said "No" to an activity the girl
wanted to join neighborhood boys and girls in doing. The mother often contradicted herself and allowed her daughter to
play because she was not able to explain the rationale for being different. The mother's spontaneous "No" response
comes from the fact that in her home Islamic culture, children's activities are not usually separate from those of the
family. Also, children rarely played in sexually heterogeneous groups where she was raised (the Indian subcontinent).
Under the daughter's persistence, the mother gave permission, rationalizing to herself that a bicycle ride or video game
with the neighborhood children would not affect the "Islamic" identity and values of her daughter. The mother rarely
interacted with the parents of her daughter's playmates. She hardly knew who the playmates were or who supervised the
play. Her understanding of these neighbors' values and worldview came only from what she saw manifested in their
external behavior and in the norms of the society at large. The mother had contacts mainly with other mothers from her
country of origin.

When the young girl reached puberty, her father, who rarely participated in decision making concerning his daughter's
upbringing, told the young girl that she was to dress differently, she was no longer to have unnecessary conversations
with boys, and she could no longer join in free play with her friends. The girl resisted her father's orders, and the mother
supported her discreetly against the father's wishes. The mother thought that the father was being harsh and that there
was no need to set such strict rules to ensure that the girl would develop the "Islamic" manners and the understanding of
the "Islamic" religion as she, the mother, had been practicing it.

When the girl became a high school student, she took swimming as one of the sport activities required in the physical
education course. She did not realize that close contact with the opposite sex, particularly in immodest clothes (a
bathing suit in the presence of the opposite sex), violates a basic precept of the Islamic principle of modesty.

Click here to view a PDF of the pre-print.
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Islamic Education in the United States and Canada: Conception and
Practice of the Islamic Belief System

in Yvonne Haddad, Ed. The Muslims of America. Oxford University Press, New York, (1991), pp. 157-174

Abstract

This study examines the way immigrant Muslim parents and their offspring perceive Islam and view its practice in the
context of the Societies of the United States and Canada.

Historically and at present, the worldview of North American Muslims has generally differed from that of other groups
who are either natives of or immigrants to North America. Yet not until recently has any substantial research been done
on the presence of Muslims in North America let alone on their learning patterns or the role of differing worldviews in
the education of their children.

Muslims may not be considered a minority ethnic group because they neither have the characteristics of the term
minority ethnic nor Constitute a single linguistic, cultural, or socioeconomic group. Study of Muslims simply as
minority ethnics or national groups will not help in understanding the variations in their attempts to maintain their
Islamic identity. That is because, as Abdo A. Elkholy notes, "As Muslims in America are being assimilated, as Arabs,
Turks, and other ethnic groups, many do not see the religious wrong in mixed marriage."

Elkholy's observation relates to communicating Islam in North America on two levels. The first level is the way
Muslims perceive themselves and hence identify with (a) Islam as a way of life, (b) Muslims as a religious group with
which one may affiliate, or (c) nationality/ethnicity as an identity given to the Muslim subcultures by Western
colonizers. The Muslim's perception of his/her own identity is the cornerstone in his/her ability to adjust to the new
environment while maintaining the basics of the Islamic belief system and to transmit that system to the next generation
in an integrative manner.

This perception of identity determines whether one's response is assimilation, integration, or withdrawal. The second
level pertains to the realities of the North American pluralistic societies and their implicit and explicit demands for
individual conformity to societal "norms." North American societies are established on a secular value system. They
may allow for different religious practices, in the narrow sense of the word, but may not allow for ideological and
epistemological differences. Therefore, Muslims will be assimilated as subcultural groups (Arabs, Turks, etc.) despite
vigorous attempts by Muslim leaders and organizations to maintain the Islamic identity.

These leaders have failed to recognize that assimilation will persist as long as people's identity is in a state of confusion
between ideological (Islamic), religious (Muslim), and ethnic (Arab, Turks, etc.) attachments. The clarity or confusion
of one's identity is the key to the variation in Muslims' assimilation. The degree of Muslims' religiosity, as suggested by
Elkholy, is only a part in the question of identification. The effort of any Muslim community in North America to
formulate an educational program that will transmit the Islamic cultural and ideological heritage to its children is viewed
here more as a conceptual than a socio-anthropological problem.

Click here to view a PDF of the pre-print.
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Parents and Youth: Perceiving and Practicing Islam in North America

in Earle H. Waugh, Sharon McIrvin Abu-Laban and Regula Burckhardt Qureshi, Eds. Muslim Familes in North
America. Alberta University Press, Edmonton (1991), pp. 132-147

Abstract

This chapter examines how some Arab Muslim youth and families in North America perceive themselves both as Arabs
and as Muslims in the context of Canadian and United States societies. Parents are concerned with how best to transmit
the Islamic ideological and Arab cultural heritage to their children. One of their problems derives from differences
among Arab Muslims, who come from varied national origins and hold several interpretations of the Islamic view, not
all of which are based on the Qur'an; as a result they also have different nationalistic attachments to their understanding
of Arab heritage. A second problem arises between immigrant parents and their American-reared children. The children
may participate in American culture to a greater extent than their parents, and they are constantly faced with the
conceptual need to accommodate potentially conflicting points of view. Effective identity transmission requires the
determination of the nature and extent of the different interpretations held by parents and their children and of the way
these interpretations are reflected in their practice of Islam and association with the Arabic heritage.
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The Education of North American Muslim Parents and Children:
Conceptual Change As a Contribution to Islamization of Education

The American Journal of Islamic Social Sciences. (1990: 7, 3; 385-402)

Abstract

Four points of investigation are needed to develop a theoretical model for the Islamization of education in the context of
the pluralistic societies of N. America. (1) The dynamics by which Muslims have arrived at a view of Islam that causes
them to practice it in a particular way, (2) the variation in the conception and practice of Islam between the immigrant
parents and their offspring, on one hand, and between the immigrant and the native Muslims, on the other, (3) the extent
to which Muslims perceive the Western secular view to be in conflict with their own view as reflected in their
adjustment process and in their transmission of the "Islamic" heritage, and (4) the ability of the educators to design
programs that can reconcile the conflict, apparent or real, between the Islamic and the Western views of life and
education.

The underlying assumptions are that in addition to the historical development of the Islamic conceptual ecology and its
secular Western counterpart, the Muslims of N. America also have a distinct history and a living experience to be
investigated. Moreover, understanding the subject matter, Islam, requires an investigation of the documents pertaining
to it, namely al-Qur'an and the books of hadith. This investigation is a must for understanding (1) the variation in
meanings given to the present ideas, (2) the relative stability or change in the conception and practice of the Islamic
tenets over time, and (3) the new conception(s) and approach(s) to "Islamized education."

The aim is to determine (1) the Muslims' synthesis of all the factors (such as religion and faith, moral and cognitive
development, socioanthropological demands, and pedagogical approaches) that have been secularized because of
specialized approaches to human learning, (2) the level and type of awareness that the faithful individual has about
human and revealed knowledge, (3) whether the individual is operating within the central concept of Islam, i.e., Tawhid
(Oneness of God as the Source of knowledge and value), or within another concept that is outside of Tawhid that entails
duality and secularity in education, and (4) whether or not curriculum designers are able to distinguish between Islam as
the underlying value system and Islam as the subject matter as well as the encompassing social milieu.

The curriculum specialist developing programs for Muslim communities in pluralistic societies must keep in mind (1)
the governing ideology (the belief system) and the authority (experts) who determine the type of "Islamic" knowledge,
(2) the level of the experts'/learners' awareness of the relationship between their own conception of the ideology and the
forces that govern their drawing of values and codes and, hence, the practice of the faith, and (3) the structure and
means by which he or she can move from the Islamic philosophical system into an Islamic pedagogical system.

Three basic conditions, therefore, are essential for a program design and for a theoretical model of the Islamization of
education: (1) to understand the Islamic educational pedagogy vis-a-vis the Western pedagogy, (2) to adopt an eclectic
view of curriculum and to incorporate it with the reconstruction of religious thought in Islam(3) to keep in mind the
epistemological, familial and contextual compositions and their effect on attitudinal and conceptual change of the
learner.
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Acculturation of North American Arab Muslims: Minority Relations or
Worldview Variations

Journal of the Institute of Muslim Minority Affairs. London, (1990: 373-390)

Abstract

The main objective of this study is to explore the concept of minority/majority relations as the underlying assumption in
studying empowering and adjustment strategies of North American Arab Muslims (NAAM). That Muslims are viewed
as Arabs, Turks, Pakistanis, etc. is a hindrance to the understanding of the metaphysical and epistemological variations
between the Islamic and the Western secular worldviews, on one hand, and the Islamic and the Arabic acculturation
processes, on the other. Attempts to develop an integrative Islamic education program for Arab Muslims, therefore,
have failed mainly because NAAM view themselves, and are being studied, as an ethnic minority rather than a
"mainstream" majority. Based on this view, "Islamic" education programs have emphasized the ideals of the Ummah
(the Islamic State) and the teaching of Arabic as the empowering strategies for the Arab Muslim minority. Acculturation
practices among Arab Muslims, however, have emphasized ethnic preservation strategies that do not empower these
groups either with the privileges of recognized minorities (i.e., classified racial and socioeconomic groups such as Afro-
Americans and Hispanics) or with the acceptance by the prevailing "color prejudice" majority. Results from the author's
doctoral research project indicate that the majority of immigrant Arab Muslim adults have resolved this conflict between
ideal and practice by separating their religious, ethnic, and secular societal lives. These adults also view the transmission
of the Islamic/Arabic identity only as a transmission of religious teachings and ethnic traditions. The youth, on the other
hand, remain unclear of their group identity and of its association with the larger society . The findings and the
implications of this study are applicable to any group of people, Muslims or non-Muslims, who share a different
worldview from that of the larger host society.
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In Arab Studies Quarterly, (Spring/Summer 1989: 65-82); and in Baha Abu-Laban & Michael W. Suleiman, eds.
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(1989): 65-82

Abstract

Effective Islamic identity transmission requires determination of the nature and extensiveness of the different
interpretations held by parents and their children and the ways these interpretations are reflected in their practice of
Islam and association with Arabic heritage. Fifteen Arab Muslim families of varied nationalities were interviewed as
part of a larger study on Muslims in North America. The findings indicate that parents and youth have significantly
different perceptions. Parents have higher levels of perception for the central concept of Islam, i.e., Tawhid (Oneness of
God), but only in abstract form, whereas youth tend to emphasize some of the auxiliary concepts of Islam, i.e., human-
interrelation behavior, but in the context of Western values. This may explain (1) difficulties parents encounter in
effectively transmitting the Islamic belief system and/or the Arabic heritage to their children, (2) the youths' inability to
distinguish between the Islamic/Arabic and the Western systems on the ideological level, and (3) the youths' confusion
concerning their roots and history.
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Abstract

 I discuss a unique action research (AR) pedagogical experience of professors at four public 

universities (Damascus, Aleppo, Al-Ba'ath, and Tishreen) in the Syrian Arab Republic. The approach 

in this experience began by contextualizing some lessons and experiences of AR pedagogy at Cornell 

University and issues about university reform in a very different cultural and academic setting, under 

the program "Higher Education and Training Program in Contemporary Social Sciences 

(HETPCSS)."

This collaborative program in Syria was a unique opportunity to address new dimensions of 

action research in a developing country, where a real gap exists in paying attention to many aspects of 

conducting any serious research in the social sciences and the humanities. The program was intended 

to partially remedy this gap through introducing AR in Syria. 

 Few are those universities in the US or Europe that have contextualized AR and the relation 

between university and society in an effective pro-social way. The experience of the Syrian 

universities is unique in that some of their professors are being educated in AR despite the adverse 

national political and economic conditions. One may even suggest that we are able to educate these 

professors in action research because of the contemporary adverse conditions. 

I. Introduction 

 While I have been collaborating on AR projects in Syria for the past ten years, this project 

was my first to teach about AR. This was also the first time to collaborate with social science and the 

humanities university professors to facilitate their own learning AR in order to change the Syrian 

higher education system from within.1 What impressed me the most during the four-month program 

(January through April, 2006) was the enthusiasm with which the professors were willing to 

collaborate and take extra efforts to achieve their potentials under HETPCSS;2 that is, the potential of 
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being educated in Action Research in spite of, or because of adverse conditions in the four Syrian 

public universities.  

 The overall goal of the HETPCSS program was to bring a self-selected, self-motivated group 

of faculty and researchers (from among the 55 who were initially selected by their respective deans) 

into a deeper familiarity with state-of-the-art of contemporary social science research, focusing on AR 

approaches (theories, methods, and tools). The immediate goal was to solidify the steps and dialogues 

that the Syrian government has initiated in 2001,3 by creating a concrete, hands-on experience 

deploying some AR perspectives and methods. AR was introduced as a research modality in which 

these professional researchers and members of a community organization form a single research team 

that decides the subject of the research, learns about and selects appropriate techniques, collects and 

analyzes the data, and assists in the process of applying the results to the institution as well as to other 

societal infrastructures. In this case, the participating professors formed a research team among 

themselves while collaborating with their own academic community. 

 Although I experienced some resistance for being a US citizen, my Syrian descent helped in 

building a rapport with the professors. Also, my ability to communicate in Arabic and being familiar 

with the culture proved to be a key factor in the progress and success of the program.4 The professors 

were concerned regarding imported programs, but once I introduced the program and its approach to 

social change, they realized that it was a change by them and for them. I emphasized the balance 

between learning contemporary scientific research while maintaining a connection to, and generating 

a better understanding of their Arabic/Islamic heritage. This balance opened a space for them to 

rethink scientific research from within. Asmahan, an Associate Dean for Academic Affairs, expressed 

this sentiment after I had explained the philosophical foundations of the program: "Yes, this is the 

key: 'equilibrium' with local heritage, I like that."5

 The long-term goal was to further develop the professors existing capabilities into the 

collaborative program to address relevant issues to the Syrian society, using local knowledge and 

integrating the Islamic/Arabic heritage of the participants with contemporary knowledge of scientific 

research.6 It was remarkable that all the professors chose the issue of "conducting scientific research 

at the university" as the focus theme and the content of their hands-on action research. Their 

enthusiasm, driven by their intuitive needs to learn and to change the status quo of scientific research, 

seems to balance the existing bureaucratic system of the university. 

 My research questions were: Would it be possible for the collaborators in the HETPCSS, 

including myself, to:  

(1)  "[R]ealize the complex interaction among private (individual) and public (social) discourse in 

social and educational programs," (Barazangi, 2006a: 98) wherein the individual is rarely given 

attention in the organizational behavior of the Syrian university? In other words, would the 
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collaborators be able to teach and learn AR in a way that helps to move beyond "gathering and using 

scattered techniques and models" in the centralized Syrian educational system? 

(2)  "[R]ecognize that investigating each other’s views of reality as the first step toward cognitive, 

affective, and social egalitarianism," wherein these professors hardly have the opportunity and the 

flexibility to investigate their own perception of learning and of scientific research? 

 While I was facilitating for the professors the adoption of "principles from different 

disciplines," I was specifically concerned about the "ethical integration [of these principles], [so] they 

[will not] lose their potency [nor] remain merely isolated tools that may or may not foster the 

[professors'] acquisition of competence in AR." (Barazangi, 2006a: 100). Therefore, this collaborative 

experience would be considered ethical if it increased the Syrian professors' ability to break away 

from the mind-set of seeing scientific research mostly as (1) a means for promotion and/or as 

expanded commentary on an existing work, (2) a top-down organizational process, be it at the 

university level or within the Ministry of Higher Education (MHE) and the Supreme Council of 

Sciences (SCS), the two sponsors of the program, (3) a critique of theories and methodologies that do 

not fit the dominant ideology or perception of what constitutes scientific research, or (4) an individual 

efforts wherein keeping one's ideas to oneself is thought to preserve the credit for scientific 

production. 

 Throughout the program, the fifty five (55) professors of different fields went through a 

process of balancing this internal bureaucratic system with what was perceived as an external political 

pressure for change. Though external pressure might have motivated the government to initiate minor 

changes, the internal enthusiasm of individuals or groups was slowed down by the existing 

institutional bureaucracy. Change of conception (or the mind-set) was the most relevant issue to these 

professors and, hence, became both the immediate goal and the means of the program. That is, in 

order for the clients (the professors) to understand and deploy AR, they needed to put themselves in a 

different mind-set to be able to re-think the meaning of scientific research. This goal and the process 

that led to achieving it are the topics of this paper. It is fair to conclude that we achieved this goal and 

established a framework for systemizing and institutionalizing contemporary scientific research 

within the social sciences and humanities at the Syrian higher education level. 

II. Dimensions of the Pedagogical Interaction and the Process

 Equipped with a formalized understandings and knowledge of AR pedagogy, I thought I 

could collaborate with these professors by directing their intuitive need to learn contemporary 

scientific research, offering them an opportunity to contextualize AR principles: "reposition [ing] 

teachers, learners, and evaluators in a more explicit partnership, and challeng[ing] the dichotomous 

relationship between rhetoric and action found in the conventional pedagogy [and their practice] of 

the social sciences" in the Syrian academic setting. (Barazangi, 2006a: 98)  Though the learning 
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professors were "determin [ing] the authenticity of a principle vis-à-vis the variations in its 

interpretation and social application . . . out of awareness," at the onset of the project, they began the 

conscious process when they determined to research their own issues, enhancing their capacity to act 

on their own behalf. (Young, 1990)  

 As the principal investigator and the director of the program, I began by introducing the 

program and a brief description of AR. I had pre-prepared (September - December, 2005) the 

contextualized self-learning online primer of AR, "Deploying and Evaluating Action Research" 

(Barazangi, 2006b), as the approach of social research for social change. Having recently completed a 

collaborative project (2001-2004) with Davydd Greenwood and with Cornell University 

undergraduate students learning and evaluating AR (Barazangi et al., 2004), and having collaborated 

(1995-97) with some professors, researchers, and undergraduate students at the Syrian Higher 

Institute for Applied Sciences and Technology on developing a research-based computerized 

curriculum in the Arabic language environment (Barazangi, 1999), I recognized that a collaborative 

project working with the professors themselves on their own learning of AR was in order. That is, 

though my previous Syrian collaborators realized their own capacity to act on their own, they were, 

with few exceptions, not able to "hold back their own interest for the collective benefit when 

necessary," as they continued to "perceive themselves as authoritarian experts." (Barazangi, 2006a: 

100)  

 Fifty-five professors from three colleges (Education, Economics, and Arts and Sciences) of 

each university participated in the first stage of the three-stage HETPCSS program. Brain storming 

sessions took place at each of the four universities, but only 31 of the professors continued into the 

next stage. Given that some of them did not fulfill the three conditions for participation (i. e., 

considerable time commitment, reasonable mastery of the English language, and a working computer 

literacy and Internet skills), they withdrew reluctantly, and only after a lengthy discussion about the 

unfair condition to conduct the program in English. 

 Stage two of the program consisted of simultaneously going through the online course and 

organizing into work groups who would launch their selected projects. As the spring semester began 

in the middle of February 2006, and the teaching and administrative load became overwhelming, only 

23 professors completed this stage. Yet, despite a slow Internet connection and some technical 

difficulties, all participants made special efforts to access the online course material and participate in 

a web-based bibliographic search. 

 Stage three was devoted to discussing the evolution of the projects and analyzing the results, 

all the while reflecting on the process. At the completion of the program, 14 professors presented 

preliminary results of their projects in a public seminar, expressing the transformation of their views 

of themselves and of scientific research. Together, and along with some administrators and research 

directors, we discussed these results and generated a list of recommendations and future action plans, 
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which was a break from the hierarchical decision-making structure of the Syrian higher education 

system.

A. Stage One 

 During the first stage, each university group participated in one or two brain-storming 

sessions to discuss the state of teaching and research in their respective universities. Though some 

participants expressed uneasiness about the ambiguity of the program (Barazangi et al., 2004), a 

preliminary list of relevant social and intellectual issues emerged.  During the second brain storming 

session, a few samples of the issues were selected to be the focus of their experiential 

learning/teaching/research workshops. The professors were eager to express their frustration with the 

obstacles to conduct research, generating a new local knowledge by summing up the adverse 

conditions at the universities as follows:7

 (1) delivering and disseminating information [or the lack of], (2) poor conditions of the 

university libraries, such as low number of periodicals and no space for research activities, (3) little or 

no skills in using the Internet, or to conduct research, and particularly no English language skills. (4) 

low income of professors making it difficult to devote time to research, (5) no societal support for 

female professors, (6) delay in publishing professors’ research in the university periodical, making it 

harder to follow-up scientific development,8 (7) high cost of conferences and workshops outside the 

country with the expectation that professors would cover most of such costs, (8) large number of 

students, (9) confusion of culture with societal or ideological traditions , and (10) little professorial 

input into consideration for university reform.9

 The professors were uncomfortable with my posting their views to the inter- and intra-

university e-mail lists that I developed, despite their hunger for sharing "new" knowledge. This 

resistance might be attributed to difficulty with the English language or with accessing the Internet, 

lack of time, or fear to expose their views to wider audience. Nonetheless, given that one of the main 

objectives of the MHE was to create more interaction between universities, the work groups were re-

organized into cross-university and by discipline. 

B. Stage Two 

 During the second stage, all the groups participated in a set of four workshops divided 

according to discipline (i.e., all professors in the Arts and Sciences were grouped in one workshop). 

The work groups began prioritizing the samples of social and intellectual issues that they had 

generated. It was striking that all the work groups individually chose the issue of "conducting 

scientific research at the university" as the focus theme. A mid-program workshop was held at the end 

for the entire research team (all the groups) at a central place, Al-Ba’ath University. The objective of 

this workshop was to collectively discuss and choose from among the seven (7) sub-themes that the 
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professors prioritized for their research, such as women's academic career and research work, 

advantages and disadvantages of the ministry-assigned textbooks, and organizational behavior of the 

university.

 Each of the seven within- or across-campus work groups selected a sub-theme and determined 

its research question(s), the research designs, the suitable methodologies and tools. Using survey 

tools, such as questionnaires, interviews, and some participatory observation, each work group, as a 

group or as individuals, began collecting information from their respective colleagues at the different 

departments and colleges. They began deploying some principles of AR by investigating the real 

issues that they and their colleagues encounter as they attempt to break away from the bureaucratic 

procedures in their respective university. One of these principles was to exercise their capability of 

taking charge of their own professional destiny, despite the constraining centralized system and the 

demanding teaching and administrative duties. 

 Even as they generated new knowledge about their own experience with AR as the approach 

to scientific research, the clients, the professors themselves, went through conceptual change as they 

discovered their self-generated meanings. During the workshops they compared field notes and 

discussed the deployment of AR concepts and principles, such as discussing the responses with the 

colleagues being interviewed (the client community) and reflecting with them to validate the findings. 

I continued to post these field notes to the e-mail list to be shared across the groups, despite the few 

who exchanged notes with me on the Internet. What was notable about this process were (1) that they 

became more at ease with openly exchanging their views about the state of the university; (2) their 

initial reluctance to speak out was replaced by open critique of each others' views and sharing their 

ideas; (3) their complaints about inability to conduct surveys without getting permission from their 

chairs, deans, or university presidents were replaced by a confidence in their ability to generate further 

enthusiasm among their respective colleagues in the academic community to grant interviews; and (4) 

they began competing to share their preliminary results and to interact with the rest of the groups.  

 The professors were challenged by the idea of initiating, but in this experience they realized it 

was possible to do so in spite of the limitations and obstacles that they listed over and over again. To 

help them move away from the defeatist state-of-mind, I asked one working group to make a list of 

their weekly tasks, including the time spent and the expenses incurred. The results produced a telling 

qualitative assessment of their daily struggle, and were instrumental in developing some 

recommendations. 

C. Stage Three 

 Another set of three workshops was held a month later. This time the work groups were re-

organized to compare relevant notes concerning the sub-themes. During this third and final stage, the 

groups presented and discussed the process and decided on the outlines of their working papers, 
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despite much resistance to commit their thinking to writing. It was remarkable to see the 

transformation in the discussion, from a negative mind-set to high interest in deepening educational 

network among each other, and among the four universities. By the end of the program they merged 

into a single research team with the intention to continue their communication and collaboration with 

each other and with me. 

 During a public seminar program at the end of March, fourteen professors presented their 

working papers in a ministry-sponsored seminar, where they also held small group discussions with 

invited deans and directors of research to make their input based on the findings. Together, we 

generated future actions for further collaboration with each other, with the MHE, and with me, 

wherein the SCS along with their respective universities offered commitment of support for future 

help. Two follow-up meetings in April 2006 were held to gage the professors' reflections on the 

program and each individual interest in follow-up commitments.10.

 The seminar fulfilled its goal by generating recommendations and decisions for future actions.  

By presenting their preliminary results, the fourteen professors indirectly encouraged other professors 

to tell their part of the story. It became clear then that change was possible when they themselves 

started to systemize the process and, consequently, realized the meaning of change from the bottom-

up. Also, administrators and others who were attending were surprised to see the ease with which the 

professors spoke up, even giving interviews to a local newspaper reporter.11 Despite the wide spread 

practice of top-down decision-making, the open, systemized dialogue throughout the program  helped 

the professors realize that they could be hopeful that their systemized analysis and recommendations 

might be taken into consideration for future plans. 

III. Uniqueness of the Experience 

 The collaborative program in Syria was a unique opportunity to address new dimensions of 

action research in a developing country, where a real gap exists in the attention to many aspects of 

conducting any serious research in the social sciences and the humanities. HETPCSS was intended to 

partially remedy this gap through introducing AR in Syria. Preliminary discussions suggest that 

educating in AR at the level of higher education was more effective when the professors saw their 

ability to conduct any scientific research as the priority. This revelation was the first achievement of 

the program, focusing on what facilitates or deters from doing scientific research, or what deters from 

doing social research for social change in the Syrian universities. Such social change involves 

members who could control their destinies and improve their capacities to do so. 

 The educational system at the time was responding to multiple sources of tension that may 

have indirectly caused some resentment to any outside intervention, let alone the way in actually 

doing research.12 However, being a U.S. citizen of Syrian descent eased the collaborating professors 

into accepting me as an "insider," and trusting the goals of HETPCSS. The dialogue process also 
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helped them focus on realizing that any social change has to come from them and be for their own 

benefit and the benefit of their constituents, the students. Personal communication and familiarity with 

the culture proved to be key factors in alleviating some of the tension and resentment and in 

sustaining the progress of the program. For example, only two colleges had responded to an earlier 

communiqué from the MHE and the SCS that included my "Action Plan" of the program. Yet, after 

individual meetings (throughout January 2006) with each of the presidents, deans, and associate deans 

for scientific affairs at each of the twelve colleges, briefing them about the program and its relevance 

to their respective colleges, I received full support and was provided contact information with the 

nominated professors.

 A third unique characteristic of the experience was the introduction of the online course 

during the second stage of the program, an innovation that encountered significant technical obstacles. 

Despite the availability of computers in the Syrian education system for over ten years, very few 

professors and administrators were skilled in using them. There was no faculty and staff development 

policy in place, either. Hence, part of the online course was orienting some of the participants in using 

the Internet and some software. Not all the computer labs were well equipped, or networked for 

Intranet purposes, so most of the workshops were held at the ministry lab in Damascus to which all 

professors were willing to travel, sometimes at their own expense and time (farthest commuting was 

from the city of Aleppo, four hours by car). The SHERN www.shern.net (Syrian Higher Education & 

Research Network) website (sponsored by the MHE to connect the four public universities with each 

other and with the ministry) was not equipped for interactivity, thus, not well utilized by the 

professors or administrators of the universities beyond descriptive introductions. Despite these 

technical problems, all participants accessed the online course material and participated in a web-

based bibliographic search.

The professors' enthusiasm seems to be driven by their intuitive needs to learn and to change 

the status quo of scientific research at the university while keeping respect for their local heritage 

(Maqdisi, 1981; Nashashabe, 1989; Stanton, 1990; Totah, 1926). When we met in groups, they were 

anxious to access the web for bibliographic references. But they were also anxious to go through the 

steps of the online AR Primer with me, because most of them needed my Arabic interpretation of the 

AR principles before they could deploy them in their own research projects. When we met 

individually, most of those who took the time to come to the MHE wanted to discuss in depth the 

particular sub-theme that they were researching, as well as the related AR principles and theories. 

IV. Conclusions: Evaluation and Reflection on the AR Educational Process 

Given that only a few universities in the US or Europe have contextualized AR and the 

relation between university and society in an effective pro-social way, my experience with the Syrian 

professors is especially notable. Some of the participating professors in the social sciences and the 



9

humanities learned AR by re-thinking and reviving scientific research in the university where a big 

gap exists in conducting any research. In order for the professors to understand AR, they put 

themselves in a different mind-set and were able to re-think the meaning of scientific research; this 

kind of change is itself a goal of AR. The Syrian system is ready for broader changes, but does not 

have the tools to do so.

 Self-evaluation and self-reflection were internal to the training program.13 Throughout the 

program, each professor was asked to write and/or to present their assessment of the process either at 

the end of each workshop or by using the e-mail. The intent of the evaluation process and of 

recommendations and plans of action for both the participating professors and the MHE and SCS is to 

initiate a major shift in planning and facilitating scientific research. The results of the preliminary 

investigations of the professors speak to the effect that such a shift in attitude among the professors 

has taken place. The professors have changed their perception and attitudes about scientific research, 

realizing that without these changes they would not have been able to endure the tight time allocation, 

the relatively poor intellectual incentives, and the limited financial support and physical facilities in 

order to participate in this program. 

 It is important to realize that the ability of the participating professors to internalize the entire 

program was, no doubt, affected by the austere working conditions as summarized above. My 

recommendation to the Ministry, therefore, was that, given the fairly successful program and the 

existing human potential, those interested in improving scientific research within the Syrian higher 

education system need to further systemize scientific research, perhaps by using the AR module 

developed in collaboration with the professors of social sciences and the humanities at the four public 

universities. 

 This program confirmed that action research approaches are built on the affirmation that 

significant social change occurs only when the capacity for change is in the hands of those who are 

affected by the change, and who may benefit from it. The results suggest that educating in AR at the 

level of higher education was more effective when the professors saw their ability to conduct any 

scientific research as the priority. This self-evaluation process was the first achievement of the 

program, focusing on what facilitates or deters from doing scientific research, or what deters from 

doing social research for social change in the Syrian universities. 
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and the UNDP 2002: Arab Fund for Economic and Social Development, Arab Human 

Development Report 2002: Creating opportunities for future generations (Forward). Accessed 

December 28, 2002: http://www.rbas.undp.org/ahdr2.cfm?menu=10. 
7 All quotations, with the exception of few, are my translation from Arabic.

8 This university periodical provides the main access to recent research for many professors. 
9 In December 2005, the Syrian President approved a reform law for the entire higher 
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Abstract

The theory of action research (AR) pedagogy presented in this article is, at its core, ethical in nature. For teaching,
learning, and evaluating AR, the theory's goal is to increase individuals’ capacity to act on their own behalf and
preventing themselves from becoming an authoritarian expert. Achieving such an increased individual capacity requires
the integration and deployment of multiple dimensions of ethical principles and understanding their implications for the
ethics of AR pedagogy. An integration of Ibn Miskawayh's Islamic philosophy of ethical pedagogy, Iris Young's theory
of justice, Greenwood and Levin's criteria for ethical participation, and my own model of participatory action research
evaluation that is central to the learning process constitutes the basis of this ethical theory of AR pedagogy.
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24, 2003)

Abstract

In this paper, we will articulate how the model of "evaluation being central to learning, teaching, and living Action
Research (AR)" has evolved. This model was developed as part of the Bartels Undergraduate Fellows Program at
Cornell University who are collaborating with surrounding communities.

The model is centered on the Fellows' participation in the reflective analysis of their self-generated data. The goal is to
learn about AR by actually using its tools to understand their own learning process and how their acquired learning
behaviors are, to a certain extent, stand in the way of their being able to help their community partners solve issues of
joint interest. These community partners are interested in finding sustainable and fair solutions to issues of North
American Indian women's health, hazing, stereotyping, homelessness, youth conflicts and empowerment, incarceration,
migrant farm workers, and community development that have been reinforced by the passive learning/teaching/research
approach. This reflective view is what we hope will 'click' among the fellows when they examine their own self-
evaluation data.

From this, we hope to learn how:

(1) the undergraduate seminar instructional process is imparting the epistemology and methodology of Participatory
Action Research with the participating Fellows, and what have been limiting or facilitating the process, and

(2) how the university organizational structure is providing support or limitation to the faculty and staff who mentor the
participating Fellows in service learning.

In other words, we hope to understand how best to realize AR in a participatory learning environment that is based in a
participatory community development.
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Abstract

During three preceding sessions of the Institute for European Studies (IES) Topical Seminar, three themes were
discussed: (1) The university as a corporation, focusing on faculty involvement and partnership with the corporation and
the corporate world beyond the university, (2) the students as inheritors of culture and the university as the means of
perpetuating cultural norms, and (3) the economic base of higher education.

In my focus on the curriculum, I am basically looking at the philosophical, ethical, and pedagogical dynamics of all the
above elements when mapping and disseminating knowledge. I am also looking at how knowledge itself, a main asset of
the university, is manipulated between research, teaching, and learning by the old and new guard of academia. Though
the three essays (Barazangi, 1993; hooks, 1994, Middleton, 1993) being analyzed under the curriculum theme were
written for different cases and from different worldviews, they share the same historical context. A time when the New
Right movements were back lashing at the different cultural groups, including women, as these groups voiced their
concerns about curricular inclusions and exclusions, these reactions were manifested in the multicultural vs. mainstream
curricula, in the affirmative action admission and testing practices, and in social welfare policies.

The contemporary context consists, in addition, in recent emphases by funding agencies on educational components in
research proposals even by NSF, especially in K-12. Residential learning among college students, is replacing ethnic-
based dorms or language houses. Yet, the old philosophy of dichotomized subject matters and fields of studies still
prevails in recent discussions of liberal arts curricula. A recent report by the Curriculum Committee of the Cornell
College of Arts and Sciences still classifies reasoning skills into quantitative and qualitative, with an add-on of moral
reasoning. Furthermore, engagement in learning is mainly still treated as a practical skill for the arts and sciences and
not part of their main mission, and so on.
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Abstract

We present a case-study of adult females becoming "literate." Low income female learners in Adult Basic Education
(ABE) and recent immigrant learners in English as a Second Language (ESL), and their teachers in Central New York
State were involved in a Participatory Action Research (PAR).

The goal is to present conceptual and attitudinal issues of adult literacy in the United States (US), including ESL and
feminist pedagogy. The results suggest that language literacy by itself may not lead to a sustainable autonomous
individual and group development. We discuss literacy within attitudinal change about female learner's self-realization
vis-à-vis her productivity and social mobility.
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Book Review of:

Gender and Human Rights in Islam and International Law: Equal Before
Allah, Unequal Before Man?

(2000) by Shaheen Sardar Ali (Kluwer Law International, The Hague, pp. 358)

in Muslim Democrat, 5, 1, 2003

Abstract

The objective of this book is “to engage in a conceptual analysis of human rights in Islam and international law, and
application of this analytical discourse to explore women’s human rights in the Islamic tradition” (p.3). Sardar Ali is
responding to the question “of whether Islam is opposed to women’s human rights and equality” that has assumed a
special significance in the post United Nations era.
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Book Review of:

Claiming Our Rights: A Manual for Women's Human Rights Education in
Muslim Societies

(1996) by Mahnaz Afkhami and Haleh Vaziri.

AMEWS Newsletter. May 1997.

Abstract

The purpose of Claiming Our Rights: A Manual for Women's Human Rights Education in Muslim Societies by Mahnaz
Afkhami and Haleh Vaziri (Bethesda, MD: Sisterhood Is Global Institute, 154 pp., 1996) is "to facilitate transmission of
the universal human rights concepts inscribed in the major international human rights documents to grassroots
populations in Muslim societies." It is an invaluable contribution of the Sisterhood Is Global Institute (SIGI) and a much
needed beginning to educate Muslim women's of their rights in Islam.

Its themes, derived from the mission statement of Platform for Action of the Beijing Conference (iv), are necessary for
individuals who are already aware and started to question the discrepancy in the practice concerning their human rights.
What is needed in the methodology, therefore, is a section that will facilitate awareness-raising as the initial step that
will instigate women to start questioning and dialoguing about the different themes. This methodological adjustment
would have been addressed intuitively had the authors, as well as the scholars and practitioners who were consulted,
considered an important element in their explanation of the meaning of "Shari`ah" under the section "Major Premise."

The authors, despite their utmost care not to "impart the truth" but to "facilitate dialogue" (Mahnaz Afkhami's letter of
introduction) have over-looked the fact that human knowledge and action are affected by the human belief system.
Whether we call it "religion," "faith," or "worldview", such a belief system composes an important component of one's
prior knowledge. This prior knowledge either makes an individual aware or dormant concerning abuses of her human
rights. It also makes an individual either accept or reject the "central premise of this human rights educational model
that there is no contradictions between human rights and Islam." (v)
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Book Review of:

Qur'an and Woman

(1992) by Amina Wadud-Muhsin

Journal of Islamic Studies, Oxford, England. July 1994, pp. 324-326

Abstract

Wadud-Muhsin's book is a welcomed addition to Islamic studies scholarly work as well as to the list of readings in
Women's Studies and Islamic Studies courses. The media and the popular culture literature in America and Europe are
not the only biased group in portraying women in Islam as "oppressed" and that their liberation can take place only
outside Islam. Contrary to my trust in the impartiality of educational institutions, I am finding that such institutions are
more inequitable when it comes to scholars who address the "Muslim woman question" from within the framework of
Islam. I was surprised, for instance to find that only one theological seminary library in the entire United States has
obtained this book, even though many universities, including my institution, have a long list of recent publications on
Muslim women.
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Book Review of:

The Rights of Women in Islam

(1992) by Asghar Ali Engineer

Journal of Islamic Studies, Oxford, England. July 1994, pp. 326-328

Abstract

Engineer's book though not unique in its purpose, the defense of women's rights in Islam, is different from other books
that deal with the same subject in its approach to the "question of women." By attempting , in this book, "to separate
what is contextual from what is normative" and to "recapture the original spirit of Qur'anic laws with regard to male-
female relationship," the author hoped to equip Muslim feminists with a powerful weapon in their fight for equal status
with men (p. vi). The author is to be commended for this unprecedented courage to contradict what has been the
customary views on women's rights in Islam, whether by Muslims or non-Muslims. His documentation from the Qur'an,
Hadith and early Islamic history of issues like sexual equality, marriage, divorce, and others that have been only
presented from the Muqallidun's (those who follow the foot-steps of ancestors) points of view is a major step by a
Muslim male scholar.

Click here to view a PDF of the pre-print.
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Studies following peer review. The definitive publisher-authenticated version is available through Oxford University
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Between the Post-ethnic and the Unique: Exclusion of American Muslim
Women and Policy- Making

2007

Abstract

Muslim women are treated in a similar manner by the media and the globalization political process. Because of this
fusion between sensational media reporting and policy-making, combined with compartmentalized scholarship (area
studies, Islamic studies, women's studies) and activism (Muslim vs. Western), a Muslim woman is often not viewed as
an autonomous entity that could and should be involved in policy-making. This pattern of ignoring Muslim women's
political participation is repeated even in the United States. With the exception of a few, the majority of American
Muslim women of varying backgrounds and educational levels are neither involved in the domestic nor in the
international affairs of the US. Hence, the issue is: how is it possible for the estimated three million American Muslim
women to become a political reality to further the US democratic policy, the US Muslim political and legal rights, or
Muslim women's human rights all over the world.

Click here to view a PDF of the pre-publication.
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Nimat Hafez Barazangi

"The Internet Gateway to Muslim Women's Morality: From North
America to South Asia"

Cornell University Women's Studies Colloquium Series [April 8, 1999]

Abstract

This project is both a continuation to my earlier research work in which I recommend that the way for Muslim women
to re-gain their self-identity is to participate in the interpretation of the Islamic primary sources, the Qur’an and the
prophetic tradition. It is, however, a shift from my earlier focus on educating Muslim women, and in my methodology. I
am focusing here on Muslim males’ rationales concerning Islam and women to understand why they have failed to
produce a change in attitude and policies, from customary practices into what they call “reformed, purified” Islam.

I will not do literature review. Rather I start by introducing the events that lead to this project, and the goals of this
presentation. Next, I will define Muslim women’s morality, explaining the implications of this definition and the shift in
focus, presenting further examples from the internet. Then, I will tie this project to my overall research work on the
educational foundations of Muslim women, beginning in North America and moving back and forth to South Asia,
passing through some other Muslim societies.

Click here to listen to a recording of the lecture.

Copyright Statement

Copyright 2010, Nimat Hafez Barazangi

Home | Publications



Woman’s Identity and the Qur’an: A New Reading 
 

Nimat Hafez Barazangi          
 

Nimat Hafez Barazangi asserts that Muslim women have been generally excluded from equal  
agency, from full participation in Islamic society, and thus from full and equal Islamic identity, 
primarily because of patriarchal readings of the Qur'an and the entire range of early Qur'anic 
literature. Based on her pedagogical study of the sacred text, she argues that Islamic higher 
learning is a basic human right, that women have equal authority to participate in the 
interpretation of Islamic primary sources, and that women will realize their just role in society 
and their potential as human beings only when they are involved in the interpretation of the 
Qur'an. Consequently, a Muslim woman's relationship with God must not be dependent on her 
husband's or her father's moral agency. 
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Woman's Identity and the Qur'an: A New Reading

by Nimat Hafez Barazangi
Gainesville: University Press of Florida, 2004. 172 pp. $59.95

“Barazangi brings a bold new perspective into the debate by calling those interested in the field to step out of the usual debates 
and methodologies. She creates new grounds by forgoing altogether the use of gender as a unit of analysis and instead 
introduces the Qur’anic concept of Taqwa, which can be simply translated as “moral discernment. A truly bold departure 
emphasizing the openness of the Quran as a text across time and space, and freeing its reader from being bound to the 
interpretations of any group in any given time, even including the very first generation of Muslims, whom she argues did not 
fulfill the gender mandate of the Quran. Barazangi’s work could far reaching influence, if properly read, especially on the 
journey of democracy in Muslim societies as she proposes the Self-Learning of Islam curricular framework to generate 
pedagogical guidelines for a policy-oriented scholarship. She hopes this could take place as this debate could shift the practice 
of Muslim jurisprudence into a community-based consultative practice since, she argues, community-based consultation is the 
first principle of Qur’anic governance.” Journal of Law and Religion ( XXV, No.1, 2010)

“Her [Barazangi’s] approach is unusual for the importance she places on the individual’s relationship with the Qur’an, which, in 
her view, supersedes considerations of history and previous generations of interpretations.  This sometimes leads her to the 
fairly radical step of questioning the prophet’s behavior.” Journal of Middle East Women’s Studies ( Volume 4, Fall 2008)

“Barazangi critiques what she sees as the excessive reliance on accepted Qur’anic interpretations and calls for a continual 
interpretation of the holy text by each individual Muslim. That is the most novel aspect of the work, and it certainly represents a 
fruitful pedagogical approach as it would encourage critical thinking.” Wagadu (A Journal of Transnational Women’s and 
Gender Studies, Volume 4, Summer 2008).

“Her argument that women must exercise their spiritual autonomy and approach the Qur’an afresh, without
prior interpretations and biases that men attribute to the text is well constructed. She states that the ‘female is an autonomous 
moral being who has direct relationship with God as her only Guardian’ (Barazangi, p. 78). I was moved by her reminder about 
women’s moral autonomy in the Qur’an, their independence to read and interpret the text for themselves.” azizahmagazine.com
(Volume 4, 4 Fall 2006).

"The book is to be applauded for weaving together fascinating and complex arguments that challenge some of the beliefs 
inherent in the patriarchal Islamic discourse… Barazangi's book is an excellent resource for young women and men who wish to 
claim and identify with Islam. As a Muslim woman myself who has been grappling with issues of gender justice and woman's 
autonomy in Islam the book has proved to be an invaluable reference." — Arab Studies Quarterly (Winter 2007, V.29, No. 1).

“Those with even a cursory acquaintance with Islam will realize that here Barazangi is not only taking on the entire traditional 
patriarchal-oriented Muslim Ulama but doing so on their own terrain by forcing them to go back to the Qur’an. Notice also, 
however, that she is by implication suggesting that the self-identity of Muslim women does not have to reside in the notion of 
the ‘emancipated Muslim woman’ as defined by the current alternative of ‘Westernization’.”  Comparative Education Review
(August 2006, V. 50, No. 3).

“Elegantly written and intelligently argued, this is an exceptional book in which the title, for once, does not promise too much. 
Barazangi, a research fellow at Cornell University, is a scholar to watch with a mind to admire. In a field littered with the 
strident, the clumsy, the redundant, the intellectually dishonest, and the overtly partisan, she skirts all those traps with grace and 
shows a way to move forward the grid-locked discussion over core Islamic values—especially but not only those concerning 
women.” —The Middle East Quarterly (Summer 2006, V. XIII, No 3).

“A Highly Liberating Document for Women. Syrian-American author Nimat Hafez Barazangi’s book …is an attempt to 
provide a totally new perspective to the debate on status of women in Islam. She has provided an altogether new interpretation 



to the Qur’anic identity of the Muslim women.” —Islamicvoice.com/May2006/BookReview.

"A valuable contribution to the Islamic scholarship-activism explosion of the 21st century"—
The Middle East Journal (Summer 2005, V. 59, No. 3).

“The central question in Barazangi’s argument is:  Why has the authority to interpret ‘religious’ texts been exclusive to male
religious elites?  She believes that nothing will change the condition of Muslim women and the Muslim society unless women 
are recognized as having the same authority to interpret the Qur’an.  Her strategy … is reflected in her proposal of the curricular 
framework, “Self-Learning of Islam, as a means of self-realization and self-identity grounded in the Qur’an. The strength of the 
book resides in her using the Qur’anic pedagogical dynamics as the philosophical basis for Muslim women to develop an 
integrative curriculum that proposes a shift in learning, knowing, teaching, and the application of the Islamic worldview, in 
which the learner will also move towards the intended gender revolution, as an integral part of the Qur’anic principle of social 
and economic justice, while simultaneously balancing the tension between pluralism and secularism.” —
Anthropology & Education Quarterly (September 2005, V. 36, No.3). 

“Barazangi has done a commendable job of articulating a major concern in contemporary Muslim life—the traditional role of 
women vs. their active participation in an ever-changing global community.  She draws a parallel between the struggle of 
Muslim women and the hurdles faced by the women’s suffrage movement in America. Woman’s Identity and the Qur’an is a 
good read and I highly recommend it to anyone interested in Islamic education in general and in the struggle of Muslim women 
in particular”.—
Teachers College Record (2005, V.107, No 11).

"Readers of this work will learn that the Qur'an speaks to men and women with one voice, that men and women are equal when 
it comes to the worship of God. Thus, the male-dominated practices of several centuries derive not from divine revelation but 
from human error."— Charles E. Butterworth, University of Maryland.

“An original and uncompromising study of the Qur'anic foundations of women’s identity and agency, this book is a bold call to 
Muslim women and men to reread and reinterpret the Qur'an, Islam's most authoritative source, and to discover within its 
revelations an inherent affirmation of gender equality.” —University Press of Florida.
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Why Muslim Women Must Re-interpret the Qur'an
Nimat Hafez Barazangi. Azizah. Atlanta: Oct 2010. Vol. 6, Iss. 2;  pg. 35, 3 pgs

Abstract (Summary)
The Prophet, as an agent of change, was willing to take a risk by challenging the common sense knowledge of the 
time. Yet the majority of today's Muslims are not willing to abandon the centuries old representations of Islam that 
are misleading and unjust, and replace them with the egalitarian intention of Islam as outlined in the only divine 
source, the Qur'an. Let us remember that the Qur'an was the only written source for almost one hundred years 
after the death of Prophet Muhammad and before his biographies and these traditions were collected. Essential as 
they may be, some of these traditions that concern women were abused by male interpreters, such as the issue of 
attire and seclusion. By using one Hadith to emphasize the extreme seclusion of women behind the head cover, 
erroneously called 'Hijab," Muslims are ignoring the basic teaching of the Qur'an about modesty that does not 
necessarily require a head cover. The head cover was practiced before Islam and continued to be practiced by 
Muslims for cultural or environmental reasons. More specifically, verse 31 of Chapter 24 concerning the "Khimar," 
incorrectly translated as "veil," talks about covering women's bosoms and is intended to guard the lineage and 
protect inheritance.

Also, the intention of interpreting the Qur'an is not only to change the social structure, but mainly to change 
attitudes and perceptions, the process of which takes a long time. Qur'anic interpretation process is not an "Islamic 
feminist" movement because feminism is a creative theory intended to regain women's rights in society by mainly 
analyzing the social construct of gender as the unit of analysis. Islam, on the other hand, is a worldview that 
propagates a single pair, the human pair ("It is God who created you from a single soul, and made her mate of like 
nature, in order that he might dwell with her [in love]" Qur'an, 7:189), with equal rights and responsibilities - 
spiritually, intellectually, and socially (Qur'an, 96: 15-19), in trusteeship and leadership: "And there will come forth 
every soul: with each will be an angel to drive and an angel to bear witness" (Qur'an, 50: 21). The unit of analysis 
for Qur'anic interpretation is Taqwa, i.e., building the capacity of each individual to balance all these roles within 
the guidelines of the Qur'an, the only divine source of Islam.

Copyright AZIZAH Oct 2010

The time has come for Muslim women to move from the silent revolution, though firmly grounded in the Qur'an, into 
an open struggle against injustice. Conditions for the majority of 700 million Muslim women are still pathetic 
(segregating men and women, secluding women in the name of modesty that sometimes prevent them from 
accessing educational institutions, discouraging and/or preventing women from congregational prayer and 
communal decision-making, but above all denying the woman direct identification with the Qur'an as an 
autonomous person). These conditions require changes in perception, attitudes and changes on the ground. We 
read in the Qur'an, "God will not change the condition of a people until they change what is in themselves" 13:11.

In this short essay, I offer suggestions on how women's interpretations of the Qur'an may change the 
understanding of gender and transform the Muslim communities and majority societies from within the Islamic 
worldview, while examining the core problem within the globalization of democracy movement, that is, the absence 
of Muslim women in shaping and developing Islamic thought.

Women's roles have been mostly viewed as secondary, or complementary, in the structure of Muslim societies, and 
sadly few Muslim women recognize this view as part of the problem. In order to challenge and transform these 
views, women must re-take their principal role and re-interpret the primary source of Islam, the Qur'an. By doing so, 
they will implement a fundamental aspect of the social justice contract between Muslims and Islam. Indeed, this 
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must be the first essential step toward accomplishing comprehensive human rights for themselves, as well as the 
much-needed challenge to the unwarranted authority held by Muslim men for about 14 centuries.

Neither sociological theories nor political science or legal analyses could fully explain the current crisis in 
understanding the core problem that Muslim women face, namely their absence in shaping and developing Islamic 
thought. Muslim women may recite the Qur'an many times daily, but they have been mostly absent from extracting 
meanings directly from it by themselves and for themselves to produce an egalitarian interpretation of the Qur'an. 
This egalitarian interpretation must restore the religiomoral authority of interpretation to each individual Muslim by 
using two basic Qur'anic principles: observing the natural order of the world and developing action plans by means 
of educated reason and mutual consultation.

In my view Prophet Muhammad, peace be on him, would be amazed at the current Muslims' perception and 
practice of Islam. Most Muslims believe that by imitating the image and reported actions of the Prophet of Islam that 
they have mastered their religious duties. Muslims have come to codify these reported actions and erroneously 
view them as sacred as the Qur'an, to the point of missing the basic message that the Prophet carried for 22 years, 
between 610 and 632AD.

The Prophet, as an agent of change, was willing to take a risk by challenging the common sense knowledge of the 
time. Yet the majority of today's Muslims are not willing to abandon the centuries old representations of Islam that 
are misleading and unjust, and replace them with the egalitarian intention of Islam as outlined in the only divine 
source, the Qur'an. Let us remember that the Qur'an was the only written source for almost one hundred years after 
the death of Prophet Muhammad and before his biographies and these traditions were collected. Essential as they 
may be, some of these traditions that concern women were abused by male interpreters, such as the issue of attire 
and seclusion. By using one Hadith to emphasize the extreme seclusion of women behind the head cover, 
erroneously called 'Hijab," Muslims are ignoring the basic teaching of the Qur'an about modesty that does not 
necessarily require a head cover. The head cover was practiced before Islam and continued to be practiced by 
Muslims for cultural or environmental reasons. More specifically, verse 31 of Chapter 24 concerning the "Khimar," 
incorrectly translated as "veil," talks about covering women's bosoms and is intended to guard the lineage and 
protect inheritance.

It is fair, therefore, to claim that the true message of Islam concerning women has rarely been practiced for the past 
14 centuries because many of Islam's representations are based on the reported traditions without being 
corroborated with the Qur'an. Only by producing a new interpretation of the Qur'an, would Muslim women be able 
to emancipate and help transform their communities and the Muslim majority societies. That is, there will never be a 
reformation movement in Muslim societies, like what happened in Europe, because the structure of Muslim 
societies and their aspirations are different: The social structure is built on the extended family social collaboration 
model (not on the nucleus, economic-based model), while the aspirations are mostly related to past history and 
traditional authority morality (not to nationalistic or ethnic morality).

How would women's egalitarian interpretation of the Qur'an help? My answer is that it will only be able to help in the 
long run. First, the current Muslim women's discussion of gender and women's issues cannot be considered a 
social movement, nor an "Islamic feminist" movement. It is not a social movement because it is still at its infancy, 
limited to few scholars-activists who are scattered geographically, linguistically or disjointed by ethnic and sectarian 
disagreements.

Also, the intention of interpreting the Qur'an is not only to change the social structure, but mainly to change 
attitudes and perceptions, the process of which takes a long time. Qur'anic interpretation process is not an "Islamic 
feminist" movement because feminism is a creative theory intended to regain women's rights in society by mainly 
analyzing the social construct of gender as the unit of analysis. Islam, on the other hand, is a worldview that 
propagates a single pair, the human pair ("It is God who created you from a single soul, and made her mate of like 
nature, in order that he might dwell with her [in love]" Qur'an, 7:189), with equal rights and responsibilities - 
spiritually, intellectually, and socially (Qur'an, 96: 15-19), in trusteeship and leadership: "And there will come forth 
every soul: with each will be an angel to drive and an angel to bear witness" (Qur'an, 50: 21). The unit of analysis 
for Qur'anic interpretation is Taqwa, i.e., building the capacity of each individual to balance all these roles within the 
guidelines of the Qur'an, the only divine source of Islam.

Second, in addition to building individual capacity, we also need to see Islam as a distinct three-legged process of 
(a) deconstructing the habitual idea of acceptance and transposition of social customs from one location to another, 
i.e., questioning the taken-for-granted interpretations that are based on certain local customs and practices, (b) 
making a connection between the message of Islam and the human interpretation of its nature (identifying with the 
message, i.e., self-reflection and deeper understanding of the meanings of the message of Tawhid, Oneness of 
God), and (c) reassessing the message of "there is no god but God" on the basis of the needs on the ground while 
preserving the principles of the message. Contemporary Muslim scholars and organizations are not attending to 
any of these processes. Hence, the struggle will be difficult, long, and uncertain. However, Muslim women need to 
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take the lead in rethinking the Qur'anic message in the same prophetic spirit of tolerating peoples' needs in time 
and place.
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In Light of Justice
by Leila Montour

Among the various scholarly
Islamic works committed to paper
over the last century that focus
upon the subject of women in Islam
and Muslim women, few turn their
focus towards women’s self-
identities in relation to the Qur’an
itself. As the Qur’an is the foremost
and primary source for Muslims
worldwide and throughout history,
it is also the litmus test for any
extrapolating discussions, being the
basis upon which everything else
rests.

Nimat Hafez Barazangi, a research
fellow at Cornell University’s
Feminist, Gender, and Sexuality
studies program, argues that women
must have access to Islamic higher
learning, but not necessarily in the
traditional way. Rather than
approach religious education from
the madrassah technique or a
Western-modeled Orientalist-style,
she advocates women’s direct
engagement of the living text of the
Qur’an. Direct engagement, she
maintains, allows one to read and re-
read the text in light of its universal
principles of justice and the
individual’s religious identity and
accountability towards God.

Dr. Barazangi makes the familiar
claim that during the span of Islamic
history, nearly all scholarship and
jurisprudence in Islamic law and
interpretation have been done by a
minority of male elite religious
members. She further adds that this
narrow perspective has been a factor
in today’s unfriendly viewpoint of
females in general; remarking upon
this elitism as being contrary to the
Islamic principle of community

consensus, or shura.
Dr. Barazangi goes further in

examining the historical examples of
early Muslim women who are often
held up within the community as
being ideal female archetypes for
emulation. She argues that rather
than viewing them as such, they
should simply be viewed as examples
of Muslim women, instead of
definitive sources of protocol.

Since Islamic history has been
filtered through an elite male point-
of-view, most of our information
about these early women has been
reduced to a sort of proxy morality.
Moreover, a woman’s religious
identity has been portrayed as
secondary – or even defined by her
relation to the males in her life, such
as being a mother, daughter, or wife.

What is missing from the picture is
the individual without these factors –
the Muslim individual as she is herself
and not as what she is in relation to
the males of the community. With
such a secondary status implied, Dr.
Barazangi questions whether Muslim
women end up developing a full
Islamic identity as sole,
private individuals.

Dr. Barazangi encourages
individuals to re-find their Islamic
identities through direct personal
reading of the Qur’an and the use of
the individual’s own ability to reason.
She spends several chapters in her
work taking second looks at several
current readings of the Qur’an, such
as those given by Amina Wadud,
A’isha Abd al-Rahman and Azizah
al-Hibri.  Through these explorations
and criticisms of their works, Dr.
Barazangi draws the fine line
between what are Qur’anic
apologetics and what are indeed new
readings. In her work, she focuses

specifically upon three main subject
matters: the topics of Muslim
women’s modesty in relation to
morality, whether the Qur’an and
gender are one of equity and
complementary roles, or one of
equality and taqwa- the person’s
individuality in balance with her or
his environment, arguing for
the latter.

The last section of this book deals
primarily with the pragmatic
implementation of woman’s self-
learning of Islam and her identity, its
legitimacy as a valid method for
knowledge and a catalyst for positive
change within the Muslim world.  Dr.
Barazangi does not necessarily lay
out any particular agenda in terms of
changes she would like to see within
the community itself. Instead, she
states that when both women and
men develop their full Islamic self-
identities as a result of this higher
learning, only then will Muslims gain
their true taqwa and ability to balance
their individualism with society at
large, both in relation to the Divine.
When this is reached, individual
Muslims will then implement change,
as self-worth and validity in one’s
identity is what later moves forward
towards justice.

Important, Inspiring
and Idealistic
by Zahra Ayubi

Nimat Barazangi’s book, Women’s
Identity and the Qur’an: A New Reading
is a pedagogical approach to reading
the Qur’an centered on women’s
autonomy and the concept of taqwa.
Dr. Barazangi’s main premise is that
women have historically been
excluded from Islamic scholarship
such as the formation of tafsir and

Book Club
Woman’s Identity and the Qur’an: A New Reading
by Nimat Hafez Barazangi, Publisher: University Press of Florida, 2004, 9780813030326, 2006,
192 pages, $24.95



fiqh. She maintains that because of
this, Muslim women have had an
indirect relationship to the Qur’an,
theology and Islamic studies in
general, and were thereby exposed to
centuries of living under men’s
biased interpretations of the sacred
text. Her argument that women must
exercise their spiritual autonomy and
approach the Qur’an afresh, without
prior interpretations and biases that
men attribute to the text is well
constructed. She states that the
“female is an autonomous moral
being who has direct relationship
with God as her only Guardian”
(Barazangi, p. 78). I was moved by
her reminder about women’s moral
autonomy in the Qur’an, their
independence to read and interpret
the text for themselves.

In the first four chapters, Dr.
Barazangi describes her pedagogical
approach, a reading of how certain
Qur’anic verses and terms took on
potentially sexist meanings and drive
dominant gender discourses today.
She does this through explaining
historical perspectives found in tafsir
on the story of human creation,
descriptors of morality and modesty.
She centers her reading on some key
words. For example, she uses her
discussion on ‘awrah, khimar and
hijab, to criticize male scholars’ and
jurists’ preoccupation with women’s
appearance and clothing
as unfounded.

Despite these well-intentioned
arguments, a disheartening mistake
Dr. Barazangi makes is not
acknowledging enough the work of
Muslim women scholars. By
minimizing accomplishments of
women who have offered feminist
readings of the Qur’an such as Riffat
Hasan, Amina Wadud, and Asma
Barlas – whom she does not even
mention, Dr. Barazangi alienates her

contemporaries and
discredits their
work. Part of Dr.
B a r a z a n g i ’ s
pedagogical approach
is consideration of all
of the multiple
contexts in which
particular terms appear
in the Qur’an. This
method and other
arguments she poses are
similar to Dr. Wadud’s
hermeneutical approach
in Qur’an and Woman. Yet
Dr. Barazangi says Dr.
Wadud has “not used
[her] capacity for
autonomous intentionality
in [her] identification with
the Qur’an and with
Islam…” (p. 75). Dr.
Barazangi should show
more appreciation for Dr.
Wadud’s reading of the Qur’an – the
very exercise that Dr. Barazangi’s
book calls women to do.

After painstakingly outlining her
position on women’s identification
with the Qur’an and her reading of
the text, Dr. Barazangi finally
outlines a curriculum in the fifth
chapter, called Self-Learning of
Islam, and describes several
determinants to its success and
failure. Self-Learning of Islam is “the
use of critical thinking and problem-
solving skills within the Islamic
worldview…” (p. 99). This is
consistent with her belief that the
Qur’an is a revolution against all
injustices such as those against
gender and race, and the concept of
taqwa within it must inform policy
and curriculum. While it may be true
that believers are inclined to apply
Qur’anic principles in many aspects
of life, her instance on using an
undefined Islamic Worldview to

define public
policy and law makes way for
slippery slope arguments that can
later transform into literalist
interpretation and implementation of
the Qur’an. It is naïve to think that
everyone in favor of women’s
education believes the Qur’an is
egalitarian. Using the Qur’an to
establish legitimacy for gender justice
may be a powerful tool to inspire
change, but who controls which
“Islamic Worldview” would
determine policy?

Dr. Barazangi’s book is powerful
and inspiring for Muslim women
who would like to establish a
personal relationship with the
Qur’an and for those who ascribe
gender justice to Islam to pursue
activism.  However, on the level of
practical policy reform towards
equitable laws, curricular and
educational change for Muslim
women, motivation from Qur’anic
justice may not be enough.

Have you read an interesting book lately? Share it with the Azizah Book Club.
Write to us at articles@azizahmagazine.com.
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VICEGERENCY (AL-KHILAFA) AND GENDER JUSTICE IN ISLAM

NIMAT HAFEZ BARAZANGI

INTRODUCTION

     This chapter summarizes Islamic view of life as a system and analyzes some 
implications of this system for family and male-female relationships.   It is 
necessary, therefore, to replace the conceived notion that Islam is a religion 
limited to the ritual acts of worship (the five pillars) with the affirmation that Islam 
is a system designed for a purpose, and that this system is either accepted as a 
whole, understood within its ontological worldview, and acted upon within its 
components, or its practice may not be total.   It is as important to understand 
that one cannot be operating partially within this system and still claim it as the 
base of operation. That is because.whenever something is not accomplished 
according to what the system was designed to achieve one cannot discredit the 
system for not fulfilling its goals.   One might understand the reason(s) that have 
lead to the unexpected results, rather, by exploring the steps that may have been 
missed during the application. 
     I am proposing that Islam as a system or an ideology has a central concept 
(or an essence) around which certain principles (or secondary and tertiary 
concepts) are built.   These principles vary in their priority depending on their 
closeness to objectifying the central concept.   The closer they are, the higher 
value they should be given and the more consideration they should receive in 
application of the system.   Then on the outer circle (of the imaginary diagram) 
there are the auxiliary hypotheses (or the manifestations) which, if were 
appropriated within the framework of the central concept and with the essence of 
the principles as the base, will achieve the intended results (or the outcome) of 
the system.
     The focus of this paper is on the Islamic principle of al-Khilafah (vicegerency 
of human beings to Allah as the Only God and the Supreme Guide), its social 
implications for the family, and where and how its manifestations may have been 
mistaken for its essence.   Al-Khilafah is the purpose of the Islamic system, that 
is, fulfilling the purpose of creation and the will of Allah through human morality.
The first part of the argument is that the principle of al-khilafah has been 
generally understood by Muslims and non-Muslims alike, and has been practiced 
by the majority of Muslims on its manifestation level and not at the essence level 
of the principle.   Furthermore, the perception (conception and practice) of this 
principle has been generally outside the Islamic ontological view and without 
consideration of the central concept of Islam, Tawhid (the Oneness of God and 
humanity).
     The second part of the argument will be stated as follows.   Unless scholars, 
Muslims or non-Muslims, who are concerned with the study of Islamic family 
realize the different conceptual levels of the Islamic system, understand the 
variation in the implications of the different conceptualizations, and use the 



central concept as the epistemological base, their attempt to understand or 
prescribe solutions to injustice in male-female relations in the Muslim family will 
fail.   Also, as long as Muslims are practicing the principle of al Khilafah and its 
social and political implications on the manifestation level only, they will not fulfill 
that principle nor the central concept of Islam, Tawhid. 

THE CENTRAL CONCEPT OF ISLAM

     Tawhid means, primarily, that Allah, the Only and One God, occupies the 
central position in every Muslim's place, thought and action.   The assertion of 
the Islamic faith that "There is no God but Allah" simply means that God is 
perceived as the core of values (normativeness)1,  the Creator, the Source of 
knowledge and the Guide. 
     To perceive God as such is not possible unless there are beings for whom 
values are both perceivable (and hence knowledgeable) as well as realizable 
(i.e., applicable in real life).   Thus, and this is the secondary meaning of Tawhid, 
God created one humanity to realize the imperative of creation, which means 
God's norms are for all humans (Universalism). 2   By entrusting the humankind 
with this divine will (the moral law), the creation of mankind and the appointment 
of human beings as al-Khalifah (vicegerent of divinity on earth) 3 was
necessitated by higher order of the moral action, namely freedom to fulfill or not 
to fulfill the will of Allah.   To (know) the divine will, human beings were given two 
things:  revelation, a direct disclosure of what God wants them to realize on earth 
(the Law, the system), and rational ability (sense, reason, initiation, etc.) 
necessary to discover the divine will unaided.   For God's will is imbedded not 
only in causal nature, but equally in human feelings and relations which takes the 
exercise of moral sense to discover it.   Once God's will is perceived, the 
desirability of its content is a fact of human conscious.   Therefore, moral action 
is not itself moral unless it is freely willed and undertaken to completion by a free, 
informed agent.   The concept of "salvation" has no equivalent in Islamic 
vocabulary.   Humanity and the world are either positively good or neutral, but not 
evil.  A human being begins his/her life with fitra (natural endowment) 4 that is 
ethically sane and sound, and his/her individual destiny is exactly what each 
individual makes it to be.   God's government is just 5  and its scale of justice is 
that of most perfect balance in the patterns of nature. 6   Its system of worldly and 
otherworldly rewards and punishments allocates for everyone exactly what s/he 
deserves.7  Islam sees itself relevant to all of time and space including all 
mankind.   This totality comes from the realism of the will of God in all spheres of 
life.   Hence, in its social dimension (our concern here), Islam defines al-Diin
(religion in the wide sense) 8  itself as the very business of life in space-time, the 
very process of history, all of which, in turn, constitute religion.   These processes 
are conscious piety and righteousness when well conducted (namely following 
the steps prescribed by the system) and impiety and unrighteousness otherwise.
Islam wants humans to pursue what is of nature, to eat and drink, to have lodging 
and comfort, to enjoy sex, friendship and all the good things of life, but to do 



them righteously, without lying and cheating, without stealing and exploiting, 
without injustice to self, to others, to nature, and to history.   Thus, the social 
order summarized above as the natural objective of all humans is both of natural 
quality and of necessity to fulfill the will of God.   Islam calls the humanity the 
Khalifah of Allah, precisely because to do all these things well is to fulfill the will 
of God and, hence, to fulfill the purpose of the system.   As facilitator of the social 
order the concept of Ummah (universal community) or Dar al-Salam (the House 
of Peace) 9  is introduced as the ultimate goal of Islam in time and space.   Thus, 
pluralism 10 as political and religious practices 11  within the House of Peace is 
possible as long as the will of God is realized, and as long as al-Khilafah is 
understood and practiced within the framework of Tawhid. 

IMPLICATIONS FOR SOCIAL ORDER
     Only a tiny section of the Law of Islam has to do with rites and with strictly 
personal ethics.  The social order is the heart of Islam; it has precedence over 
individual rights.   Islam agrees with all the religions which cultivate the personal 
values and recognize those values (such as humility, kindness, etc.) as 
necessary, but it regards them and their pursuit all empty unless their cultivators 
effectively increase the good and benefits of others in society.   Yet, the ummah
(the state community in political sense) is ruled neither by its own rules, nor by its 
people--the ruled.   Both of them are ruled by the Divine Law (i.e., the system), 
and the state does not legislate, only executes the Law.   Thus the ruler and the 
ruled are instrumental for instantaneous of the Divine Law , be it in political or in 
family affairs. 12  The Ummah is neither a "democracy,"  nor an "oligarchy," nor 
an "autocracy", since nobody legislates or enjoys any right over other to rule.   In 
this sense the following are three practical implications within which we can 
classify the realization of Tawhid and al-Khilafah to family and male-female 
relations.   These implications are:  (1) no particularism, (2) everything is relevant 
in time and space, and (3) responsibility. 

     1.  No Particularism 
               The identification of the divine will with value releases the latter from all 
particular bodies usually recognized as normative sources of value, such as, sex, 
tribe, race, land or culture.  God alone is the Creator and every other being is a 
creature, and all creatures are equally part of the creation.   Hence, the belief in 
the unity of God implies that the same value falls equally upon all. 13   This moral 
implication, however, is actualized by the free will of al- Khalifah, the human, only 
if s/he fulfills the will of Allah.   Therefore, any understanding or practice of value 
whose source is not Allah causes injustice.   This is because a member of 
humanity has been stripped of his/her freedom to fulfill the will of Allah by the 
mere fact that s/he was made to accept a fellow creature to be a source of 
his/her value.   Two consequences follow from this implication with regards to 
family:
          a.   Equality among members of the family in fulfilling the purpose of 
               God:  religious and civil vicegerency. 14



          b.   The family is the basic unit of society, where vicegerency starts 
                with self and other members of the family. 15

     I will analyze one manifestation of the first consequence only.   The religious 
and civil vicegerency is realized (manifested), through in part, by the most 
sublime act of worship, i.e., Salat (prayer) which has also psychological and 
social implications.  Salat is a Fardh 'Ayn (obligatory on each individual who 
reaches puberty and is sane) 16  Salat al jumu'a (Friday assembly) is considered 
as Fardh 'Ayn by the majority of Muslim scholars and is classified asWajib (an
obligatory act, individuals are rewarded when they fulfill their obligations and 
punished when they don't).17   Salat al Jama'a (congregational prayer), 
particularly in the Mosque (the House of God ), is rewarded better than individual 
prayer if it does not inflict hardship. 18

..Although some scholars and lay people understand worship in its narrow
sense, as commonly known to mean the ritual acts towards a supreme being, it 
will be used here in its widest sense that includes every aspect of the human life 
since it is ordained that humans were created to worship Allah.19 If we are to 
analyze the practice of this manifestation--Salat in the Mosque, its relevance to 
injustice towards Muslim females, and how it has been understood by Muslims 
and non-Muslims alike, we may be able to shed some light on the issue of 
gender justice and justice to the Islamic system as well. 
     To enjoin an act of worship as a means of guiding towards the purpose of 
good work, the Quran states:  "Salat prohibits the works of shame and evil, the 
sinful acts." (29: 45)   The Quran also reminds the believers of the pattern of 
human nature and needs (spiritual, material, etc.. ):  "O ye who believe!  When 
the call is proclaimed to worship on Friday (the day of assembly) hasten 
earnestly to the remembrance of God, and leave off business (of life).   And when 
the worship is finished, then may ye disperse thorough the land and seek of the 
bounty of God."  (62: 9-10)
     During the time of the Prophet Muhammad (PBUH) women conducted Salat 
in mosques, including the participation in Friday assembly 20   The same was 
practiced during the time of the early caliphs and companions of the Prophet.21

The books of Fiqh (Islamic jurisprudence) show consensus among the four 
schools (the Hanafi, Shafi'i, Maliki, and Hanbali) with respect to prayer as being 
Fardh 'Ayn (i.e.,  being the responsibility of each individual without particularism). 
22   The same schools consider Friday prayer as being Fardh 'Ayn and 
independent of the noon prayer with evidence from the Quran and Prophetic 
Sunnah(the prophetic acts and sayings), as indicated above.   Yet, in a following 
section of the same source, four more conditions for the Friday obligatory status 
are presented; the first of which is that the individual must be male, but without 
presenting any evidence either from the Quran or from the Hadith to that effect.
Furthermore, the source states that.the female is not obliged to perform Juma' 
and if she did, she would not have to pray the regular noon prayer, contrary to 
what was stated earlier about the evidence of Juma' being Fardh 'Ayn and that it 
does not replace the noon prayer.   A discrepancy is also seen in the ruling with 
respect to women's participation in the 'Eid (Holiday) prayers.   These prayers 



were enjoined on all Muslims and were highly recommended by the Prophet 23

and are being considered by some schools of Fiqh as Sunnah Mu'kkada
(confirmed act of the Prophet) and by others as Fardh Kifayah. (obligatory on the 
group).   The discrepancy lies in the fact that if Muslim women, particularly those 
of the so called "religious" families, are enjoined to participate in 'Eid 
congregation which is considered as either Fardh Kifayah or a Sunnah Mu'kkada, 
wouldn't it be more logical and of utmost good that women be enjoined to attend 
Friday assembly, which is clearly ordered in the Quran for each believing 
individual, and which is ruled as Fardh 'Ayn? 
     In later dates, Muslim scholars, such as al-Ghazzali (1058-1111), has 
recommended, in the context of the way of men courting their women, that men 
should avoid unnecessary jealousy.   al-Ghazzali went on to say that the Prophet 
had allowed women to attend the mosque, referring to the aforementioned 
Hadith.  However, he added that "the correct action now is to prevent (the 
women) except the elderly."   Al-Ghazzali based his recommendation on Aisha's 
(the wife of Prophet Muhammad) comment during the era of Sahaba (the
companions of the Prophet):  "Had the Prophet known what women have done 
after him, he would have prevented them from going out (of their homes)".  al-
Gazzali referenced Aisha's hadith as Muttafaq Alayh(received general 
consensus), and added that al-Bukhari had extrapolated that "the prophet would 
have prevented women from attending the mosques". 24 
     The Muqallidun(Muslims who follow recommendations by the traditional 
interpreters and commentators of Quran and Hadith) seem to have extrapolated 
al-Ghazzali's judgement, preventing women from attending the mosques with 
different levels of restrictions and different types of reasoning regardless of the 
relevancy of time and place.   By doing so, they have, knowingly or unknowingly 
forced a particularism on the meaning of vicegerency through the realization of 
one of its manifestations, Salat al-Jumu'a.   That is, by preventing women from 
the mosque and, eventually, from Friday assembly and  from congregational 
prayers in general, not only have they enforced a limitation on women's access to 
the community assembly (i.e.,  they have limited women's participation in the 
community affairs and exchange of knowledge which is an important part of the 
congregational prayer and is of a higher value than any of the reasons given, 
such as "to prevent Fitna [temptation]"), but they have also institutionalized an 
unwarranted differentiation between religious duties of males and females that is 
emulated by contemporary practitioners 25   Given that prayer is still recognized 
as Fardh 'Ayn,including Friday congregation 26  and given that collective prayer is 
ordered in the Quran even during the war 27 and enjoined by the Prophet as 
better than the individual prayer 28,  it seems that dual injustice has been 
committed against the female by preventing her from attending a mosque and by 
passing a rule against her wajib to attend Friday prayer.  That is, through a 
particular interpretation of historical documentation, the contemporary 
understanding of such practice has been bound  by certain judgement for a 
particular time and space and, hence for the Friday prayer which seems to be 
transformed, among the majority of contemporary Muslims, from a wajib on an 



informed, mature, and sane individual into a wajib on mature, sane, free males 
only, with the women being classified with slaves, boys, insane, and immature 29

     Some Western and Westernized Muslim writers in the area of women and the 
practice of Islam see that since women were banished from the mosque, their 
religious duties were thus minimized to  "a few quick prayers in the home".and, 
hence, banning of women from public places, such as the mosque, constitutes 
discriminatory practices in the Islamic teachings.  These writers seem to observe 
the above transformations of the recommendations by certain interpreters and 
Faqihs along with the contemporary practices and classification of women with 
respect to this particular manifestation (Friday (assembly/congregational prayer) 
and conclude from these observations that Islamic teachings are to blame for 
women's oppression 30  Although an other group of these writers do realize the 
fact that the absence of women from the mosque had led to undocumented 
assumptions about the participation of women in Islamic life,31.  my augment 
consists of two parts:  (1) particular practices of certain manifestations of some 
Islamic teachings have replaced the Quranic and prophetic principles that 
underlay some of these manifestations and, therefore, these practices were 
transformed from being temporal applications of a principle into principles by 
themselves, and (2) all parties involved in the discussion of the issue of mosque 
participation may have committed injustice, by thought or by action, including 
Muslim women themselves when they have allowed such transformation to have 
taken place. 

     On the one hand, Muqallidun/Traditionalists who banished women from the 
mosque seem to have committed injustice on two levels:  First, they have made 
of themselves legislators 32  of a rule and, by doing so, they, knowingly or 
unknowingly, have misinterpreted the central concept of Islam (Oneness of God 
as the source of knowledge, value and authority) and one of the basic principles 
of al-Khilafah, namely, no particularism in the free-realization of the will of God.
Second, although attending the mosques is only one aspect of the manifestation 
of the religious realization of the will of Allah, the mere fact that banishing women 
from mosques has become the rule, instead of being a temporal interpretation 
and practice, is not only placing a manifestation at the level of a principle, but 
also violating the second principle of al-Khilafah, namely everything is relevant in 
time and space.   Furthermore, when human interpretation is given the same 
value and priority as the original principle/guidance that is part of the revelation or 
the Prophetic teachings, it is by itself a violation of the very principle that no 
human being may produce a rule for another human being.   Only judgements 
that are relevant in time-place and that are drawn by 'Ijma (consensus) may be 
used for governing the community for which they were drawn.   By doing so, any 
person, even wali al-amr (governor/ruler), could commit injustice to self and to 
others if s/he were to generalize that recommendation to the point of making it a 
permanent law.
     On the second hand, the contemporary modernists (i. e., who do not accept 
the traditional interpretations of Quranic teachings, and the majority of whom 
usually assert that Islamic teachings themselves are unjust or obsolete and, 



therefore, Islam cannot be applied in modern times), by taking certain practices 
as the principles without investigating the original teachings in their holistic, 
historical context, have given the phenomenon of mosque attendance a value by 
itself.   Using this phenomenon as a criterion to judge the religiosity of Muslim 
women and the credibility of the teachings, they may have caused more harm 
than good, and hence, injustice.   First, and in the same vein of the Muqallidun, 
they are attributing value, where value only comes from Allah.   Second, and a 
more lasting effect, is that they have, intentionally or unintentionally, mislead 
some of these women by making them think that by attending the mosques and 
by participating in public life without any constraint, these women would have 
regained their freedom of choice. 33   By doing so, these modernists have only 
treated a symptom of a problem, but caused other problems to arise, the least of 
which is the reactionary measures taken by some traditionalists.   The worst of 
these problems, however, is that very few of those "liberated" women are able to 
understand the Islamic teachings in their ontological framework and, therefore, to 
respond to the traditionalists from the Islamic point of view.   Because they were 
not trained in the sciences of Islamic law, nor are they operating within the 
Islamic ontological view, even though they may still identify with Islam, most of 
these "educated"  Muslim women perceive Islamic teachings and practices 
outside the Islamic political praxis and, hence, the dialogue between them and 
the traditionalists remains like a dialogue between the mutes. 34 
     On the third hand, Muslim women, in general, seem to be doing injustice to
the will of Allah too.  First, they take other's legislation as their source of value, 
hence violating the concept of Tawhid.  Second, they do not exert themselves to 
learn and to understand the will from its primary sources and, hence, they may 
have committed injustice to self by not fulfilling the principal of informed morality 
and choice.  One might argue here that it is unrealistic to expect "oppressed, 
illiterate" women to fulfill the principle of informed morality or any other principle.
Part of the answer would be that if illiteracy is the problem, then why are most 
"educated" Muslim women, or men for that matter, deprived of the basic 
knowledge of the Islamic view while they still claim adherence to Islam as their 
religion or way of life?   Not knowing how to read and write is one of the reasons 
for women's oppression, but why is it that some illiterate Muslims are more 
knowledgeable about certain aspects of Islam than many of the "degree-bearing" 
Muslims?   In addition, oppression may prevent a human from acting at the level 
of free will as described in the Quran, but it does not stop her/him from thinking of 
ways to change one's situation. 
     In summary, the entire battle over women's public participation, whether in the 
mosques or any other places, has moved the focus away from helping the 
Muslim women, and men as well, to understand Islam at its central concept level 
and as a system.   The history of the Muslim world reform movements, 
particularly the contemporary ones, attest to this observation and examples from 
recent history provide ample evidence about Muslims' drifting away from the 
basic message of Islam and immersing more into the traditional (tribal, societal or 
familial) understanding of women's role. 35   What is missing in the equation is not 
only the availability of "rational" scholars or more women moving freely in all 



sectors of public life, but also the understanding of the original principles in 
context and within the intention (the underlying assumptions and the ontological 
view) of these principles.  The intention behind the work of the "rational" scholars 
and the intention behind the women being part of public life are an important part 
of the fulfillment of the will of Allah and just as important as the intention of the 
Muqaliddun or the Modernists.  Since niyya (human intention) in Islam is a 
prerequisite to any action before action is considered a fulfillment or not a 
fulfillment of the will of Allah, 36  and since intention should come out of free will 
and may be known only to the person (the agent) involved and to Allah, one 
cannot judge the value of a principle as being just or unjust from the practice of 
some of its manifestations.   Therefore, to understand if and when injustice to the 
Islamic system and to the Muslim female is committed, one needs to make 
explicit the perceived principle (i. e., intended and practiced in line with the 
particular intention and conception), and then attempt to change this perception, 
if it contradicts the Quranic and Prophetic teachings.   Another criterion for 
understanding where injustice may have taken place is in recognizing the extent 
to which women's absence from the mosque, throughout a long period of history, 
have affected women's education, in general, and the nature of the role they 
have played or have been assigned to by the particular society.   To alleviate 
injustice fully, therefore, is to relinquish misconceptions of the principles, first, 
and then to achieve Islamic practices within the framework of Tawhid.   Without 
such achievements, the symptoms (of oppression, illiteracy, etc...) will make a 
come-back depending on the various groups' interpretations and their level of 
rationality.

     2.   Everything Is Relevant in Time-Space 
               The application of value includes all goodness wherever it is to be 
found.   This implies that society may establish a hierarchy of priorities, and it 
results in the flexibility within the Islamic jurisprudence and ethical classification 
of human activities into the five classes:  obligatory, prohibited, recommended, 
recommended against, and neutral.   Therefore, any Islamic society may lose its 
claim to Islamicity if it were to restrict its activities to one of the five classes or to 
anyone or to two departments of life.  Totalism was, therefore, not only a 
description for society but an administrative policy for the state (Khilafah) as well.
The consequences of this principle for Islamic family are: 
          a.   Vicegerency is fulfilled by participation in both 
               domestic and public affairs by all members. 37

          b.   Vicegerency is fulfilled by guarding the two 
               sectors of life from immoral exposure (i.e.,  from 
               violating the will of God).38

     I will analyze the first consequence by using one of its manifestations, namely, 
the domestic role of male and female in the family.   Islam regards men and 
women as created for differing but mutually complementary domestic functions 
without specifying what these functions are.  "Do not enviously wish for that 



which God proffered on some and not on others.   Men and women, to each 
belong the works they had personally accomplished..." (Quran 4: 32)
     Two related verses received the utmost attention by both scholars and 
practitioners, whether traditionalists or modernists.   They are verse 2: 228 and 4: 
34.   Muqallidun generally imply in light of the aforementioned verse (4: 32) that 
verse 2: 228 "For men a degree over them (women)" means men have 
advantage over women by their physical strength.   Hence, traditionalists 
conclude that verse 4: 34, "men have (an additional) responsibility by which God 
has bestowed upon them and by spending from their means"  also implies that 
men are the protectors and maintainers and guardians of women because they 
support them from their means. 39   Moreover, some traditionalists went to the 
extreme in saying that because women are under men's protection in the 
domestic sphere, they are incapable of functioning in the public sphere alone and 
that the home is their only place of function. 40

     The matter does not stand any scrutiny.   First, it concerns the domestic 
relation only and the proof lies in the remainder of the verse which concerns itself 
with the conditions of application of the first part.   This other half of the verse is 
usually omitted from the argument in order to make way for unwarranted 
generalization, whether by proponents or opponents to women's function in 
public domain.   In the domestic relationship, men are the head of households 
insofar as patriarchy is the predominant form of family life which most of mankind 
has tried and observed since creation.   Second, the condition of the man fulfilling 
the basic principle of vicegerency (i.e.,  informed and free application of the will of 
Allah) is prerequisite to fulfilling the principle of mutual guarding of the two 
sectors of life from immoral exposure. Therefore, if men demand of their female 
household what they themselves have not been able to fulfill (whether out of 
ignorance of the teachings, of tribal customs, or because they themselves are 
oppressed), it becomes injustice to require those females to be religiously or 
ethically obliged to abide by the instructions of their male household.   Third, to 
interpret this verse in the fashion of the advocates of inequality in the teachings 
(as is the case with some traditionalists [who advocate equity instead] and 
modernists [who refuse any differentiation in male-female roles]) 41 is to make it 
run counter to all the other verses that establish equality on the crucial levels of 
religious, ethical and civil life. 42

     Thus, the manifestation of role-playing in the family cannot be considered as a 
discrimination ruling against women nor does it call for segregation between 
religious and ethical obligations because both roles are equally subject to 
religious and ethical norms.   Equally this role-differentiation says nothing about 
other activities whether in the area of overlap or not.   Where natural aptitudes 
make it desirable, or necessity makes it expedient, men's and women's activities 
may cross into each other's realm without prejudice to the main role-
differentiation established by God in nature.   Otherwise, the Quran would not 
have granted to women the full civil rights it did, such as inheritance, disposal of 
own means, voting, etc... 43

    The argument, stated earlier, stands for this implication and its manifestations 
as well.   As long as both scholars and practitioners view certain manifestations 



of the role-differentiation as the problem and not as a symptom, injustice 
resulting of such manifestations may not be abated because the perception of a 
manifestation on the same level of the principle or its implications, the perception 
of one principle without the other, or the perception of one sphere of life without 
the other will always lead to an incomplete solution and, hence, unrealization of 
the Divine Will.   The result, therefore, is that injustice to self and others may be 
committed, particularly if those discriminatory acts were intended, despite the fact 
that the agent was informed of their consequences. 

     3   Responsibility 
               In order for totalism not to become totalitarianism, the principle of Taklif
(responsibility) is eminent.  Every human being, Islam tells us, is mukallaf, (i.e.,
charged with the realization of the Divine Will).  This Taklif is based on his/her 
natural endowment which constitute the sensus communis that is shared with 
humanity.   This innate but educable sensus is the faculty by which the individual 
recognizes the Creator and perceive Allah's will as sought-to-be in his/her life.
This responsibility is the essence of morality.   The Quran has emphasized the 
personal character of responsibility and denied every possibility for vicarious 
responsibility.  Thus the Quran decreed that there shall be no coercion, and it 
required niyya for any moral act.   The implications for family are: 

          a.   Freedom of choice for all individuals to realize 
               or violate the Divine Will; an internal decision 
               to undertake an act and bare its consequences. 44 
          b.   No coercion among family members in the perception 
               of values. 45

          c.   No discrimination in teaching or learning value- 
               perception. 46

     I will analyze the first implication as manifested in the guarding of women's 
chastity to illustrate where injustice may have taken place. The Quran declares:
"Nor can a bearer of burdens bear another's burden" (35:18).   Also, the Quran 
asserts in another verse that "Allah will never permit any of their good works to 
be lost, whether male or female."  The latter verse is concluded with:  "...they 
(male and female) are members of one another."  In other words, they are 
mutually responsible to aid one another in the good work, be it guarding chastity, 
raising children, or even fighting 47

     The traditional notion, represented in al-Ghazzali 48 suggests that women's 
chastity is the responsibility of her husband, grown male children and paternal 
relatives.   The Modernists' view is that men, by claiming this responsibility, are 
appointing themselves as decision makers for the women under their auspices, 
and that this practice denies to the woman her humanity and ability to make her 
own decision as well as to bare the consequences of such a decision.   yet, these 
same modernists do not recognize that many of their aspirations are centered 
more on the loss of dignity more than on the injustice or exploitation of women.49



     Neither of the above two notions seem to do justice to women because, on 
the one hand, the traditionalists extended the domestic responsibility of the male 
in the family, as prescribed in the Quran, to making him a guardian of the 
women's inherent freedom to realize or violate the Divine Law.   On the other 
hand, the modernists also appoint themselves liberators of Muslim women and 
hence, appointed themselves as protectors of women's rights.   Furthermore, by 
using the manifestations of guarding chastity in separation from the other 
manifestations and away from the basic principle of mutual responsibility among 
males and females in aiding each other in the good work, the Modernists have 
assigned a different value to a principle and, thus, violating the principle of 
Tawhid..

IMPLICATIONS FOR RELIGO-POLITICAL ORDER

     Religo-political order of al-Khilafah is not limited to the elected or appointed 
leader, the caliph.   It is realized by three principles.   These same principles, if 
understood and applied, can also be facilitators for the principles of social order: 
     1.   Consensus of Vision: 
                This principle implies that all humans, males or females, are capable of 
knowledge of (1) the values in the Divine Will, (2) the movement in history 
produced by the realization of these values , and (3) the present and how it can 
realize the previous two anew.   Consensus of vision also implies equality in 
enjoining of Ijtihad (self-exertion to know, to understand, and to realize values in 
present conditions).   Ijtihad, therefore, does not necessarily mean passing new 
rulings on certain issues for which past rulings may still be applicable in time-
space.   Rather, Ijtihad is to exert oneself to understand Allah's Sunna 50  behind 
a particular principle and to realize the multi-faceted manifestations of the Minhaj
(system) in time-space.   This realization will celebrate the diversity in 
interpretation but, more importantly, will internalize the diversity in the application 
of the same Minhaj in all avenues of life.   Without such diversity, Islam will 
become an obsolete fixed law that will not allow for time-space changes and, 
hence, can be easily rejected. 51

     2   Consensus of Power:
               This principle implies equality in social cohesiveness to move values 
from ought-to-be's into ought-to-do's.   It also implies equality in the condition of 
Nizam (order), where every one should be literate and literary in order to 
understand and to follow the order of the Minhaj.   This literacy does not 
necessarily mean that every individual Muslim has to be a scholar in order to be 
empowered.   Rather, to be literate is to be informed of the teachings as a 
prerequisite of taklif (accountability).   To be informed needs some basic 
knowledge and skills without which individual sharing in the political affairs of the 
community may be reduced or diminished, and thus social values may not be 
moved from the ought to the action status.   That is, the individual who executes 



any manifestation of the system may do so routinely and may not necessarily 
realize the social value of the system as intended in the principle. 

     3.   Consensus of Action:
               This principle implies equality in material need and in moral (education) 
need, where the minimum in the latter is what bring a full measure of self-
realization as part of the cosmos. The ability to understand and to share in the 
political affairs empowers the individual to fulfill his/her role as khalifah and, 
hence, realize oneself as an active and not as a passive part of the Minhaj.
Without this active role, the individual may not cause a change in history which is 
part of the accountability in carrying the message of al-Khilafah. 

        By applying these principles within the central concept of Islam, Tawhid, and 
in conjunction with the social order principles, the issue of injustice will be dealt 
with on a level that makes mutual understanding between the concerned parties 
possible.   That is, by applying these religo-political principles within the state, the 
role-playing becomes temporal and may change as the system allows for.
Furthermore, by making explicit the intention, or the underlying assumptions of 
different views and roles, the mutual goal will be realized and , consequently, all 
parties will work toward eliminating their misconceptions in order to produce 
lasting solutions to the issue of gender injustice or any form of injustice. 



NOTES

        1.   The basic ideas on the concept of Tawhid and its implications were 
drawn (and presented here nearly verbatim) from I. R. al Faruqi, Tawhid: Its 
Implications for Thought and Life, (Wyncote, PA: International Institute of Islamic 
Thought, 1982).   Yet, the extrapolation and application of these concepts to the 
principle of al-Khilafa and with reference to gender justice are the present 
author's.

        2.   "We offered our trust (amanah) to heaven and [to] earth and mountains. 
They shied away from it in fear, panic-stricken. But humankind accepted to carry 
it." (Quran  33: 72). 

        3.   "When your Lord announced to the angels that He was about to create a 
vicegerent for Him on earth.  I have a purpose [for what I am about to do] which 
you do not know." (Quran  2: 30) 

        4.   "According to the pattern that Allah has made mankind"
(Quran  30: 30).  By relating this verse to verse (1:1): "In the name of God, Most 
Gracious, Most merciful," the methodology of objectifying the Qur'anic principles 
become very clear. That is, the Lord of the universe, has provided mankind with 
the natural perspective to understand the universe and to act within the natural 
course of Nizam (order) in it.

        5.   "On that day [the Day of Judgment] all people will be resurrected and 
shown their own deeds. Whoever does an atom's weight of good will behold it 
then; and whoever does an atom's weight of evil will be reckoned unto him, with 
equal precision." (Quran 99: 6-8) 

        6.   "The word of thy Lord does find its fulfillment in truth and in justice: None 
can change His Words: For He is the one Who Hears and knows all." (Quran  6: 
115)

         7.   "Their Lord responded to them that He will never permit any of their 
good works to be lost, whether done by male or female. They are members of 
one another." (Quran  3: 195). 

         8.   "The religion (al-Diin) before God is Islam."  Islam in Arabic means 
accepting of or submission to Allah's will (Quran  3: 19)

        9.   Note that the translation of the Arabic word Ummah can be understood 
as either Muslim community (ummah) or Islamic State (Ummah), which 
encompasses the Muslim community. In the present context  the ummah or 
Muslim community is defined by  I. R. al-Faruqi,.Trialogue of the Abrahamic 
Faiths,1986 (Ann Arbor, Michigan:  New Era Publications):  Islam offers the 
universal community as the basis of human association, instead of the nation, the 



people or ethnic group. This is not the ummah of the Muslims, or Muslim 
community, which is only a segment of the constituency of the Islamic state.

        10.   The Ummah of Dar al Salam is the felicity of the social order 
(pluralism) in addition to  'ibadat (the ritual acts) that have a social order as well: 
"Proclaim the pilgrimage a duty to all. People will come [to perform it] on foot or 
riding from every corner of the world, that they may achieve benefits provided for 
them therein." (Quran  22: 25, 26). 

        11.    In Islam the separation between the religious (church) and political 
practices (state) is not explicitly stated, as is the case in secular societies.
Although the separation is not real in the latter societies as well (see Eqbal 
Ahmad "Islam and Politics" in  Y.Y. Haddad et. al., The Islamic Impact; Syracuse: 
Syracuse University Press; 1984, pp 11-12), the Arabic word al-Diin stands for 
both meanings (religious and political), even though it is often translated into 
English as "religion", meaning ritual acts of worship in the narrow sense. 

        12.   "Let there be of you an Ummah which calls people to the good, enjoins 
the good works and prohibits the evil. Such are the felicitous." (Quran  3: 104) 

        13.   "Would you command the people to do the good works and absolve 
yourselves from same? and yet ye study the Scripture? will you not understand?" 
(Quran  2: 44) 

        14.   "O Mankind, we have created you all out of one pair, a male and a 
female, we have constituted you into people and tribes that you may know one 
another. Noblest among you in the eye of God is the most conscientious." (Quran
29: 13) 

        15.   "It is of God's signs that he created out of yourselves spouses in whom 
to find quiescence; that He established between you and them love and 
compassion. For those who are rational, this is certainly a great sign of 
evidence." (Quran  30: 21) 

        16.   "Regular prayers are enjoined on believers at stated times" (Quran  4: 
103).   The Hadith delineates: "Five prayers are made obligatory by Allah 
Almighty, who ever washed properly and prayed at assigned times, and fulfilled 
their condition, s/he is promised to be forgiven, but whoever ignored (did not do) 
them, s/he is not promised anything:  Allah may decide to forgive or to punish." 
(narrated by Abu Dawud).  The Muslim Jurists are in complete consensus about 
Salat being an obligatory on  each individual (Al Fiqh 'Ala al Madhahib al 'Arba'h 
(Jurisprudence According to the Four Schools),  Cairo: Wazarat al Awqaf, 1967, 
pp. 154-155.) 

        17   "O ye who believe! When the call is proclaimed to prayer on Friday (the 
Day of Assembly) hasten earnestly to the remembrance of God, and leave off 



business (of life): That is best for you if ye but knew" (Quran 62:9). The Prophet 
said: "Let those people who have left (did not attend) Friday prayers stop (of 
doing that) or Allah will close up on their hearts (causes confusion and inability to 
rationalize)"  The consensus among al-Jumhur is that Friday prayer is Fardh 
'Ayn, being a replacement of the Dhuhr (noon) prayer on that day and as 
evidenced in the above Ayat (verse) and Hadith. (Ibn Rushd, Bidayat al Mujtahid,
Cairo: Maktabat al Kulliyat al Azhariyah, 1969, p. 159.) 

        18.   "Who ever left (did not attend) three Fridays in a row without an 
excuse, Allah will mark his/her heart (cause confusion)." Transmitted by Ahmad 
and al-Hakim (see Fiqh al Madhahib, Ibid. p. 330).   Also, its is stated in  al-Fiqh 
'Ala al-madhahib al-'Arbaa' ibid p. 359, that congricational prayer is enjoined in 
the Qur'an, in the Prophetic Sunna, and in Ijma' as follows: The Qur'an 
states:"When thou [O Apostle] are with them,and stand to lead them in prayer..." 
(4:102) in the case of fear during the war   The Prohet also said: "Congrecational 
prayer is twenty-seven degrees higher than the individual prayer" narrated by al-
Bukhari, Muslim, al-Termidhi, and Ibn Maja.  The Ummah, finally, is also in full 
consensus about the enjoining of collective prayer.   However, under the section 
of the ruling of this prayer, we find, in the same source, different interpretations 
by the different schools of fiqh, but without refrencing to Qura'nic not to Prophetic 
evidence as to why each school has prefered the interpretation and, eventually, 
the ruling on the level of taklif which the particular school has adopted., pp. 359-
362.

        19.   "I have only created jinns and humans, that they may worship me 
[proclaim my unity]" (Quran  51: 56). 

        20.   The part of the Hadith that is often quoted by Muqallideen (those who 
follow the traditional interpretations of the Quran and Hadith) to propagate the 
recommendation that women pray in their home is the latter part of the following: 
"Do not prevent Allah's slave-women (imaa'  Allah) from the houses of God, and 
their houses are better for them." (Abu Dawwod, 567; al-Hakim, 1/29; al-Bayhaqi, 
3/131; and al-Albani, Sahih al-Jami' al-Saghiir,7335.  Many Muslims disregard 
the first part of the hadith. and, in addition, they use the word Imma' to imply all 
women indiscriminately, even though the meaning of Imma' (plural of ama) in 
Arabic is the opposite to free women. 

        21.   It was reported that Ibn Umar transmitted the following hadith "Permit 
women to attend mosques at night."  Muttafaq Hadith  that is used as a foot note 
by  Abu Hamid al Ghazzali to support the argument for Prophet's permission of 
the women's attending mosques. Ihiya 'Ulum al-Diin (Cairo: al-Maktaba al-
Tijariyah,  No date, V. 2, p. 47). 

        22.   The first three conditions for conducting prayer, according to the four 
fiqh schools are: knowledge of the Prophet Muhammad's message, reaching 
puberty, and being sane (Al Fiqh 'Ala al Madhahib al Arba'a, 1967,  Ibid., p. 151). 



        23.   It was narrated by Muslim and Bukhari and others, according to Um 
'Attiyah: "the Prophet (pbuh) had ordered us to join the Fitr and Adha (the two 
holidays)."  M. Naser al-Diin al-Albani, Hijab al-Mara al-Muslimah (Damascus: al-
Maktab al-Islami, 1982-83, p. 38). 

        24.   Ihya' 'Ulum al Diin, Ibid., V. 2, P. 47). 

        25.   J. M. al Yasiin, et. al.,   al-Jadawel al-Jami'ah fi al-"Ulum al-Nafi'ah,
1987 (Kuwait: Dar al-Da'wah, p. 106). 

        26   A. W. Debs wa Zayt and M S. al Burhani, al Salat,  No Date 
(Damascus: Matabi' dar al Fikr, p. 78) and al Fiqh 'Ala al Madhahib al 'Arba'a,
Ibid., p. 330. 

        27   "When thou (O Apostle) are with them. and stand to lead them in 
prayer, Let one party of them stand up with thee, taking their arms with them..." 
(Quran 4: 102). 

         28 Ibn Maktum narrated that when he attempted to apologize for joining a 
collective prayer the Prophet said: "Do you hear the Adhan (the call for the 
prayer)?"  When Ibn Maktum answered in the affirmative, the Prophet  said: " 
Then join in it even [if you have to] crawl"  (Ahmad bi sand Sahih wa-Abu Dauwd, 
552, 553). 

        29... . al-Jadawel al-Jami'ah fi al-"Ulum al Nafi'ah, Ibid.

        30.   Sally Green, "Reading Middle Eastern Women Writers," American 
Book Review  (July- August, 1989, p. 1). 

        31   E. W. Fernea, "Presidential Address", 1986 Middle East Studies 
Association Bulletin, (V. 21, No. 1, July 1987, p. 5) . 

        32.   Many of these Muqallidun use the Quranic Ayat " O ye who believe! 
obey God, and obey the Apostle, and those charged with authority among you"
(4:  59) to justify their authority in legislating, ignoring the basic principle that a 
ruler or a governor may only execute Allah's will as delineated through the 
prophetic Sunna and in accordance with the consensus of the community in time-
space.   More often than not the Muqallidun's rulings are built on an interpretation 
or a repetition of a ruling in a secondary source, such as al Ghazzali's, as 
mentioned above in note (24), in which the specific is repeated verbatim even 
though its physical conditions do not apply to the contemporary situation  (for 
further discussion on the lack of comprehensive systematized approach in the 
field of law and Islamic social sciences see AbdulHamid A. AbuSulayman The 
Islamic Theory of International Relations: New Directions for ISlamic 



Methodology and Thought  (Herndon: International Institute of Islamic Thought, 
1987, pp. 76-83). 

        33.   S. N. Lawal, Critics of Consciousness,  ( Cambridge: Harvard 
University Press, 1968) pp. vii)  states that historic existentialism is known for its 
emphasis on choice and for its attempt to define human liberty in a world that 
lacks values or a code of behavior, and that its humanistic approach admits no 
attachment to any criteria outside man's awareness of his existence as 
expressed in his own intellectual production only. 

        34.   See for example, Mernissi's arguments against Islam being the base of 
social and political solutions for the Muslim women status in the Muslim/arab 
societies. Oral presentation, Otober 1988. 

        35.   Yvonne Y. Haddad.  "Traditional Affirmations Concerning the Role of 
Women as Found In Contemporary Arab Islamic Literature."  In Jane I. Smith 
(ed.) Women in Contemporary Muslim Societies,(London:  Associated University 
Press, 1980). Also, Fazlur Rahman. "Islam: Challenges and Opportunities" in 
A.T.Welch and P. Cachia  Islam: Past Influence and Present Challenge (New
York: State University Press, 1979, pp. 315-330) distinguishes between the 
different movements within the complex phenomenon of 'resurgence of Islam' 
and their views of the West, of the intellect, and of the Qur'anic and historic 
Islam. Neo-revivalists, in his view, are those who adopted the perception that 
Islam is related to the whole of life, but by their radical rejection to modernism, 
they locked themselves into a position from which they could not either define 
their goals or develop a methodology. The result, Rahman concludes, was that 
they selected certain issues whereby they claim to distinguish Islam from the 
West, such as the rejection of bank interest, denial of any positive role to women, 
and the re-institution of Qur'anic punishment (Hudud). 

        36.    "And they have been commanded no more than this: To worship God 
offering Him sincere devotion, Being true (in faith)" (Quran  98: 5).  The Prophet 
also said " Actions are proceeded by intention" Mutaffaq Hadith. 

        37.   "The believers, men and women, are protectors , one another: they 
enjoin what is good, and forbid what is evil: they observe regular prayers, 
practice regular charity, and obey God and His Apostle... God has promised to 
believers, men and women, gardens under which rivers flow, to dwell therein.. 
But the greatest bliss is that God will be pleased (with) your deeds" (Quran  9: 
71-72)

        38. "[O Muhammad], command the men-believers to lower their gazes and 
to keep their modesty. That is the pure way befitting them. Command the 
women-believers to lower their gazes as well, and to keep their modesty, and not 
display of themselves except what must appear thereof (Quran  24: 30-31). 



        39.   E. W. Fernea and B. Q. Bezirgan, Middle Eastern Women Speak
(Austin:  University of Texas Press, 1977,pp xxiii-xxiv) explains how the basic 
premise remained that "men are in charge of women" and how family and tribal 
customs prevailed after the early days of Islam, using the afore-mentioned Surah 
to justify quite different practices with regard to women than what the Quranic 
teachings command and the Prophet had had in mind. 

        40.   Radiance Magazine Jamaate Islami circles in India and Pakistan, May 
3, 1989.( ? Nimat: check ref.) 

        41.    E.W. Fernea (Ed), Women and the Family in the Middles East
(Austin: University of Texas Press;  1985: P. 216) wrote in discussing religion 
and law in the Middle East that "The division between male Muslims and female 
Muslims does not exist - in thought and in principle." 
        42.   "Righteous are those who, if given dominion on earth, uphold the Salat, 
pay the zakat with good hearts, and prohibit all works of evil. To Allah will be the 
reckoning for all things." (Quran  22: 41) 

        43.   "O Prophet! when believing women come to thee to take the oath of 
fealty to thee, that they will not associate in worship and any other thing with 
God... then do thou receive their fealty" (Quran  60: 12).

        44.   "We revealed to you the book in truth, that you may proclaim it to the 
world. Whoever decides to be guided by its guidance does so to his/her own 
credit, whoever, rejects its guidance does so to his/her own discredit" 
(Quran  39: 41). 

        45   "Let there be no compulsion in religion" (Quran  2: 256).  Very rarely are 
relationships drawn from this verse to its directive to the human, who accept the 
Islamic ideology and to the meanings of other teachings in one's daily life and 
thought.  For example, verses 30:30 and 33:35-36, are used in isolation from this 
verse and from the concept in verse  1:2 that Allah is the Guardian of the 
universe. The Arabic construct "rab al Usra" refers only to the male as the 
guardian in his family and not as the gate keeper against female intellectual and 
social mobility, even in his own household. 
       46.   "Have we not created for humans their eyes, their tongues and lips? 
Have we not granted them their sense of orientation towards either ways? 
(Quran  90: 8-10)  "God has indeed made all that in heaven and earth 
subservient to humankind "(Quran  45:13)  "Who established for people in earth 
their prosperity, that they may prove righteous in their deeds." (Quran  43: 10). 

       47.   "Their lord responded to them that He will never permit any of their 
good works to be lost, whether done be male or female, you are members one of 
another.  Those who have left their homes or been driven out therefrom, or 
suffered harm in My cause or fought or been slain." (Quran  3: 195). 



        48.   Ibn Hamid Al-Ghazzali, Ihya 'Ulum al-Diin  (Cairo: al Maktaba al-
Tijariyah; V. 2 p. 47.) 
.
        49    P. Cachia " The Assumptions and Aspirations of Egyptian Modernists" 
in A.T.Welch and P.Cachia  Islam: Past Influence and Present Challenge (Op. 
Cit, 1979, pp. 210-235) suggests that the Egyptian national movement, for 
example, centered not so much on the injustice or exploitation as on the loss of 
dignity consequent on the loss of power (P 219). 

        50   It is important to differentiate between three meanings of Sunna; the 
first , Al-Sunna (the pattern of Allah ordering creation or any part or aspect of it). 
The article "Al" distinguishes it from the general, the second, meaning of sunna 
(tradition of predecessors). The third meaning, Sunnat Al-Rasul (the path and 
example of Prophet Muhammad, consisting of all that he said, did, approved of, 
or condemned).   For further discussion, see N. Hafez Barazangi, "Perceptions of 
the Islamic Belief System: The Muslims in North America", ( Ph.D. Dissertation, 
Cornell University, 1988; under preparation for publication). 

        51.   Jawdat Sa'id, Iqra.. Wa Rabuk al Akram (Damascus: Ayman Nwelati 
Publications, 1988; pp. 38-447)  Indicates the importance of ijtihad in its widest 
sense, that realizes the meaning of systematic research and methodology 
beyond what the human may conceive of. This systematized Minhaj does not 
change, because it was created on a certain pattern. What changes, however, is 
human's limited knowledge. 
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Summary 
 Limited access to Islamic higher learning is argued to be the basis for the Muslim 
woman's inability to emancipate and to self-identity as a Khalifa (trustee)--a Qur'anic mandate 
(or potential) of human existence. Muslim woman's reliance solely on others' interpretations to 
guide her spiritual and intellectual needs, be it those of Muslim or of non-Muslim men and 
women, is by itself an evidence that Muslim woman's right to understand, to consciously choose, 
and to actively act on her choice of Islam is being compromised.    Full access to the Diin, the 
Islamic belief system, calls for the Muslim woman to take part in the interpretation of Islamic 
teachings of the Qur'an and the Hadith and to maintain the pedagogical dynamics of Islam, rather 
than being limited to maintaining the human re-production, the Muslim family structure, or the 
individual human rights as suggested by others. 
 My understanding of woman's gender justice vis-a-vis "liberation" within the Islamic 
worldview is based on epistemological reading (the philosophy of knowledge) of the Qur'an. The 
rationale behind the demand for woman's access to knowledge is derived from the Islamic 
framework.   The methodologies of the discipline of education and learning and the struggle for 
human dignity that define the parameters for Muslim woman's emancipation are grounded in that 
framework.   To examine her role as a human entity in the Qur'an does not merely concern the 
Muslim woman's "freedom of expression;"  it concerns the woman as an autonomous spiritual 
and intellectual human being who can effect a change in history.  The intent of this chapter and 
of my overall research is to make a contribution towards an educational and pedagogical 
interpretation of the Qur'an for women living in the post-modern era and thereby to produce an 
action plan for the Muslim woman to regain her identification with Islam.  My analysis of 
empirical data concerning Muslim women's perception of Islam, the contemporary North 
American Muslim woman, in a historical context serves to clarify the meaning and the 
implications of Islamic higher learning regardless of these women's educational level.   
Preliminary observations suggest that the majority of Muslim women's movements do not aim to 
eliminate the tension between the two sexes by claiming sameness in the struggle for equality.  
Rather, their goal is Taqwa (to balance) the tensionback in favor of woman, as the Qur'an intends 
in the first place when human beings, male and female, were entrusted with individual rights and 
responsibilities toward themselves, each other, and the universe.   I will argue that one of the 
basic principles of Islamic justice is gender justice.  The interpretations of these "equal" rights 
and responsibilities, however, stem from different perspectives of Islam.  Muslim women groups 
are scattered on a continuum from  the idealized polemic Muslim to the idealized static Western 
perspectives.   Few are those who are making efforts to exact the balance between these 
perspectives.  
 The pedagogical implications of this research lies in : (1)  intervening among Muslim 
men by coaching them to rethink and to act within the balanced perspective of Islam and its first 
source, the Qur'an, away from both the many layers of  Muslim "taqlid " (following precedence) 
and from Western interpretations of Islam, (2) facilitating for Muslim women the environment 
and the means to realize their identity as autonomous spiritual and intellectual beings, and to 
realize the vastness of their task in educating themselves and others in Islam--encluding 
changing the entrenched paradigm of understanding Islam studies and its practice, and (3) 
integrating human-rights activists' concerns within the Qur'anic concerns for a just human 
society, where justice means the balance and fair play in the ideals and realities among all 
humans. 
 
Introduction 



 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 Muhammad Arkoun (1994b:62) asks: "How many women, either in the Third World or 
in Western societies have mastered the biological, anthropological, historical, and sociological 
genesis of the condition of women in order to lead the battle for emancipation at the appropriate 
levels and in the interest of promoting the human being?"  Arkoun offers his ideas on the role of 
women in Islam as a "man who learned and retained a great deal from my illiterate mother. "  
 As invaluable and challenging as his ideas might be, and despite his valuing of women's 
sacrifices of self-realization to assure the survival of the human species, I find it difficult to 
accept Arkoun's rationale for why women's role under Islam has not changed.   His assertion that 
the Qur'an "could not modify two essential aspects of entrenched and centuries-old conditions: 
elementary kinship structures and control of sexuality " (Arkoun, 1994b:60) is not a satisfactory 
explanation.   It  is particularly unsatisfactory since history indicates that these two conditions 
were indeed changed by the Prophet Muhammad and among early Muslims.   Given that the 
Qur'an clearly indicates such a change in women's role when it asserts that the human creation 
comes from, or made of a SINGLE soul and grants the human trusteeship for all, why do Muslim 
societies and male intellectuals condone the social practice of those contemporary Muslim men 
who do not abide by the control of sexuality as they demand it of the Muslim women?    And 
why is it that only the female is expected to sacrifice her self-realization as a person for the 
survival of the species, when the Qur'an clearly entrusts both sexes to carry on the burden of the 
trust (2:30) in a mutual consultation (62:38)?    Finally, if women in Muslim societies are 
expected to sacrifice their self-realization for the good of society, why is it that when Muslim 
societies deteriorate in their moral and social relations it coincides with woman's guardianship 
being viewed as the responsibility of the man? 
 On another plane, Hanna Papanek (1984: Abstract) wrote on the question of "women's 
emancipation":  "Future work on issues concerning women and development requires an 
internationally oriented scholarship on women that is closely tied to both research and practice.  
American universities have not served us well in building that scholarship--both because of 
failures to include international orientations and teaching and research concerning women." 
 Just as Arkoun's Rethinking Islam brings fresh air to the understanding of Islam outside 
the Western and the Muslim "reason, " Papanek's evaluation in Women-In-Development and 
Women's Studies (1984:5) was still largely valid in 1995, the year of the Fourth Women World 
Conference. Papanek points to the lack of a link between forces to develop a "body of research 
on both theory and policy." Though some work has been done in the last decade toward this end, 
there is also the lack of a link between the general advocacy for women's rights and a thorough 
investigation as to how different women, individuals and groups, perceive these rights. It is not 
only essential for women in development to realize that "women's issues" have arisen as a result 
of vast changes brought about by development, as Papanek suggests, but it is as necessary that 
women in "area studies," and women in "human rights" realize that "international women's 
issues" have also arisen amidst the one-sided views within the academic "area studies" and 
within a generic human rights advocacy. Orientalism and its related missionary and colonial 
movements made major contributions to these one-sided views both by perceiving Islam as 
frozen in the thirteenth to the sixteenth century and by explaining the pedagogy of Islam largely 
with Greek philosophical tools, and within the framework of Christian missionary and colonial 
policy. The challenge before the Muslim woman is not limited to changing policies or legal 
status, but includes changing the entrenched paradigm of understanding Islam and its practice.  
Thus, the focus on policy changes, as suggested by Papanek, should be combined with a focus 
on "What policy?," in "Whose interest?," and "With which paradigm and methodology?"  



 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 The need to develop research paradigms that make gender central to analyses of social 
change, one area of the common ground suggested by Papanek, implies a continuous reflective 
process that assesses the application of such paradigms across the international body of women.  
Papanek sums it up: "We cannot have it both ways: arguing for a universally applicable set of 
explanations for the position of women while taking universal applicability as a given and, 
therefore, failing to take the trouble to check ideas against empirical fact." (1984:Abstract)  
 To this end, developing research paradigms that make the Muslim woman central to the 
analyses of social change within Muslims societies and Muslim minority communities calls for 
historical understanding of the orientalist- missionary movement in Muslim countries during 
colonial and post colonial periods and their lasting effects. The goal of this historical analysis is 
not to be apologetic, but to understand the nature and development of the idealized, frozen in 
time Islam created by this movement. Such a historical analysis and understanding will allow us 
to free Islam both from its static and dogmatic codified law and to re-open the  dialogue within 
its flexible pedagogical system.   Arkoun (1994a:49) points out and laments the fact that it is in 
imitation of this idealizing movement that "countries like Saudi Arabia and Libya have 
encouraged missionary activities previously unknown to Islam."   In fact, it was in imitation of 
European institutionalized religion and its biases toward women that predominantly Muslim 
male leaders were encouraged by colonialists to impose more restrictions on Muslim women, 
particularly concerning Islamic higher learning, restrictions which were unknown in Muslim 
societies until the Spanish Inquisition.   This is evidenced in the sharp drop in the number of 
scholalry or influential females reported in Muslims biographies.2  
 I am not invoking here the centuries-old reciprocal exclusion and "otherness" between 
the three monotheistic religions, Judaism, Christianity and Islam, nor the post colonial 
dichotomy between Islam and the West. Rather, I want to draw the attention of the academic and 
"scientific" community, as well as the human rights advocates, to the fact that their claim for 
intellectual separation of "reason" and religion, as Arkoun (1994a:51) put it "ceases to operate 
once [their Western thought] is confronted with Islam." I am also trying to draw the attention of 
the imams (male Muslim leaders) and ulema (religious scholars) to the fact that their claim for 
authority on "authentic Islam " ceases to be plausible once their polemic, fixed-in-time 
interpretations are confronted with the awareness of the Qur'anic intention that it be open for 
continuous interpretation at all times and places by both males and females.  
 In this essay I use the above arguments and historical analysis to address the issue of 
applicability of the "universal" human rights document, the United Nations "Convention on the 
Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against Women "(CEDAW),3 to Muslim women in 
general. I will specifically address the rights to education, as charted in the document, and how it 
has overlooked Muslim woman's rights to Islamic higher learning (i.e., deeper knowledge of 
Islamic primary sources--the Qur'an and Hadith) as apriori for regaining her natural endowments 
as a human and as a Muslim. As evidence for my arguments, I use examples from the Muslim 
males' generated imitation of the perceived rights to education as outlined in the document 
"Universal Islamic Declaration of Human Rights (UIDHR) "4 that was prepared by the Islamic 
Council.  
  Examining the role of woman as a human entity in the Qur'an does not merely concern a 
Muslim woman's freedom of speech and sexuality, or access to balanced education; it concerns 
woman as an autonomous spiritual and intellectual human being who will effect a change in 
history.   The task of my research entails more than an examination of the related parts (verses) 
of the Qur'anic text vis-a'-vis the above two documents. My intention in analyzing empirical data 
concerning Muslim women's perception of Islam is to make an epistemological 'reading' of the 



 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

Qur'an that will be meaningful to women living in the post-modern era and that will produce an 
action plan for the Muslim woman to regain her identification with Islam.5 
 The North American (the United States and Canada) Muslim woman is the case-in-point 
here. I have been specifically interested in whether or not these North American Muslim women 
were and are able to benefit from the North American environment to further their Islamic higher 
learning as defined earlier and as I will extrapolate further below when I discuss specific cases. 
Those who see it ironic that a 'secular ' environment could benefit the understanding of religion 
and of Islam as a worldview and belief system may also see it as ironic that these North 
American Muslim women expect to contribute to their new environment and to the historical 
change in the interpretation of Islamic sources, despite the Western and Muslim male views of 
them as passive, dependent beings.  
 Given that there are a variety of social and economic applications of the Islamic 
worldview, one might wonder if my attempt could become as premature an attempt of a general 
theory and policy-making as the universally-claimed documents.   In order to address this 
concern, I start with outlining the metaphysical (philosophy of principles and values) and 
epistemological background of this study. Second, I will discuss the discrepancy between the 
Islamic worldview, on one hand, and the "universalist-secular-humanist " and the inherited 
Muslim religious views of education as a human right, on the other hand. I will specifically look 
into the implications of these views for gender justice, as proposed in both the CEDAW and 
UIDHR Documents. I have explored elsewhere the inconsistancy between the ideals of Islam 
concerning education and woman and their practice in contemporary Muslim societies and 
communities (Barazangi, forthcoming). I will discuss here their implications in two cases drawn 
from my field work with North American Muslim women and their daughters in the historical 
context of the orientalist/missionary hegemonic influence and the Muslim limiting interpretation 
of the "text. " I will conclude by illucidating the relation between Islamic "universalism" as 
stated in the Qur'an and plurality in application.   The shortcomings of the "universal " human 
rights of education will be evident as I argue for Islamic higher learning as an apriori human 
natural endowment that needs to be objectified. 
 

Philosophical Conceptions of Education, Feminism, and Islam  
 It would be a mistake to attempt an analysis of the Muslim woman's education in 
isolation from what is happening in other relevant fields of study such as feminist studies of 
education and "Islamization of knowledge, "6 or without taking into consideration the effects of 
economic restructuring policies and the "New Right " movements in many Western countries 
and the re-assertion of conservative morality around the world.   Particularly instructive is the 
case of contemporary Muslims' emphasis on women's returning to a "traditional" form of dress, 
whether or not it satisfies the Islamic dictum of a modest public appearance, and to return to the 
"home, " whether or not that home satisfies the Islamic conditions of mutual expectation and 
consultation.  
 Madeline Arnot (1993: 1) states that after "twenty years of feminist education research, 
policy development and innovative school practice, it seems appropriate to evaluate the impact 
and significance of this worldwide struggle for social justice.  
 Similarly, after two hundred years of missionary education and more than fifty years of 
"universal,"  compulsory  schooling in the Muslim world, it seems timely to evaluate the results 
of these systems of education and their actual impact on the Muslim woman . At the same time, 
the recent global economic restructuring policies and the consequent political unrest and 



 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

educational reforms also require a considered response from those committed to promoting 
greater social equality and from those who are promoting the return to "Islamic education."  
 Though feminist studies of education "has managed to cross its national boundaries and 
has constructed a common agenda for the English speaking academic world (in, for example, 
New Zealand, Australia, the United Kingdom, the United States of America, and Canada)," 
(Arnot. 1993, 1) few studies, to my knowledge, have constructed a common agenda for Muslim 
women.   Even when an agenda has been proposed and/or constructed, it has been produced by 
Muslim males dealing with education from an idealistic, dichotomized (between religious and 
Western "secular ") perspective or by Westernized feminists (Muslims or non-Muslims) who 
operate from  "area studies " framework. 
 Peggy McIntosh (1994) wrote: "As a girl or woman learns to read, she learns to imagine 
alternatives to her situation.  But if what she reads leaves her out, she may see these alternatives 
as unreal--making her more, not less, disempowered, the more she "learns."   The dichotomy 
between the ideals and practice in Muslim female education persists even in the most recent 
agenda developed by organizations in the East and the West, Muslims and non-
Muslims.(Barazangi, forthcoming).   This dichotomy and the agenda are explained respectively 
by my definition of Islam, education, and Islamic education, and by relating them to feminist 
studies and feminist views of education. 
 
Islam and education:  
 Islam and education are linked in a shared process because, on one hand, Islam as a 
worldview may not be realized without its pedagogy (the arts of teaching and learning) and, on 
the other hand, education has no meaning if it does not penetrate the individual's worldview and 
envoke change in perception of human relations. Through this change in perception, education is 
expected to bring equality among humans, particularly between the sexes. I believe that only 
when education succeeds in bringing about social change and social justice will it actualize the 
reality that justice is as fundamental to the Islamic worldview as the existence of a Just Supreme 
Being, The God (Allah). Such an education is what I call 'Islamic education. '  Thus, education 
does not become Islamic when it is taught by Muslims nor for Muslims, nor when its content is 
the subject of Islam as a "religion".  Rather, education becomes Islamic only when it fulfills the 
premise of producing an autonomous individual who intellectually and spiritually makes the 
choice to be khalifah (trustee/vicegerent) and to follow the course of action toward achieving 
social justice as described in the Qur'an and objectified by the Prophet Muhammad (Peace be 
upon him). 
 
Feminist studies and Islam: 
 Feminist studies and Islam struggle with and against each other in that both are oriented 
toward a better future for the female by rejecting human hierarchy.   From the normative Islamic 
pperspective, human hierarchy is rejected as counter to the Qur'anic view of creation and human 
beings.   Feminism here is used in its broadest sense as a creative theory of human relations 
which aims at transforming social structures that do not consider the individual contribution, 
particularly that of females.   Yet, because Islam and feminist studies appear to struggle against 
each other due to both the projection of Islam as a patriarchal religion, and projection of 
feminism as anti Islamic in its values, one of my tasks is to show that the basis of feminist 
thinking are implied in the Qur'anic conception of justice as objectified by "the autonomous 
trustee" of the Qur'an ("Allah said to the angels:I will create a khalifah on earth " 2:30).   My 
claim that the basis of feminism lies in the Qur'an is not intended to read history in a backward 



 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

manner, as Arkoun (1994b: ix) describes the Muslim apologists, nor to invoke an upheaval 
among Muslims who do not accept the use of "feminism " to describe the Qur'an.   I am merely 
re-iterbreting what  Rahman (1996:17-18) stated: The basic principle in the Qur'anic view of 
Islamic justice is the equality between the sexes.  It is worth noting here that my frequent 
reference to the Qur'an instead of Islamic ideals is intended to distinguish the Qur'an and the 
prophetic model (documented in the authentic Hadith) as primary sources of the ideal and 
practice, respectively, from their interpretations by Muslim males and Orientalists as secondary 
sources. 
 
Feminism and education: 
 Feminism and education share one history, since females are the cradle of education, and 
education is organically connected to feminism.  Education here is defined as the process of 
conceptual change that transforms individuals and societies from one state of affairs into 
another.  Hence, I am not propagating that education is a woman's "territory, " nor that females 
are only suitable for a career in education.   Rather, I am emphasizing this organic connection 
between females' struggle to change conceptions, and education as a conceptual change process 
that enables females to realize themselves as the trustees in the Islamic educational process.  
 I argue here that the tension between Orientalist and contemporary Western ideals of 
Muslim societies, and Muslim societies' ability to build stable social organization is a by-product 
of Westerners' and Westernized Muslims' insistence to "liberate" Muslim women from their 
Islamic culture instead of helping them emancipate from within their own worldview of Islam 
and the West. 
 The compounded effect of the historical deterioration of Muslim women's education in 
general, and Islamic education in particular,7 seems to result also in another tension, namely the 
contemporary tension between Muslims' ideals and their practice, such as the case of the 
contemporary claims of "islamization," on one hand, and between the West's ideals for itself and 
its ideals for others, on the other.   This tension has resulted in dismissing the Islamic perspective 
of religion and its meaning of social construction in the understanding of the Muslim woman's 
role and the meaning of her Islamic higher learning.  Achieving Islamic education and gender 
equality in Islamic higher learning becomes a priority because without this equality between the 
sexes, the balance between individuals remains threatened by the non-Islamic attitude of 
superiority of one human being over another and by the one-sided (the male's) interpretation of 
the text and the word of the Qur'an and the Hadith. 
 

Islamic View of Autonomous Individual 
 My reading of the Qur'an and the Hadith indicates five basic principles--outlined in the 
Qur'an and extrapolated in the Hadith--that were to permeate the life and thought of the 
autonomous individual who could make moral and intellectual choices in a just society: 
 1.  The creation of male and female of a single soul (Al Nisa','Women, ' 4:1).8 
 2.  The individual right and obligation to learn and be educated in the teaching/legislation 
(Al-Alaq/Iqra',  'the Clot ' /Read,' 96:1-4).   Also, Aisha, the Prophet's wife and major transmitter 
of early Islamic history and values said: "modesty did not prevent the women of Ansar [the 
people who supported the prophet's message] from learning").  
 3.  The individual right and responsibility to take the oath of accepting or rejecting Islam, 
voting (Al-Mumtahina 'the Woman to be examined,' 59:12).   The Prophet Muhammad dedicated 
a special day for women to discuss with him and to vote on his message and accept him as a 
Muslim community leader.  



 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 4.  The individual's ability to receive and dispense of inheretance (Al Nisa', 4:7). 
 5.  The individual's membership in the Islamic sisterhood and brotherhood  with no 
distinction of gender, race, class, or color (Al-Hujurat 'inner apartments,' 49:10). 
 These principles explain not only the need and priority of Islamic higher learning, but the 
unity of the Islamic philosophy,  despite its theological and historical diversity, as explained by 
Renard (1994:32).  Within the above perspective of social organization and of education as a 
means to approximate the ideals of a just society,   we can specifically affirm the role of woman 
and woman's education for gender justice in a Muslim society, or for that matter in a Muslim 
community within a pluralistic society such as the United States and Canada. 
 The universal woman may also benefit if she chooses to realize that the realities of 
Muslim women's lives do not always represent these principles, and that these principles are not 
limited to faithful Muslims nor any ethnic/national group, since God is beyond particular faith 
and ethnic association and beyond gender.   Allah is called 'He'  because of the nature of the 
Arabic language, which assigns male or female to all nouns and pronouns  (Cornell, 1994:63).  
The concept of absolute transcendence has profound implications for one's understanding of both 
divinity and human dignity.  
 This awareness of the unitary truth of God was deemed by early Muslims so important  
as to constitute the essence of knowledge itself. (Cornell, 1994:64)  Such a realization makes 
Islamic higher learning not only essential for, but prior to human understanding of one's own 
nature and reality in relation to the universe.  Islam's strongest argument in favor of "Tawhid (the 
theological claim of the Oneness of God) is that the believer does not have to resort to the 
abandonment of logic in order to maintain her faith. "  Furthermore, if Allah (God) created the 
world in order to be known, as the Islamic teachings assert, then "it is necessary that human 
beings be given the capacity to recognize and understand the Truth that brought about their 
existence." (Cornell, 1994:66).   The Qur'an--'the reading' that never ceases--came down from 
Allah as a mercy for humankind, and continually informs the human being such that she can 
better serve her role in changing history as she realizes herself as a person who consciously 
chooses to be a Muslim and creatively acts on this choice. 
 

CEDAW, UIDHR, And Gender Justice 
 The title and the intent of CEDAW document, "The Convention on the Elimination of All 
Forms of Discrimination Against Women" is not in tune with the Islamic worldview of gender 
justice that calls for universal social, economic and political justice on two grounds: First,  the  
"elimination of discrimination " does not necessary result in gender justice because it only 
constrains certain practices by legal acts.  Second, the document emphasizes the role of the state 
in the implementation process.   To assign the 'state' as the guardian of such elimination of 
discrimination is problematic, given that the present Muslim states do not govern according to 
Islam and yet they act as authorities protected by  "Islamic law. " 
 Gender justice in the Islamic view means the regaining of equality between the sexes 
beginning with birth (Qur'an, 4:1) and ending with membership in the Islamic sisterhood and 
brotherhood where there is no distinction of sex, class, race and color within any form of social 
organization (Qur'an, 49:10).   CEDAW provides practical steps, spelling out in  Article 10 the 
specifics of how discrimination might be eliminated in the field of education.   I am, however, 
concerned with the ambiguity of legal changes when "Islamic law" is addressed.   As long as 
Islamic law (known as Shari`ah) is defined as the "totality of ordinances derived from the Qur'an 
and Sunnah (Prophetic tradition)" (UIDHR 1994:149), the Muslim woman has no hope of 
becoming part of this process of legal change.  There are two reasons for this:   First, women are 



 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

considered by many of these ordinances as dependents rather than as partners in the 
interpretation process.   Second, even though 'Islam' and 'Islamic' indicate the worldview of one 
of the world's largest population which encompasses a unity of principles and plurality of 
practice without excluding membership of those whose faith is not Islam or those who are not 
males, the general practice in Muslim societies, especially in the last fifty years, is that more and 
more groups, especially women, are being excluded from this process by the muqallidun 
(followers of precedence), using the Shari`ah as an excuse. (Barazangi, 1996)  The real issue 
then, is how do we expect male legislators to enact items a-h in Article 10 of the CEDAW 
document (e. g.,  (a) the same conditions for career) when the whole idea of a career for Muslim 
women is dismissed under the disguise of Shari`ah. 
 The Islamic conception of "gender justice" as outlined above is not discussed in the 
CEDAW document or in any previous UN or 'human rights' documents; the development of 
those documents apparently did not and does not consider the Islamic conception of human 
existence, purpose and rights and responsibilities.   The prevalent philosophy guiding the whole 
concept of a universal organization (the "United Nations") is by itself an indication of viewing 
human beings and human relations within the philosophy of the secular  "nation-state " concept 
(Sonn, 1996:69).   Although by "secular," the ecumenical philosophy is assumed to be separate 
from the mundane human functions and the political governing, as Sonn argues, the underlying 
Judeo-Christian philosophy that accepts and postulates the separation of church and state is part 
of the guiding principles of the UN document.   This claimed separation in the Western views is 
central to the problem at hand.  As Arkoun (1994a:51) observes, this separation of the 
"intellectual and psychological within Western thought ceases to operate once 'the West' is 
confronted with Islam--then people slip into a consensus which on the one hand pre-supposes all 
the values [of democracy, liberalism, etc.] as achievements and on the other sees them rejected 
and menaced by fundamentalist barbarism. "  
 Understanding Islamic gender justice from this "supreme Western thought" point of view 
is not only problematic for the Muslim woman--as she finds herself at the crossroad between the 
Muslim and Western 'reason'--but, more importantly, it offers neither religious nor secular 
mental instruments of emancipation, as Arkoun (1994a: 53) asserts.  I am not implying here an 
intrinsic gender injustice in both Christianity and Judaism.  Rather, I am pointing to both the 
theological foundational assumptions as discussed, for example, by Hassan (1994:19), and the 
influence of Judeo-Christian traditional practices on Muslims' practices, as apparent in some 
Muslims writings--following Christians' separation of the science of theology and the practice of 
ethics--wherein  "Islamic ethics has generaly been ensconced in Islamic law rather than ethical 
discourse."(Sonn, 1996:65)  
 The example of ordinary Muslims' repeating the ordinary Christian belief that Adam was 
God's primary creation and that Eve was created from Adam's rib (Hassan, 1994: 20 ) suffices to 
indicate the central problem here when attempts are made in understanding Islamic views on 
gender from outside the Islamic framework (i.e., the story does not exist in the Qur'an).   
Compounded with this is the fact that many scholars, Muslims and non Muslims,  for example 
Smith and Haddad (1982), use the concept of Eve [Hawwa', the Hebrew/Arabic counterpart] in 
discussing women in Islam, despite the non-existence of this concept in the Qur'an, thus 
preventing an understanding of Islamic view on gender.   Ironically, other scholars who claim to 
interpret the Qur'an as a primary source use these secondary sources as the basis of their 
interpretations. Barbara Freyer Stowasser (1994),  for example, bases the views of Eve in her 
Women in the Qur'an on Smith and Haddads' discussion of Eve. She further relies on their 
conception of Eve in understanding gender justice in Islam!  



 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 The educational implications of such foundational misunderstandings become more 
dangerous when Muslim women on both ends of the continuum, between rejecting and 
defending Islam, believe and reiterate these concepts as "Islamic. "  This is why Islamic higher 
learning is needed to enable Muslim and non-Muslim women to bring-out evidence against these 
myths about women's creation that are basic to changing attitudes about women and gender 
relations and, as Arkoun (1994b:53) suggests, to by-pass the arguments and divisions maintained 
in Western Christian contexts.  
 Since Islam, in the words of Fazlur Rahman (1996:11-12), intended first and foremost to 
establish justice in the social order among all humans (realities) that would approximate the 
natural (intrinsic, ideal) justice of the creation, the first priority of a universal document is to 
address "gender justice" instead of "human rights." In Islam, the right to choose the Islamic 
worldview is an individual responsibility that is objectified only by a conceptual and attitudinal 
change of human relations on the part of the individual. The universalists' human rights 
philosophy may never approximate the natural justice because human biases contained in 
national, socio-economic (development), race, faith, and most of all gender identities have not 
actually changed the individual attitude and conception of gender. 
 Furthermore, the idea of gender justice is not limited to Muslim women, nor to women as 
a sub-group of humanity, but is intended for all humans.   That is, only when human society 
changes its conception of male-female relations will it become closer to being in tune with its 
propagation of democratic, egalitarian principles and human rights for all.   That is, unless the 
present attitudes about male-female relations are changed, any democratic system or process will 
be short of addressing gender justice. The Qur'an, in a way, is a primary source to feminism in 
changing the conception of male-female relations from what was practiced before the inception 
of Islam (beginning with the rights to vote, the rights of inheritance, the protection against being 
infanticide, etc.). Yet to claim that the type of Islam taught in establishments controlled by male 
religious authorities and studied in the departments of Oriental and Near Eastern studies is the 
liberator of human dignity and the restorer of gender justice is a grave mistake. A critical 
examination of the discrepancy between these types of "Islam" brings us back to the reasons 
behind the opposition between the Enlightenment "reason" and religious "reason" that, in 
Arkoun's (1994a:  55) words, has spilled over into the twenteith century Muslim world.  During 
the seventeenth to the nineteenth  centuries, that opposition was projected in the form of 
opposition between Islam and modernismin, and in the twentieth century  in the form of 
confrontation between  Islam and the West. This opposition is at the heart of the "Muslim 
woman question."  The second shortcoming in the CEDAW document lies in the emphasis on 
the role of the State in  implementing the articles of the document.  That is,  to assign to the 
'state' the role of the guardian in eliminating discrimination is problematic, given that the present 
Muslim states do not govern according to Islam and yet act as authorities protected by "Islamic 
law." Without having standards that are outside the human domain to reinforce the appropriate 
measures proposed to eliminate each form of discrimination [e.g,  item (c.)"elimination of any 
stereotype concepts of the roles of men and women.."], how can we guarantee the elimination of 
these acts? We do not have a means to examine the change in actual policies and attitudes, nor 
can we bring the balance back into the social order, as intended in the Qur'anic conception of 
Islamic social justice, because the standards of the U.N. do not consider the Islamic conception 
of justice. In other words, we may be able to resolve the tension between the sexes or between 
nations on one level, but we often end up offsetting the balance on another level.  
 For example, the humanist and feminist perspectives that see the goal as empowerment,  
might succeed in taking away the authority from male patriarchs and giving it to females, but 



 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

they maight act in the same authoritarian way, once they become "empowered," because-- in the 
case of Muslim women--they were not trained in the Islamic higher knowledge that would 
enable them to counter accusations of blasphemy or preaching of the Shari`ah. Nor would these 
women be able to govern without getting the political backing of a military regime or a Western 
government. Using the concept of empowerment could be misleading if it is not joined by the 
questions of who is being empowered, in whose interest, and with what. Empowerment, 
excluding the power of persuasion (Papanek 1984:8), will not be different from the quest for 
eliminating independent personalities, a goal pursued both by the church since 1960 and among 
democratic states, but with a negative and sometimes scandalous results (Arkoun,1994a: 55).  
 Similarly, as long as those who wrote UIDHR use the rhetoric that God is the legislator 
while accepting human interpretation of God's legislation as part of the sacred law--the Shari`ah-
-there is no hope for a gender justice even if these leaders executed all the items under Article 10 
of CEDAW and under Article XXI "Right to Education " of UIDHR (149). 
 As long as the attitude of human superiority over another human is not changed, it will be 
almost impossible to achieve gender justice.  In this respect, gender justice becomes a 
prerequisite to achieving such a change in attitude because the purpose of human existence 
(males and females), according to Islam, is to be the trustees (Qur'an, 2:30) for approximating 
the natural, intrinsic justice on earth.9  
 In accordance with this perspective of gender justice, the above five Islamic principles 
could serve as a basis for a theory of Muslim women's education (secular and religious) and for 
Islamic higher learning.  These principles, though being established by the Qur'an, are intended 
for the development of an autonomous individual human being who can fulfill the trust only by 
choice.  The sophistication of the human ability to recognize her autonomous intellect and moral 
obligation to make a choice of a course of action is the only means by which education may 
result in social change and social justice.   Through this course of action, education can be 
expected to, or at least hoped to, bring equality among humans, particularly between the sexes, 
because without education the individual human potential may not be realized.   An essential 
part of this education is to understand and deploy the Islamic principles of human dignity that 
may not be attained without Islamic higher learning. 
 
 
 

The Case in Point in Historical Analysis 
 The romantic views of popular culture and literature in America and the West in general 
are not the only sources that portray women in Islam as the "dependent, ignorant." Rana Kabbani 
states that the "Victorian imagination [of orientalists] could not conceive of female eroticism 
divorced from female servitude and dependency. " (1986: 80-81) With all the conflicts between 
the power of the colonial and the powerlessness of the colonized, Muslim women's emancipation 
was conditioned by their liberation from their culture.10  
 My research on Muslim women's education indicates that globally, the concerns for 
Muslim women's Islamic education and Islamic higher learning are particularly lost between the 
contemporary polarized Western negative image of a practicing Muslim woman and the Muslim 
propagation of differentiated function that calls for limited "religious" education.11  None of the 
Western scholarly and activist groups raise the issue of Muslim women's inclusion in the 
religious, juristic, and scholarly ranks of Muslim communities.12  
 Meanwhile, Muslim women in the USA and Canada, as generally is the case in other 
Western societies, are not as free to practice certain aspects of Islam as is the case among other 



 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

religious groups such as the Conservative Jews, the Mennonites, the Mormons, and so on.  The 
often cited rationales are either that Muslim women are being oppressed by Islam and are 
coerced by their male guardians, or that there is no place in secular societies for asserting 
religious identity and symbolism of Muslim woman's modesty.13  
 While Muslim women are trying to build their own agenda for emancipation, they are 
being torn between "secular humanists" who discourage them from the development of their own 
reading of Islam, and the Muslim males and some females who think that a women's Islamicity 
is expressed through the wearing of a head-dress and seclusion, and that her Islamic education 
should be in all-female school and university and should focus on domestic subjects such as 
home economics.14  Ruth Roded rightly questions "the extent to which alleged seclusion of 
women actually prevented them from engaging in a variety of endeavors that were important by 
Islamic and external standards (Roded, 1994:12). What is being discussed here, however, is the 
contemporary Muslims' trend of measuring the Islamicity of a woman by her practice of the 
conservative form of dress, known as "hijab,"15 and by her returning to her home and assuming 
only domestic chores.  Knowledge, particularly religious knowledge, means authority, 
and religious authority is power. Yet, this power may not be meaningful for the Muslim woman 
without her being knowledgable with the basic principles of Islam--other than what is generally 
taught as the belief in God, the Prophets, the Angels, the Scriptures and the Hereafter--in order to 
realize her self-identification with Islam as a trustee. My analysis the polarized position of 
Muslim women in the context of the educational history of Muslim women, beginning with the 
intensified interaction between the Western and Muslim societies, was undertaken for the 
following reasons:  
 First, Ruth Roded's work (1994:11)  presented us with the impact that Western 
culture/colonialism had in actually reducing the number of women in biographical collections in 
Islamic history.  I view this phenomenon as a contributing factor to the dichotomous views on 
Muslim women's education and emancipation. Second, since the concept of education in Islamic 
societies does not seem to fit the utilitarian Western theories of education (Barazangi, 1995a), 
Muslims' contributions to religious scholarship is considered marginal by Western educators. In 
addition, Western societies, being still largely influenced by the concept of limiting religious 
leadership to the male clergy, have minimized the importance of Muslim female religious 
scholarship. Third, the separation of "religious" and "secular" education among North American 
Muslim women, and among Muslims in general, seems to result from the dichotomy between the 
Western and Islamic world views on education, on Islamic education, and on women's role. 
  This dichotomy resulted, and results, in a tension between Muslims and Westerners in 
which Muslim women's education suffered and continues to suffer the brunt. Combining this 
dichotomy and the resulting historical and contemporary discrepant practices suggests not only 
that there was, and there is, "a constant tension in Islamic society between an egalitarian ideal 
and the realities of social, political and economic inequalities," as Roded (1994:8) suggests, but 
that there also exists a discrepancy within Western ideals for the self and for others.  
 As a case-in-point, two examples of a series of focus-group interviews are reported here 
from a sample of 25 Muslim immigrant mothers and their 25 youth daughters aged fourteen to 
twenty-two.  These women and female youths represent a sub-sample of a larger group of 
Muslims who participated in the author's study of North American Muslim adults' transmission 
of the Islamic belief system to their offspring.16 The youth are first-generation children of 
immigrants who came to North America during the phase of immigration in the 1960s and 
1970s. 



 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 The way in which mothers and daughters attempt to resolve cognitive conflicts suggested 
a number of related but different problems:  (1) the Muslim mothers try to adjust an existing 
belief system and a particular attachment to the "Islamic" heritage to their living experience in 
the secular West; (2) the Muslim youth had to find ways to integrate the belief system 
(transmitted by their parents), the Islamic sentiment (enforced by the communities), and the 
"secular" system (enforced by society at large); and (3) the female Muslim youths in the West 
had to attempt to relate their experience to the experience of their mothers in the mothers' 
country of origin under Western colonization and during the post-colonial upheavals in Muslim 
societies. The mothers' and the daughters' experiences seem to reflect an identity at the crossroad 
between the ideals and practice of the East and the West. 
 
Case #1  
 A Mother's Response:   I asked an active and respected leader in her community whom I 
named 'Safia' ( a Middle-age mother of Indo-Pakistani origin who teaches religious education to 
the community children some afternoons and on the weekends) the following question: "How do 
you expect your children to relate between the two forms of guidance; the school's and the 
home's. She responded that the three religions (Judaism, Christianity and Islam) are similar, and 
that she tells her children that Christian and Jews have changed what is in their books and put 
some human things in them. She added, "one time we were talking about dress and I told them 
[my daughters] look at the statue of Mary. Do you ever see her without covering her head and 
body?  But look at the Christian and Jews; they are changing their dress. "  
 The use of such a parallel between Mary's garb and Muslim woman's modest dress might 
be used to bring a better understanding of common teachings among the three monotheistic 
religions. However, the response clearly disregards the difference between Western and Muslim 
attitudes toward religious symbols. S. H. Nasr (1993:ix) asserts that the first thing a Muslim is 
dazzled by in the West is the dissonance, the compartmentalization between religion and 
everything else. I would also add that North American Muslims tend not to recognize that a 
similar compartmentalization is happening among them and in the Muslim world, although not 
as explicitly expressed as in the West. 
 The Mother's comparison is a sign of how Muslim institutions can fail to integrate the 
two aspects of knowledge, the "religious" and the "secular".   History tells us about the emphasis 
that Judeo-Christian religious institutions placed on compartmentalization and on the 
idealization of women in the person of Mary or Rachel.   These institutions have, at the same 
time, neglected to provide just solutions to the social realities of women in their societies , which 
eventually resulted in women's revolt against religious institutions, and often, against religion in 
general. Furthermore, the mother's use of the figure of Mary, with its historical association in 
Christianity with the idea of celibacy and ambiguous attitudes toward sexuality, transmits ideas 
that do not communicate, and in fact contradict, the Islamic concepts of modesty and encouraged 
mutual sexual satisfaction in marriage. 
 These parallels are, knowingly and unknowingly, frequently reiterated among Muslim 
parents and educators.  Some sources suggest that Muslims began emphasizing female strict 
dress and seclusion after their contacts with the missionaries. As I have no conclusive evidence 
yet, I am only drawing attention to the fact that not only the Orientalists may have shaped 
Islamic studies and philosophy for Muslims in the last three centuries, as Mahdi (1990:72) 
suggests, but also that the missionaries and colonial forces may have shaped the pedagogy and 
practice of Islam as well. 
 



 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

  The Daughter' Response:  When I interviewed "sana,"  the 19-year older daughter of this 
mother, I asked "Do you find any difference between the guidance you receive from your parents 
and the guidance you receive from school or non-Muslims?"  She answered: "I think schools 
place more emphasis on your studies than they do on religious issues.  May be they believe it is 
the responsibility of parents if they need to tell anything to their children; that they should be 
doing it and not the school." When I asked "but how do schools expect you to relate the morals 
of learning other subjects and of dealing with other people in the school environment to each 
other if they do not teach general concepts about religious and moral matters, leaving it for the 
home?"  Sana answered: "Well, the thing , if they start teaching general concepts about religion, 
they will be teaching what they believe, and, you know, here the majority of people believe that 
Jesus is the son of god. We believe Jesus was a Prophet.   Then there are other religions that 
don't believe in God.   So you really can't teach general concepts of religion because there are so 
many different concepts of religion."    When I probed further as to whether there was really a 
basic difference between religions, Sana retracted by saying "Not in the main religions; Jews, 
Christians and Muslims.  But when you go into other religions, especially the orient, they are 
very different, they believe in idols. But if you set aside the belief in One God, most religions are 
similar because they teach you to love your neighbor and that you have a purpose in life. I guess 
schools can teach that, but it's very vague, and I don't know [how you would teach about a 
general concept of religion]."  Such a response suggests that the young female was not 
only confusing the teaching of religion with the teaching about religion, but she was also not 
equipped spiritually and intellectually to relate the meaning of, and belief in, the One Supreme 
God to her practice of certain Islamic principles, such as understanding the purpose of life and 
loving one's neighbor. 17  This confusion seems to result from one of the very basic failures in 
Muslims' religious education that is often mistaken for Islamic education. It is also a failure in 
teaching the practice of a religion, in this case Islam, as something that is thought to be done 
without understanding and relating the meanings of each practice to the concept of God as the 
source of knowledge and value. Compounded with modern Western views of religious beliefs as 
superstitious and the practice of rituals as irrational and irrelevant to intellectual growth, 
Muslims as well as non-Muslims accepted the argument that religion has no place in the 
"objective, neutral, rational" educational process. 
 
 Discussion of Case #1:  Confusion and uncertainty, it seems, often result from parents' 
well-intended attempt to shield the girls from the reality of their new culture instead of helping 
themselves and their children to understand and to practice Islam in the context of the new 
environment that they are part of now.  These young peoples' statements of questioning and 
striving to know are indicative of deep belief and ability to realize that there is a difference 
between Islamic and non-Islamic life and education. But the ideals of parents and educators in 
and of themselves provide no means for these offspring to have a deeper understanding of the 
"why" that would enable them to negotiate their environment as autonomous individuals.  
Muslim parents and educators often miss the basic element of Islamic pedagogy: to prepare the 
next generation of women to realize themselves and to be agents of change while preserving 
"their" culture, rather than simply making women instruments for transmitting certain rituals. 
Such shielding does not differ much from what Muslim societies practiced with respect to 
women's education in the face of European colonial and missionary, military and cultural 
invasion, namely secluded, segregated education. 
 
Case #2  



 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 By comparing the views of the above mother-daughter case to those of the following 
case, we may shed further light on the matter.  I asked another group of mothers "what do we 
mean by practicing Islam," without pointing to any specific practice.  
 
 A Mother's Response: A mother of an European descent in her late thirty, whom I  name 
'Ella,'  answered by explaining how she has dealt with the question of her children going out with 
friends. Contrary to  another mother in the group who answered, "by following the Sunnah,"  
Ella stated: " Usually the understanding among Muslim groups is that girls go out with girls and 
boys with boys. If we are in a group , Muslims in a study group, we sit in a circle, men and 
women, who are we to say that it is wrong when youth do the same?" She also alluded to the fact 
that the Prophet (PBUH) taught early Muslim males and females together.  
 By realizing that idealizing the Prophetic tradition would not enable her to translate his 
14 centuries-old behavior into today's terms, Ella has decided to address the principles behind 
the Prophetic practice and to provide a somewhat detailed example. When I asked her about how 
she deals with other social activities, she answered: "[For] going to film, I would like to know 
what it is about; if it was suitable."  
 It seems that this Muslim woman of European origin has escaped the Orientalists' view of 
Islam and the missionaries' pedagogical practices of Islam that left a dent in Muslims'  
perception and practice throughout the Muslim world. The basic message of Islam has been 
transformed from a belief in One God into the rituals of prayers, fasting, etc. Muslims raised in 
Europe (not affected by missionary and orientalist work but nonetheless raised in a society 
where "secularized" Christian concepts are prevalent) and before their contacts with recent 
immigrants from the Muslim world may have developed simple and less confused views of 
Islam, and educators should investigate such views further. These findings have further 
implications for understanding the contemporary Muslim youth needs. My observation does not 
only concern the tension among Muslims' discrepant views of Islam and its pedagogy, but more 
importantly the tension between the West's view of religion and its practice in their own society 
vis-a-vis "other" societies. 
 
 The Daughter's Response:  The 17 year-old daughter of Ella, I'll name'Ema,' answered to 
the question about the difference in guidance between home and school by saying: " The 
guidance you receive from parents, you usually assume it's like an Islamic kind of guidance. It's 
within the Islamic perspective. But the one at school is not.  And to look deeper into that kind of 
thing, like you check it on your own. You can look it up in the Qur'an or the Hadith, or ask 
somebody [who knows] what is the right way to do it. 
 When I asked what the youth discuss in their youth dialogue group, she said:  
"Everything is actually discussed. It is not just about God. We usually start with some Ayah 
(Qur'anic verse) or Hadith (saying of Muhammad), and someone has a question about it, we try 
to resolve it.  Also, we have general questions, or Dr. 'Y' brings-up some questions, and he 
relates some of the knowledge to us.  He tries to explain." She also spelled out how best to plan 
for Muslims: "I don't think the planning should be massive, like for the community to change its 
way, like you go for the big thing first. You have to start from the basics, and then things grow 
gradually. Any kind of hope or change should be very minimal, and when you conquer them, 
then things on top come naturally."  
 
 Discussion of Case #2: The findings in this case suggest that, in addition to the mother's 
ability to differentiate the Islamic basic principles from their historical and social practice, she 



 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

was able to find for her offspring a well-rounded youth group. As an autonomous Muslim, this 
mother seems to have succeeded in guiding her daughter into realizing the place of God in her 
life.  The young female's response that the dialogue group discussion was "not just about God" 
indicates a  movment closer to Fazlur Rahman's description of the substantive teaching of the 
prophet and the Qur'an as "undoubtedly for action in this world, since it provides guidance for 
man concerning his behavior on earth in relation to other men. God exists in the mind of a 
believer to regulate his behavior if he is religiomorally experienced."  Rahman adds that it was 
the bane of later medieval Islam that was regulative, namely, God was made the exlusive object 
of experience and hence was negatively related to social morality. (1982:14) 
 

Conclusions and Recommendations  
 I attempted to shed light on the historical transformation of the Muslim woman's role in 
order to find solutions that may  modify the process in the dynamics of  Islamic pedagogy . The 
past and current transformation of the Muslim woman's role from what is intended by the Qur'an, 
is not the making of the West alone, but, knowingly or unknowingly, is also the making of the 
Muslims, in particular male elites and policy-makers. I argued therefore that recent and present 
attempts to transform the educational systems in Muslim societies, whether in the form of the 
"modern, secular universal" schooling or the recent "Islamization" of knowledge and education, 
are doomed to failure if Muslim educators do not examine the education of Muslim women from 
the perspective of gender justice and the Muslim woman's self-identification with Islam as 
trusteeship. Similarly, any attempts of intervention by any external agency claiming to "defend" 
the rights of Muslim women--whether inside or outside the Muslim world--will create more 
problems than solve the existing ones if the course of action remains within the scheme of 
viewing woman as an instrument for hegemony instead of recognizing her as an agent of change 
within her own culture, a trustee. 
 I propose a Muslim female perspective that  relates and integrates Islam and education  in 
service of social justice.   This perspective is intended to replace the present idealistic, 
dichotomized, and polarized views of women and education with a view of woman as the 
perpetuator of social justice and not only as a passive preserver of Islamic culture. This 
perspective accepts the stability of the Islamic teachings in the Qur'an and takes into 
consideration, as suggested by Amina Wadud-Muhsin (1992), the social and cultural contexts in 
which the prophetic practice has extrapolated these teachings. It differs from the Revivalist 
males' perspective, however, by recognizing females as active partners in the interpretation 
process, and realizing, as did Muhammad Iqbal (1962), the relevance of space and time to 
learning and to the reconstruction of Islamic thought. 
 In this "Islamic" feminine perspective of education and development, education becomes 
Islamic only when it fulfills the premise of producing an autonomous individual who 
intellectually and spiritually makes the choice to be Al Khalifa and to follow the course of action 
toward achieving social justice as described in the Qur'an and objectified by the Prophet 
Muhammad (PBUH). This perspective will benefit not only Muslim women but the Islamic 
social organization and gender justice in general. Self-identification with Islam and gender 
justice in Islam are the primary organizing principles of this feminine perspective. This 
perspective takes into account Western and some Muslim approaches, that tend to be linear, a-
religious, and rational, and as well  the Islamic approach, that is spiral, religious, and rational. 
These principles signal some of the different ways in which Islamic feminists working from 
within the Islamic educational perspective are struggling to reconstruct the interpretation of 
Islamic concepts, not simply in favor of  girls, but ultimately also in favor of social justice for 



 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

all.  I have explained this point elsewhere when I argued that multicultural democratic education 
does not benefit minorities only, but it is intended mainly to keep the majority in tune with their 
ideals of a democratic pluralistic education and social structure. (Barazangi, 1993)  
 In order to construct an action plan that will capture the momentum of the interest in 
human rights for Muslim women, we need to reinstate woman as educational agent, both at 
home and at the mosque in Muslim societies and communities, one who herself will outline her 
priorities as a trustee entrusted with changing history toward social justice. 
 
 
 

ENDNOTES FOR BARAZANGI 
 
 1.  This essay and the research that led to its conception would not have happened 
without the North American Muslim women and their daughters, among them my daughter, 
Nobl Barazangi.   Her dialogue with me as well as the comments of Shirley Samuels and Gisela 
Webb were invaluable. 
 
 2.  For example, in Al Zirkili, Khayr al Din. Al 'alam (Damascus, al Zirikli, nd), the 
reported number of notable women in Islamic history has dropped sharply after that era.  
 
 3. The United Nations. "The Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of 
Discrimination Against Women."  1994. 
 
 4. The Islamic Council. "Universal Islamic Declaration of Human Rights." in Concilium 
1994/3.  Hans Küng and Jürgen Moltmann, ed. Islam: A Challenge for Christianity (London: 
SCM Press, 1994), 141-150. 
 
 5.  See Barazangi, Nimat Hafez.   "Muslim Women's Islamic Higher Learning As a 
Human Right: The Action Plan," in Mahnaz Afkhami and Erika Friedl, eds., 1997 Muslim 
Women and the Politics of Participation: Implementing the Beijing Platform. (Syracuse: 
Syracuse University Press), 43-57.   It should be noted here that this 1997 work was conceived 
as a sequel to the original topic of the present essay. The topic was presented first under the title 
"Muslim Women's Islamic Higher Learning Is a Human Right " at The Middle East Studies 
Association Annual Meeting in Washington, D.C., (December 6-10, 1995).   The sub-title of this 
essay "Theory and Practice" was added when the sequel was developed. Certain concepts will 
overlap in the two pieces, no doubt.  
 
 6.  The term "Islamization of knowledge" was first used by Isma'il R. Al Faruqi (1982) to 
indicate the need of Muslims to integrate contemporary knowledge within the Islamic 
framework.   At later stages, it has taken several meanings and applications throughout the 
Muslim world. 
 
 7.  Barazangi ("Educational Reform" in John L. Esposito, ed. The Oxford Encyclopedia 
of the Modern Islamic World.  (New York: Oxford University Press, 1995b: 420-25) argues that 
missionary and colonial education contributed to the dichotomy in women's education. 
 



 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 8.  By citing the names of the Qu`anic Suras ' chapters,' in addition to their number--the 
customary practice in quoting from the Qur'an,  wherein the first number is a referenceto the 
chapter while the second is a reference to the ayat '  verse'-- I am emphasizing the relevance of 
the name of the chapter to the content  in addressing gender issues and its importance in the 
Qur'an. 
 
 9.   In the Islamic worldview, natural, intrinsic justice includes animals and other beings 
as part of the balance of things, of naturally surrendering to the Divine Will.  But humans are 
distinguished from animals by virtue of reason, a prerequisite for justice. 
 
 10.  See "Bengali Women: Tongues untied" World Press Review, June 1995: 48. 
 
 11.  For further distinction between "Islamic" and "religious" education, see Nimat Hafez 
Barazangi. "Religious Education" in John L. Esposito, ed. The Oxford Encyclopedia of the 
Modern Islamic World. (New York: Oxford University Press, 1995a), 406-11.   
 
 12.  See for example papers presented at  the Sisterhood Is Global Institute's conference 
"Religion, Culture, and Women's Human Rights" (Washington, D.C., September, 1994). 
 
 13.  See for example, Richard William Johnson.  "Wars of religion." New Statesman & 
Society 2:13-14 December 15, 1989.; and "Behind the Yashmak." The Economist 313: 58 Oct 
28, 1989;  the New york Times report on the Algerian girl;  The Atlanta Daily, etc. Also, reports 
on Tansima Ghazi (cf note 12 above) and others. 
 
 14.  See Lucy Carroll's discussion of education (74-76) in "Nizam-I-Islam: Processes and 
Conflicts in Pakistan's Programme of Islamization, with special Reference to the Position of 
Women." Journal of Commonwealth and Comparative Politic, 20, 1,  March 1982: 57-95. 
 
  15.   Carla Power. "America's Young Muslims: New World Pioneers." Unpublished 
paper, Columbia University, 1995: 7. 
 
 16.   See Barazangi, Nimat Hafez. Perceptions of the Islamic Belief System: The 
Muslims in North America. Ph.D. dissertation (Cornell. University, 1988). In the dissertation, 
Barazangi used genration as the unit of analysis. Later analysis of the same data used gender as 
the unit of analysis. This latter work, under preparation for publication, is partially reported in 
this essay. 
 
 17.  Islam and Islamic here are understood in their broadest sense as explained by Isma`il 
Raji al Faruqi. The Trialogue of the Abrahamic Faiths . (Washington, D.C.: New Era,1986). 
They intend the overarching peace with the concept  of  One God. 
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        The theme of this special edition of Religion and Education (R&E) on "Issues of 

Islamic Education" is taqwa. Taqwa is an Arabic word often translated oversimply as 

“piety,” but which bears the meaning of “a conscious balance between the individual, 

the society, and the limits set by Allah or God as the source of value and knowledge”. 

Since I was asked to be guest editor of this edition, three overarching issues have 

been formulating my thinking about it, from selecting the theme to the significance 

that this edition of R&E  may have for the debate over education in the country as a 

whole. 

        The first issue is how to achieve a balance between the belief systems of 

individuals (often referred to as religion or philosophy) and this country's universal 

schooling system which has traditionally intended, to a large degree, to meld diverse 

individual views into the "common-ground" of a "pluralistic" social framework. 

        The second issue is questioning the efficacy of "teaching about religion” and 

"teaching a religion." This issue comes out in particularly sharp relief in teaching 

about Islam as a belief system, and about Muslims, in a "neutral" manner when many 

teachers have little or no knowledge of Islam, and what they have too often represents 

an inaccurate picture. 

        The third issue, which is the core of this edition, is how to introduce a discourse 

on "Islamic education" when females have traditionally been perceived as lacking the 

full privilege to interpret Islam. The centrality of Muslim women's and girls’ 

education and acculturation (Barazangi and Kahf articles) to Islamic education may 

seem contradictory, and perhaps difficult to understand by those whose knowledge of 

Islam is limited to the perception that males are the only "legitimate interpreters" of 
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Islamic texts or the perception that  females are "oppressed by their patriarchal 

religion." 

        The challenge facing Muslim educators--and those Muslims who would educate 

others about Islam, and those non-Muslims who would learn about Islam and attempt 

to teach it--is two-fold. On the one hand, teaching about religion--particularly about 

Islam--has been relegated to courses in history, social sciences, area studies or world  

religions (al Faruqi and Webb articles address the higher education dilemmas). This 

relegation makes "religion" seem as if it is something of the past, draining the living 

experience of it, even when some, particularly Muslim educators, have made great 

strides not to let that happen (Douglass, Shabbas and Alkhateeb articles). On the 

other hand, Muslim educators are trying to restore the relationship between "value" 

and "facts," or soul and mind. The constitutional framework that separates “teaching 

about religion” from “teaching  religion” may have resulted in a split between 

teaching and educating.  This matter is being addressed by introducing "Islamic 

education" as an alternative measure (Abd-Allah and Muhammad articles). The 

demand that teachers be "neutral" when teaching about religion and its "sacred 

language"--or values in general-- can reduce teaching to the transmission of "facts" 

and reduce religion to a sterile "factual" entity.  This reduction seems to disregard the 

endowed human need to have a value system that is learned in a particular language 

and taught within a specific historical and cultural environment (El-Khatib and 

Emerick articles) using specific instructional material ( Ghazi & Ghazi article). We 

educators--Muslims or non-Muslims--have missed the practice of the basic principle 

for clear cognition and constructive behavior, autonomous morality. 

 

        Whatever we call this process of imparting knowledge, the problem lies in the 

fact that we continuously talk about change, but only expect change to take place 

with the "other" without changing ourselves first. The Qur'an (the Islamic sacred text) 

states that God will never change the condition of a people until they change what is 

in themselves (Chapter 13: Verse 11). How can we, for instance, teach about 

Abrahamic religions equitably when some of us still perceive the “Other” as 

unbeliever or a sinner without attempting to understand the basis of the particular 
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action or the practice of the particular tenets of the faith or the philosophy we find 

objectionable. When the majority of us still consider our own  standard 

interpretations and practices as the measuring stick for how others think  and what 

they "ought to do"--instead of considering to facilitate for them the learning to think 

autonomously--then we have not yet acknowledged our shortcomings as human 

educators. It is true that various teachings and philosophies have set certain limits, but 

these teachings also remind us that the judge of our work and intention is not our own 

criterion, but the guiding principle of "Taqwa," or the equilibrium between autonomy 

and heteronomy.  How constructive is this balance in our own character and 

interaction with ourselves, others and nature, is what makes us human. We need a 

constant reminder to recognize our  human limitations, and so our job is to figure out 

how to strike this balance, not to dictate the criterion to each other.  

 

 To recognize that Muslim learners in the US need different schema from that 

of non-Muslim learners is as significant as realizing that these Muslim learners also 

need different schema from that of Muslims anywhere else. How we may bring an 

equilibrium between the Islamic sacred text, the Qur'an as the primary source of 

Islamic pedagogy, and the prevailing views and practices of education in the United 

States, based on Piaget, Dewey and others is one step forward. To recognize the 

centrality of Muslim women's Islamic higher learning and active agency in 

interpreting the Qur’anic pedagogy is the first step toward equitable Islamic 

education. 

 

 I am concerned with integrating these and other views into a [balanced] 

pedagogy for Muslims and for teaching (about) Islam in the United States at the turn 

of the 21st century . That is, a pedagogy in which there is equilibrium between the 

need for deciding what are the most "sacred texts" and the need for determining how 

best we may prepare the next generation to consciously think about, and to effectively 

act within 

the parameters of these texts.  One of the focal points of Piaget’s social theory is the 

concept of equilibrium. "Equilibrated exchanges among adults," writes Rheta 
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DeVries, "are those in which discussants share a common framework of reference 

(which may be political, literary, religious, etc.), conserve common definitions, 

symbols, etc., and coordinate reciprocal propositions. Piaget (1941/95) calls this 

phenomenon 'reciprocal valorization' by 'co-exchangers' within a particular scale of 

values." (Educational Researcher, 1997, 26: 11). 

 

        Valorizations--being "affective and cognitive," and eventually social--represent 

the "equilibrated exchange" that the contributors (the valorizers) in this special 

edition of Religion and Education hope to achieve. That these educators/valorizers 

were invited to contribute--for the first time in the history of the journal of Religion 

and Education-to the discussion of educational issues that are not Christian-related, is 

a major achievement towards "reciprocal valorization."  As important, recognizing a 

representation of these valorizers' frame of reference is as significant for recognizing  

that the learners who identify themselves with Islam as a worldview (encompassing 

both religion and culture) or with Muslims as a cultural group have special need. 

 

 Depending on the reader's frame of reference, this special edition of Religion 

and Education may achieve either a "cooperative equilibrium" or results in a 

constraining system that I would call "window-dressing tolerance."  I am not 'reading 

history backward' when I bring to the readers' conscious the fact that "equilibrium" is 

the only measuring stick, according to the Qur'an, by which a human character is 

judged,  and by which a course of study is declared "Islamic" or non-Islamic."  

Taqwa is the only criterion that distinguishes individuals (Qur'an, 49:13). It is only 

when education achieves this balance that we can call it "Islamic." 

 

      To focus on whether Muslim/Islamic schools are imparting "Islamic education" or 

"religious education," and what is being projected as "Islamic" is to understand the 

relationship between two domains in the pedagogy of moral judgment and "religious 

education," particularly in "pluralistic" societies like the US. The relationship 

between the ontological domain (the beliefs about the nature of reality) and the 

intellectual domain (the causal and associational standards by which we investigate 
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reality) are almost absent in the American Muslim educators' debates, and are rarely 

discussed in contemporary educational debates. Is there a relationship between the 

absence of such discussions and the misunderstandings that surround Islam, Muslims 

and Islamic studies?  How does this relate to the prevalent views of Muslim women's 

and girls' education and acculturation?  I challenge the reader to find the connection. 

______________________ 

* I would like to thank Maysam al Faruqi, Susan Douglass and Nobl Barazangi for 

their comments. Susan Douglass has played an inspiring companion, through 

cyberspace, while I was working on this edition and this editorial. She has also, along 

with Salwa Abd-Allah and Zakiyyah Muhammad have taken more time to review 

some of the articles in this issue. Muawia Barazangi, my husband and keen supporter 

of my work, has contributed significantly as always, along with other anonymous 

reviewers. 
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SUMMARY 
 

 I focus on issues of equilibrium in Muslim women’s education to understand the 

tension between the ideals and practice and its ramifications for Islamic and Muslims’ 

education in the United States.ii  I argue that one maintainer of Muslim women’s low 

effectiveness, perpetuated across new generations of Muslims, is the general perception 

that women are the preservers of culture and religion by proxy. The issue before us: How 

is it possible for a morally dependent individual to instill the character of autonomous 

spiritual and intellectual Muslim who can integrateiii effectively in a “pluralistic” society?  

  

 In addition to the various degrees of perceptions and misconceptions about Islam, 

religious tolerance and Multiculturalism, the problem is mainly of perceiving women, 

particularly Muslim women as morally dependent and, hence, socially and politically 

irrelevant or non-central to issues of Islamic education.  With the exception of few, the 

majority of Muslim women are neither involved in the educational decsion-making of the 

Muslim community nor of this nation.  Often perceived as preservers of customary 

practices instead of agents of cultural change and contributors to inter-cultural 

understanding, Muslim women and their Islamic higher learning has been marginalized.  

 

INTRODUCTION AND BACKGROUND 

 To fulfill the purpose of human existence as the trustee of God (Qur’an 2:30), a 

Muslim must at least be acquainted with the Islamic system and its methodologies 
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(Barazangi, 1996: 91-92) before she or he can turn the article of faith (There is no 

divinity but God) into action. Understanding Islamic worldview, is as simple as the 

ability to recite and know the meaning of the article of faith stripped of the many layers 

of translations and meanings that over time have added gender-, class-, ethnic-, or other 

biases.  This does not imply to be cut off from previous knowledge and heritage, but to 

keep them in their proper place as secondary sources. The issue of Muslim women’s  

Islamic higher learning, and participation in the interpretation of the texts and in decsion-

making, therefore, is allowing the Qur’an to speak for itself to the individual woman, to 

be a person’s guide. (Barazangi, 1997, forthcoming) 

 Educators, such as Lickona (1997) and Allan Lockwood (1997)  are directing 

their attention to virtue and character education, respectively. What used to be the focus 

in the 1970s and 1980s of moral and value clarification education is now taking new 

form and label.  Others, like Anderson, et al. (1997: 333-364)  are investigating 

citizenship education.  Addressing what Anne Turnbaugh Lockwood (1997) calls 

“troubled times,” others are discussing religious education as either troubling or 

necessary phenomenon. Gaddy, et al. (1996) call their collection  “school wars over 

religion and values.” William J. Bennett (1992) talks about the fight for “our culture and 

our children.”  A third, and similar trend is forming within the fields of history and 

cultural studies. Hollinger  (1997, 1996) is moving the “ethno-racial diversity” debate to 

the “postracial, the religious” debate.  Glazer (1997) is accepting that “we are all 

Multiculturalists,” and in (1997a) discusses religious conservatism and American 

diversity.  To my knowledge, few views of Muslim educators  are expressed within the 

“mainstream” educational literature .iv   Why? 

 

 In this chapter, I suggest that a transformation in the framework of investigating 

moral, character, or religious curricula is needed if we are to observe a significant change 

resulting from the contemporary “educational reform” movements. As issues of character 

building and religious identity are making a visible dent both within educational 

assessments and religio-ethnic cultural studies, I concern myself with the cross-cultural 

understanding of what we mean by any type of education that takes religion, value, 

character, moral or any other similar term as a sub-text.  As evidence, I present a case-in-
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point : “Islamic education,” and Muslim and non-Muslim educators’ perceptions 

concerning the education of Muslim women and its subsequent effect on the education of 

American Muslim girls and of Muslim youth, in general. 

 Though the claim is often made for the need to discuss the framework of multi-

ethnic, multi-religious curricula, a predominant interpretation of Islam, Muslims and 

Islamic education, I argue, might have shaped the character of the young Muslim girls 

living in the United States.  As these girls marry and take on the role of women, their 

perceived limited role is perpetuated through the next generations.  While females 

represent the majority of practicing educators, the dominantion of Muslim male’s 

interpretation of “Islamic education” and decision-making in “Islamic schools” (and 

other formal and informal educational settings) advocate the perception that females are 

the preservers of Islamic culture and Islamic religion, and need different, separate 

education from that of males.v  In addition, when issues of religious vs. public schools 

are discussed, they are mainly discussed in popular Muslim culture magazines and the 

focus is often on the female corruption by sexual promiscuity, co-education, teenage 

pregnancy, et.  Muslim parents and educators do not see the need for each individual --

male or female--to translate Qur’anic principles into new practices. As women generally 

rely on others’ interpretations, they are seen mainly as preserving stall applications of 

Islam from another context, instead of being educated to become involved in the 

understanding of the Deen (Arabic equivelent of Islamic worldview and way of life, 

including religion) in the new context.  Despite their claim of a different philosophy of 

education--the  philosophy that is rooted in the ideals of Islam--Muslim educators do not 

differ in their perception of females’ education and role-modeling from the general view 

that school environment is “a place where the knowledge, historical perspectives and 

values that are basic for our culture [in the US] are passed from one generation to the 

next.” (Gaddy, et al. 1996: xi)   The difference is a difference in the nature and content of 

the values, or so it seems, that each group appears to propagate.vi 

 

 By introducing gender as another factor of “diversity”  beside religious values, I 

am shifting the focus to another level of  “religious/moral” education and to another 

meaning of learning and construction of knowledge.  I am also shifting the discussion of 
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Muslim women’s education from being an add-on topic to being a first priority, at the 

center of discussing Islamic education.  I propose that without making women’s Islamic 

higher learning (deeper knowledge of the primary sources of Islam--the Qur’an and the 

tradition of the Prophet of Islam, Muhammad [Peace Be Upon Him]) central to issues of 

Islamic education, particularly in the Western context, neither “Islamic” nor any religious 

or moral education will make a difference in the education of Muslims. Consequently, no 

other change would take place in the perception of Islam, Islamic education and 

Muslim’s education in the “pluralistic” society of the US. 

 After analyzing the subtle tension of the ideals and practices concerning “Islamic  

education,” specially that of females within the US, and the Euro-American 

contemporary “pluralistic” societies in general, I share a sequence of educational events 

with the reader.  The narrative of the events may shed light on the perception of religious, 

moral or character education, and of Muslim woman’s education in the secular humanist 

view of education and its ramifications for introducing religion in the curriculum of US 

schools. I conclude with some strategies to understand and work within this subtle 

tension. 

 

 The goal is to achieve an equilibrium (Taqwa) or the balance between the 

individual--with the ability to choose in order to live out the “trust” God has given to 

human beings, women and men--and the limits of the society on Muslim females’ 

Islamic higher learning.vii  Muslim women are still viewed as dependent mothers, 

daughters, sisters, and as wives, but rarely as having an autonomous trusteeship in line 

with the Qur’anic intntion of vicegerency (al-Khilafa) (2:30).  This perception contadicts 

the Qur’anic worldview that deciphering the signs (ayat) of the Qur’an is endowed in the 

human existence. (Rahman, 1980:1)  In addition, as Taqwa is often translated only as 

piety in relation to God, the human imediate expreience of the Qur’anic signs is 

compromised by the intermediary of such translations and interpretations. Taqwa  is both 

a goal and a means to the equilibrium of Islamic education (referred to in the Qur’an 

[3:110] as the process of shaping one’s character within the Islamic worldview) within a 

particular context.viii  My assumption is that the Islamic principle of Taqwa , as Rahman 

explains, refers to human conscientious balance between individual and social needs, 
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guided by the limits set forth by God and is the only criteria in judging the success or 

failure of Islamic education, as much as it is the only criteria of differentiation between 

individuals (the best among you is the balanced one, Qura’n 49:13). The purpose of the 

Qur’an  is not to propagate a theology of God, nor a philosophy of reason and revelation , 

as Lickona suggests, but mainly to present a pedagogical guidelines for human 

constructive interaction with others . 

 

PLURALISM, SECULARISM, AND THE EQUILIBRIUM CURRICULUM 

 Robert L. Gulick, Jr. wrote in his book Muhammad the Educator (1953): 

The title of this study, Muhammad the Educator, assumes that 

Muhammad is entitled to a place in the ranks of those who have 

influenced the educational and cultural progress of the human race.  Is 

Muhammad usually so regarded and is the assumption justifiable? Does 

religious feeling becloud the vision of investigators?  It is doubtless 

true that Muhammad is seldom regarded as an educator and this fact 

largely accounts for the unwillingness of reputable scholars in the 

English-speaking world to design to write his biography from a 

pedagogical standpoint.  It seems at first glance incredible that an 

unlettered man should be hailed as an educational leader.  Muhammad 

said that the Qur'an [transliterated in older English texts with a ‘k’, 

‘Koran,’] was his only miracle, it being the revelation of an untutored 

mind and the first book in Arabic. 

 The Qur’an also describes Muhammad as: “thou (stands) on an exalted standard 

of character.” (68:4)  Gulick goes on to say: I believe "that only the most provincial 

concept of education would gainsay the legitimacy of placing Muhammad among the 

great educators of all times for, from the pragmatic standpoint, he who elevates human 

behavior is a prince among educators" (p 4).  

  Quoting Gulick was not meant to imply that the importance of Islamic culture and 

religion in the development of contemporary civilization has been wholly ignored, 

though the debate is possible. My intention is to focus on the importance of relating 

between tow domains in the pedagogy of moral judgment and religious education, 
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particularly in “pluralistic” societies like the US:  The ontological domain (the beliefs 

about the nature of reality) and the intellectual domain (the causal and associational 

standards by which we investigate reality). This relation between the two domains is 

rarely discussed in contemporary educational debates (for example, views on reason and 

revelation in Baier, 1997:65-76) and are almost absent from American Muslim 

educators’ discussions. Perhaps central to this abscence is the general Muslims’ 

perception that by merely imulating the Prohpet’s behavior literally, they would impart 

“the best of character” onto their children, irrespect of time and place. 

 As a Muslim female, a researcher and educator in Islamic and Arabic studies in 

the multi-cultural, multi-religious setting of the US,  and as a parent  I am confronted by 

a constellation of challenges involving three related tasks.  My first task is to respond to 

the debate of pluralism, secularism, and the preservation of the individual beliefs within a 

seemingly secular educational system in the US.  Though Nord argues that modern 

education is intended to secularize the Western society, one needs only to see the 

explosion of literature on religion and education in the last decade and Nord’s title “Re-

thinking a National Dilemma” to realize that US education system was not secularized, 

but dichotomized or privatized.   It might have been modernized, “De-Christianized” as 

Hollinger (1996) points out, but religion is still the foundation philosophy of education 

since religion has been part of the education process since the establishement of public 

schools in 1647. ix   Perhaps the manifestations of this philosophy and the standards by 

which educational ethics are being measured have varied. 

 My second task is to maintain a level of research standards that are based on the 

Euro-American  modernized views of life and education, but within a worldview that is 

embedded in the Islamic view of reality in order to make it accessible to the readers who 

are un-familiar with the basic Islamic philosophy.   

 My third task is to design an integrative curriculum for subject matter that is 

rooted in the principles of no separation between human belief, morality, and knowledge-

-the Islamic view as stated in the Qur'anic and other scriptural messages. This integrative 

curriculum poses very important questions to the present Muslim girls’education,  even 

though it--the curriculum--is not limited for the education of Muslim women nor to 

Muslims living in the US. Given that its first condition for constructive thinking is 
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similar to that of Islam : autonomy in seeing the signs of ones’s belief system, and acting 

on them, does not mean that this curriculum is exclusive to females or to Muslims. Yet, 

the realities of teaching about, and practicing Islam have caused Muslim girls to wonder 

about their own belief system. Faithful as they may be, the first questions in their mind 

are: “ Why can’t a Muslim woman be part of the decision-making ? How could we 

follow the example of Muhammad when some Muslim men discredit our presence in the 

mosque as unlawful?” 

 

 As I have explained elsewhere (Barazangi, 1997), the reason why these girls ask 

such questions is because they have not had direct deep contact with the basic principles 

of Islam, nor had they been able to relate the sacred word and text with daily life.   A 

Muslim girl who, for example, recites the verses “In the name of Allah, Guardian of the 

World, the Merciful, the Magnificent” (Qur’an, 1:1-2) tens of times in daily prayers 

without relating to their significance as defining the human relationship to God, to others, 

and to nature may not be able to realize herself as a Muslim.  I have also argued that 

because women were prevented from direct involvement in Qur’anic sciences--not only 

memorization-- they are in effect not practicing Islam as a pedagogical system of the 

trusteeship. 

 The belief in the Prophet Muhammad is further troubled by the fact that the 

prophet is a man. The difficulty to separate Muhammad the prophet from Muhammad the 

man may have resulted in cognitive dissonance.  Though the confusion seems to exist in 

the minds of most contemporary Muslims because of the idealization of many figures 

over the centuries --despite the Islamic message to denounce human idealization--, it is a 

more acute problem for women because the suppression of their Muslim identity is due 

to the claim of male superiority and guardianship. Idealization of male authority prevents 

living one’s trusteeship fully. 

 

 �A multicultural, pluralistic curriculum that develops the integrated, constructive, 

equilibrated character in the learner is a rigorous and time-consuming process of 

conceptual and attitudinal change for researchers, instructors, students, and parents alike.  

But as long as such a curriculum claims to utilize pluralism with secularism as the only 
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value base, the above visions may not be completely fulfilled. Similarly, as long as 

Muslim educators claim to impart “Islamic” character with women’s morality is seen as a 

proxy to that of her male household, the human trusteeship may no be fulfilled, nor 

would Islamic pedagogy be actualized.  Realizing the absence of deeper understanding of 

pluralism and of secularism, including the religious philosophical foundations (see 

Nord’s argument for understanding the absence of religion from modern American 

education, 1995:15) and the secular humanistic view of curriculum development, is 

critical to educating and learning in the multireligo-ethnic setting.  Nonetheless, recently 

and more frequently, we are faced with problems resulting from the use or misuse of 

pluralism and its concomitant principle, individual right to  freedom of expression.x  

These problems call for deeper synthesis of the concepts of pluralism and of egalitarian, 

secular education, and of religous education. 

 

Pluralism, the private and public domains:  Pluralism has been implicitly taught as the 

value gained by the political ideology represented in the separation of the public affairs 

from the particular, "private" belief system of a group or individuals who share one belief 

system. (Arjomand, 1993:4)  This separation is called secularism.  Plurality, therefore 

and in essence, can be understood as the antithesis of individuality or private values that 

govern the individual belief system and its application in both private and public affairs.  

The makers of the United States Constitution, we are told, have thought that the means 

by which a pluralistic governing ideology can be established is through secularism.  In 

other words, by taking away the right to govern from a  particular religious conviction 

(represented at the time by the singular theocratic institution of the church), secularity 

was thought of as a facilitator of the pluralistic governing body. 

 Actually, what seems to have happened was that the individual freedom of belief 

and choice of a religious affiliation, which forms the basis of the separation of the 

normative order -- a private belief system-- from the governing order--a public political 

system, was sacrificed for the sake of secular plurality (see Arjomand discussion of the 

relationship between religion and politics).  In this context, social scientists and 

educators--including Muslim educators--adopted the view that envision society as a 

collection of self-regarding, independent agents, but not necessarily as self-regulating 
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morally autonomous agents, as Piaget’s social theory explains and as the Islamic 

principle of Taqwa is intended for.  As William Sullivan (1982:10-19) explains: "the 

liberalist themes of defense of freedom for the individual form the basis of our separation 

of public and private realms of discourse and activity."  I may add, the secular humanist 

view of education and of other disciplines went farther in its demand for this separation 

to the point of separating between normative and “scientific” discourses or between 

human belief and knowledge, instead of separating the normative orders from their 

heteronomous morality represented in social egalitarianism, with a consequence of 

neglecting cognitive egalitarianism.  That is, individuals may behave socially as though 

all humans are equal and may present convincing (to the converted) evidence, but deep in 

their minds and hearts a dissonance thrives between their belief of the “transcendent 

truth” and their views of reality.  This is evidenced in the repeated bigoted remarks 

against other religious beliefs in the plural society of America, such as the recent remark 

by Dr. Jordan, a member of the South Carolina State Board of Education. xi 

 Arjomand expresses this situation in the context of religion, order, and pluralism 

as follows: “The world religions have had to face the competition not only of philosophy 

but also of the survivals of pre-Axial Age normative orders.  These competing ‘secular’ 

normative orders progressively narrowed the sphere of religion in the course of history. 

This process of secularization has gone further in the West, and has resulted in 

considerable ‘privatization” of religion. But it would be a grave mistake to assume, as is 

commonly done, that the pluralism of normative orders is the exclusive characteristic of 

the modern West.”  Not only do our political cultures contain multiple truths that make 

normative diversity their distinct, albeit unacknowledged feature, Arjomand goes on to 

say, but the public representation of the transcendent truth--as a cultural-specific feature-- 

itself is a matter of contention within each religio-cultural tradition.xii 

  

Secularism, the normative and scientific discourses: The first consequence of social 

egalitarianism and of the separation of the ‘normative’ from the ‘scientific’ is that 

educators ignored the fact that even scientific discourse (i.e., to describe, explain, or 

understand a phenomenon) forms a philosophical commitment that controls the way 

inquiry is conducted and determine the significance that the resulting knowledge will 
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have (Shapiro 1981:3).  A good example of this consequence is the repeated misuse of 

what is known as “common-sense morality.”   Offenders seem to have lost touch with 

this common -sense morality  because they have lost the thread that once held together 

the meanings of a moral act.  By separating the normative and scientific discourses, it is 

more likely that one may not understand the relationship between private discourse (the 

spiritual, the affective and the cognitive) and public discourse (the social and the 

political).  As a result, the moral grounds to which individuals used to be held 

accountable --the ethical conduct both publicly and in private--are also lost because the 

relations between the public and the private was severed. 

 The second consequence of the separation between the normative and the 

scientific is that a decision maker (whether a young college student, a curriculum 

specialist, or a president of a university),  is implicitly expected to decline his or her 

inherent rights to freely express his or her own beliefs because she is told that this is a 

private discourse --that underlies his or her character and philosophical commitment--and 

has no part of the public discourse. Instead of actively dialoguing about  one’s own 

beliefs, the social pressure to decline or suppress one’s views triggers, unknowingly, 

descention against one’s own beliefs or against the “others’” philosophical or religious 

convictions, specially if left untreated.  This suppression often takes on the form of a 

backlash view or policies, such as the case among the “religious right” movement 

(Gaddy, et al., 1996), but more damaging is the individual learners’ perception of the 

system. 

 The third and the more damaging consequence, is that the individual and private 

realms of discourse seem to be free on the surface through some forms of individualistic 

expression. Yet in actuality pluralistic secularists have, perhaps unknowingly, created 

beneath the surface a fermented conceptual conflict within the individual.  This 

conceptual conflict, cognitive dissonance, resulted in the majority of cases in a form of 

disequilibrium between the private belief system and the public political domain.  Thus, 

what has been thought of as socially constructed minorities are actually a majority of 

socailly assimilating and conceptually accommodating but morally heteronomous groups 

of people.  In addition, what has been thought of as majority “mainstream” values are 



 11 

socially assimilated, exploited values by some public agents instead of being a base of 

conflict-resolution activities for cognitive egalitarianism and moral autonomy. 

 The overall consequence is a surge of individualism that cannot be contained by 

its own belief and value system either.  The antagonistic racial and sexist irresponsible 

surge of actions on school grounds and at the college campuses present more than just 

behavioral problems to educators.  They are forcing everyone to look back at the ethical 

questions as a refuge.  But, unless these challenges are dealt with by a deep 

understanding of the multicultural nature (i.e., the diverse views on the nature of reality 

and its relation to perceiving “scientific” facts) of the students and teachers, all solutions 

will be only temporary at best. 

 

IS THERE AN ALTERNATIVE? 

 Yes, by giving back to humans their true right, the true expression of their moral, 

private existence--whose goals are intricately interrelated with the goals of the 

communities to which they belong--in an integrated manner with the public existence. As 

educators and policymakers we may be able to perpetuate the chance for true tolerance to 

grow  by allowing the re-unification of human belief system with its moral and political 

action in an equilibrium .  We can replace the instrumental moral and political outlook by 

a concern for the ethical quality of social relationships, shared initiative, and moral 

responsibility.  To be a conscientious being both in thought and in action, the Qur'an tells 

us, is to follow the natural pattern in which humans were created (30:20), the pattern in 

which humans actualize the “Divine Will” through their own will and action.  To the 

contrary, as long as we expect individuals to separate their belief  from their political 

action, duality in action and, what I would like to call, window-dressing pluralism will 

prevail more and more.  Through a process of understanding and application of an 

integrative belief and action, the practice of multicultural design will go beyond the form 

of aggregated private opinions into a “common-grounds,” and will be expanded to 

include a search for shared meanings . 

 The advantage of such an integrative curriculum is that it will not take away, like 

the liberalist tradition did--perhaps unintentionally, from the communities of individuals 

the ability and the desire to deal with their own problems.   Such a curriculum will realize 
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the complex relations among private and public discourse in a social and educational 

programs instead of merely gather and use scattered techniques and information.  Finally, 

the question of what image of human nature and society should guide our practice can be 

answered simply by examining our given premise and its results.  By examining 

pluralism and its principles of secularism and individualism, we realize that they are no 

longer a source of an adequate moral image of human nature.  Thus, investigating and 

understanding each other’s belief systems and views of reality might be the first step 

toward cognitive egalitarianism. 

 Let us, for instance, examine the premise of the need for a metaphysical belief for 

a multicultural, pluralistic curriculum from the Islamic point-of-view.  Fazlur Rahman 

wrote in the answer to "Why God at all?":  " The Qur'an calls this 'belief in and 

awareness of the unseen,'  this 'unseen' has been, to a greater or lesser extent, made seen 

through Revelation for some people like the Prophets, although it cannot be fully known 

to anyone except God.  God's existence can, however, be brought home to those who care 

to reflect so that it not only ceases to be an 'irrational' or 'unreasonable' belief but 

becomes ‘the Master-Truth.’  This is the task of the Qur'an: if the task is accomplished, 

everything has been accomplished; if not, nothing whatever has been achieved." (1980:2) 

 Rahman goes on to say that in order to achieve this, students must do something; 

if they do not, they cannot be called students at all.  It is therefore, not an extraordinary or 

an unreasonable demand.  The student must "listen" to what the Qur'an has to say: "Who 

is humble before the unseen and brings with him [ or her] a heart such that it can respond 

[when the truth hits it]”  (50:33). 

 The problem, Rahman laments, is not how to make [hu]man come to belief by 

giving lengthy and intricate "theological proofs of God's existence, but how to shake him  

[or her] into belief by drawing his [her] attention to certain obvious facts and turning 

these facts into 'reminders' of God.  Hence, the Qur'an time and again calls itself (and 

also the Prophet Muhammad) 'a reminder' or 'The Reminder'."  The Qur'an, I must add, 

calls all the prophets and apostles as those who posses the (reminding) message (11: 7), 

and that the “master truth” may not be known without the human intimate knowledge 

(7:33). 
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 Rahman concludes: Once a learner have grasped these [the above] points, s/he 

will have understood the absolute centrality of God in the entire system of existence, to a 

very large extent because the aim of the Qur'an is the human and his/her behavior, not 

God. 

 

THE CASE-IN-POINT: THE EVENTS 

 Several events happened, beginning in the late 1980s and as I was working on my 

docterate research project on Muslim’s perception of the Islamic belief system. These 

events have occupied my thinking during the last decade, triggering my long-term 

research in the education of Muslim women. 

  

The 1980’s Event 

 A sixteen-year old second-generation Muslim of immigrant Muslim parents had 

received a very high mark in a quiz on the Advanced Placement Physics course that she 

was taking at the High School. Her teacher was so thrilled to the point that he told the 

entire class about it, lamenting that in his thirty years of teaching this was the second 

student who obtained such a high grade.  What created a problem, according to the 16 

year-old, is that some of her answers were not the result of her own guesswork, as the 

teacher commented later.  She felt that she did not really deserve all that praise but she 

could not tell the teacher immediately that some of the answers were written on her test 

book (to be explained later) because she was afraid to disappoint him at his state of joy 

and exhilaration. What complicated the matter further is that even when she told her 

mother about the incident she did not tell her mother the full truth at the time either. 

 Analyzing and reflecting on such events has guided my thinking and action about 

multicultural education, and might be instructive for other educators in Islamic and 

pluralistic educational issues. Whether the principles that underlie such events are taken-

for-granted by American Muslim parents and educators, or are not of a major concern to 

American educators and policymakers, in general, is not the focus of our discussion 

here.xiii   The focus is the pedagogical implications of the event. 

 As other events unfold in the development of the same female Muslim student 

almost ten years later,  in the 1990s when she became a young adult, I take note and 
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transform my own thinking about imparting “Islamic education.”  The main question I 

am asking now:  “Have the mother’s ‘Western’ higher education and ‘Islamic religious 

knowledge’ helped her preserve the Islamic religion in the US?”  This transformation in 

my thinking has guided my recent presuppositions about Muslim women’s education 

both in the multi-religious, “Western” and the “Muslim” contexts.xiv 

 In analyzing the 1980s event, it seems as if the daughter had developed, as Piaget 

explains, a self-regulated morality, but has not yet grew completely free of the others’ 

moral regulation.xv  She seems to have understood the “matter of course” of the US 

educational system and the scholastic achievement as an essential part of academic 

validation. Although she was able to maintain her own regulation (validation) of honesty 

irrespective of others’ knowledge of the truth of the matter, she did not seem to 

understand the meaning of expressing her own values as separate from the generally 

practiced norms of “honesty.”  Nor did she seem to realize the relationship between the 

“mainstream” idealistic perspective of “plurality” and the realistic demands of the 

pluralistic society. 

 This blurry relation between her values as an individual Muslim and the social 

regulations of conformity whether in public schools or among Muslims, I argue,  is the 

result of the general perception that religious and moral values can be inculcated in the 

child merely by providing a role model in the immediate environment of the child.   The 

mother, as the role model, though was aware of the discrepancy of the home and the 

social environment, was not aware at the time that the duality in instructing about the 

Islamic ideals without clearly relating these ideals to daily life at home and in school was 

creating a gap in her daughter’s schema of knowledge and value. In addition, some of the 

mother’s practices--the customary practices in her native Muslim society--had no relation 

to the child environment, the environment of the mainstream society. 

 

 As I wrote earlier (1995:406),  resulting from dualism in education--secular 

modern vs. religious traditional--that was introduced to Muslims through European 

colonial and missionary work, Muslim practices have “transformed the Qur’anic 

pedagogy from understanding and acting on “the parameters set in the Qur’an for a 

constructive relationships” into a list of “Islamic” vs. non-Islamic” do’s and don’ts 
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practices. Compounded with males’ perception of women’s moral dependency--contrary 

to the Islamic principle of autonomous morality in which he or she is accounted for his or 

her own work--Muslim educators impose certain standards of behavior on girls (e.g.,  

being bashful, wearing special customary clothing, and refraining from public interaction 

with the opposite sex) without requiring similar standards from males.  Thinking that 

they were protecting the religion by instilling the habit  of  “female seclusion or 

segregation,”  which also reinforced the impression that raising Muslim girls ought to be 

totally different from raising boys, they have actually secluded the minds and souls of 

these girls who were the mothers/the first teachers of the future generations.  Such 

practices were further exploited against Islam and, hence, Muslims were also stigmatized 

as incapable of being “rational, scientific or democratic” becasue they associate with 

Islam. xvi 

  

 It is obvious, as one of the Prophet Muhammad’s tradition suggests (to explain 

below), and as Piaget’s social theory informs us, that the sixteen-year old student would 

not have been able to make such a construction of knowledge, had she not have some 

elements for moral autonomoy. But why was she still troubled by her “guess work” and 

by the teacher’s high acclamation of her?  Why could she not have stood up immediately 

and told the teacher in front of the entire class about the “truth” of the matter? 

  Not only she did not inform her mother of the full truth, but neither she nor the 

mother or teacher were aware of the gap between the type of issues that she was dealing 

with vis-a’-vis the issues whith which her mother and teacher were concerned. The 

practical application of the “moral of the event” in the two separate environemnts--the 

home and the school-- with which the daughter was struggling did not register at the 

mother’s nor the teacher’s scheme of things. 

 When the daughter was asked at a later time, she stated that someone wrote their 

answers on the test book when they took the same test years before. She lamented, 

“because of the crabby educational system they [the public schools staff] use the same 

test books as from the 1950’s.  If I did not have a good answer, I copied their [those who 

used the same test book before] guess.  The moral issue here,  the daughter went on, you 

could say, is that I did not have the imagination or the will or the courage to make my 
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own guess.  OK, I was tired, didn’t care, and just wanted to finish the exam because I 

knew I’d get the answers wrong anyway.” 

  

 Given the general instructional and testing practices in the US educational 

system, the teacher seems to be mainly concerned with students understing the “science” 

he was teaching.  High grades were the indicators of this understanding.  In addition, 

even if students had to make a guess, he would encourage them to try and write an 

answer while taking the test.  Obviousely, other issues involved here, but my focusing on 

the sixteen-year old’s  statement about “the moral issue here” is central in this-case-in-

point. 

  The mother, not knowing what the daughter has actually done or gone through 

then--given her lack of familiarity with the US schools instructional system, continued to 

think about the event,  but on a different level of “morality” from that of her duaghter and 

the teacher.  She was asking herself questions like: What made my daughter able to 

develop such a conscientious account of her learning experience? Is it merely her 

intelligence, is it her character or is it her moral/religious upbringing?”xvii  More 

importantly,  the mother kept questioning, “would my daughter have been able to 

develop this ability if she had not believed in the Unseen, the Supreme Guide that might 

have kept her conscious alive?xviii  Specifically, the mother kept wondering, “will the 

university to which my daughter is going be able to continue this nurturing process for 

such mind within its secular tradition, particularly when this girl departs from the support 

system she once had within her family?” 

 It seems as if the mother was concerned with her daughter’s departing from the 

social regulation of “revelation” and value of the family to the social regulation of 

“reason”  and facts that is more prevalent in the university and professional 

environments. Consequently, the “moral issue” for her was the daughter’s loosing the 

practice of old customs being social or ritual values. Not realizing that these values are 

already blurred in the mind and soul of her daughter, the mother apparently was thinking 

more at the level of ideals, while the daughter was thinking more at the level of the 

reality of everyday matters.  The mother’s ability to relate between her ideals and the 
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daily reality was constrained by her perception that the daughter will follow her example 

just as she, the mother had followed her parents’ practice of ethical life. 

   When the mother, for example, applied the guidelines from the traditions of 

Prophet Muhammad concerning children moral upbringing and religious education, she 

was convinced that she was helping her daughter develop a well-rounded personality. 

The mother strognly believed that by applying “Let your children establish prayer at the 

age of seven, and admonish them about praying at ten,” the daughter’s character was 

shaped into the desired “Islamic personality.” The mother was actually asking the wrong 

questions and imparting the wrong meaning of “Islamic education.”  By not realizing that 

her mere emulation of the models  without understanding the principles behind them nor 

the environment in which they are to be applied, she was assuming that morality 

develops only by emulation of societal norms.  This kind of morality-- that piaget calls a 

heternomous morality in which children are asked to conform to certain practices without 

giving them the chance to internalize the principles behind these practices-- contradicts 

the basic Islamic principle of autonomous morality that allows the individual to carry-on 

the role of trusteeship.  Trusteeship means that a prerequisite to identification with Islam, 

the individual has an immediate expereicne with the Qur’an/ Islamic worldview (wanting 

to listen, as Rahman stated above) in order to apply the scheme of value and knowledge 

constructively within a particular time and place. 

 I argue, therefore, that the mother’s ability to help her daughter make a 

connection between “facts” and “values” was mainly a result of the self-learning and 

self-construction of both.  Yet, not reaching the understanding of self-realization as an 

autonomous trustee--that is, not realizing that the Qur’an mandates access to and 

acquistion of deeper knowledge of religious sources in order to live out the “trust”, the 

mother’s self-identity with Islam was not realized.  In other words, not being able to draw 

the relationship between her practice of Islam and the principles underlying her value 

system (the totality of her worldview of Islam as a belief system) the mother was not able 

to affect a change in her own perspective and understanding of “Islamic education.” 

 

Educational Implications of the event:  Today’s educators need to ask:  “How does the 

learners’s immediate experience with the curricula affect their character development?” 
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instead of "How many high school graduates are being equipped with character 

education?”xix  If one assumes that conscientious, constructive learning experience is the 

type of education that we, American educators, value, then the question is “how can this 

process of character development be replicated in time and place” instead of “how can 

the development of such a character be replicated?xx  

 How can these elements that formed the whole of such a person who minifested 

socially “desired” character be found in a system that for many decades has overlooked 

the underlying principles of human moral development? as Lickona suggests . The 

secular humanist system ignored, for instance, the other part of the constitution that talks 

about being literate in religion. (Lickona, 1997: p 28)  More importantly, the system does 

not seem to be concerned that “secularization” actually resulted in the separation of 

moral and cognitive development, contrary to what Piaget ‘s social theory emphasizes 

when discussing their relationship. (DeVreis, 1997:4)   How, then, do proponents of 

religious education expect to nurture this relationship between moral and cognitive 

development within this same secular humanistic worldview of education?  Is it enough 

to just raise the flag of the importance of teaching religion in schools to preserve “our 

culture and our children” as Bennet (1992) suggest--whether teaching about religion as 

the document on Religion in the Public School Curriculum suggests,xxi  or teaching of 

religion as a subject in private Islamic or parochial schools? What  is needed is a change 

in our perception of how to design a curriculum that facilitates for learners an awareness 

of the relationship between their own moral and cognitive development within the 

“pluralistic” educational system.  That is, unless we recognize that this relationship may 

not become Islamic, for example, without the individual Muslim herself consciously 

makes sense of her own identification with Islam and within the realities of place and 

time, neither public nor parochial will help the process of constructive character building. 

 The second question before us, is “how many curricula of pre- or post-secondary 

education concern themselves with such relations between reality (s) and principles?  

Can we teach these skills within our present philosophy of education?” 

 Though I am discussing the case of a Muslim young female and her mother, I am 

not  only pegging the question of Islamic identity here.xxii The issue of connecting, or the 

lack of,  ideals to realities and cognitive to moral development are not limited to 
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Muslims. Muslim girls, for instance, often being discriminatorally prevented by their 

parents from co-ed physical education and other social activities with the execuse of 

modesty, while their brothers often left to participate in similar activities. These practices 

makes them (the Muslim girls) wonder as to whether or not they want to identify with 

Islam.  Similar discrimanatory practices and perceptions concerning girls and women’s 

“pluralistic,” universal schooling and the role of women’s liberation movement in 

contemporary societal upheavals are also of concern. The issue concerns all religious and 

non-religious groups who are consciously attempting to impart a special value system 

instead of attempting to understand the depth of the problems that today’s young girls of 

the pluralistic society are facing. Allan Lockwood, for instance, argues that it is a matter 

of change in perspective of what is moral and what is accepted socially. Though I may 

disagree with Lockwood’s relativism, I do agree with the idea of a change in perspective. 

That is, what we now see as “troubled times” are only the symptoms of a deeper problem, 

namely, not realizing the pre-requisit of moral autonomy in the connection between 

cognitive and moral development. 

 What makes the event in this case study an issue of Islamic education in the 

United States, therefore, is its absence from a pro-active debate among American Muslim 

parents and educators, and between them and American educators in general.  Instead, 

Muslim parents and educators’ often react to the symptoms, other events-- such as not 

allowing girls to wear head-cover in schools.  They often join the “mainstream” media 

and educational and political  decision-makers in the one-sided, shallow analysis of these 

symtoms that has dominated these debates as well as the discussions of diversity issues in 

education. I would rather ask the question that might lead us to a dialogue: “What issues 

are we debating? and how do we expect to agree, even on a common ground when our  

philosophy of knowledge (epistemology) and understanding of reality (ontology) differ 

among us and between us, educators, and decisionmakers?”  Is there an alternative to 

insisting on a common ground, and in whose interest are we debating, ours, the 

policymakers’ or the learners’?  When will it be possible for us to realize that learners 

develop an effective way of knowing when they develop an autonomous, instead of a 

heteronomous morality? (The Qur’an, 2:256; and  Piaget, 1950/1995 as quoted by 

DeVries, 1997) The autonomous morality will by itself manifest the values that we are 
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trying to instill.  Whether these values are  “neutrally” moral or religious-specific, the 

person herself will determine, once she becomes aware of her own spiritual, moral and 

intellectual autonomy.xxiii  Thus, a Muslim’s faith in Islam will develop only when the 

person realizes the meaning of human trusteeship as an individual responsibility, be it a 

male or female.  Only then, would the Islamic principle of Taqwa  (equilibrium) be 

fulfilled, and Islamic education be achieved.   

 

Why are these questions more relevant to Women’s education: One might respond to all 

of the above questions by saying that these issues are not unique to girls, let alone to 

Muslim girls.  This might be true if we have an equitable, and integrated perception of 

what it means to access the same levels and meanings of learning for the cultural groups 

that constitute today’s American young Muslim girls.  The reality is that this is not the 

case, particularly when general sources about Islam and Muslims, including textbooks 

and major books on religion and education,  still use biased views to describe or compare 

Islamxxiv  or to describe Muslim females and their need.xxv  Furthermore, the manner in 

which Islam and Muslims are being perceived complicates matters more.xxvi 

 The uniqueness of this case lies in the apparent pride that the sixteen-year old girl 

takes in her identity despite the fact that American Muslims during the 1980s and 1990s, 

particularly women, have been the object of derision in the eyes of many unsympathetic 

persons. (See Mohja Kahf’s expression of these inner and external struggles in this 

Journal)  Muslim girls and women are being margenalized by both Muslim men and 

none-Muslims because they are being perceived as morally dependent and, hence, 

educationally, politically and socially irrelevant or non-central to issues of Islamic 

education.xxvii  They are being used as proxies of customary “cultural” preservation in the 

Muslim encounter with the larger society. (Barazangi, in review)  The national 

government and educational policy has yet to take these girls and women into account as 

first class citizens and agents of change--not as “others” or as second class citizens 

subject to change-- so that their lifestyle would not be the object of ridicule or 

marginalization. These women’s mode of dress, for example, makes them very visible to 

the non-Muslims and exposes them as the more clearly identifiable target for antiMuslim 
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sentiments. But Muslim males still see that these girls’ and women’s morality  preserved 

in the way they dress and preserve the cutlure. 

 Although the sixteen-year old Muslim young girl did not experience any of the 

above discriminatory practices, these issues were discussed by her parents and the local 

Muslim community and that might have created certain awareness of them, and possibly  

a cognitive and moral dissonance in relation to her identity. Furthermore, both her 

parents seem to have overlooked the fact their daughter was trying to develop her 

autonomous morality through her own problematizing the 1980s event. Piaget talks about 

how children relate between their experience and cognitive reasoning to develop their 

moral judgment.  But the daughter was neither fully prepared for drwaing such a relation 

nor has her parnets realized that. The mother did not realize this shortcoming until the 

onset of another event that the young female has experienced almost ten years later. 

 The sixteen-year old hesitation to tell the truth to her teacher and mother at the 

onset of the 1980’s event, as reported above, is a good example of this disequilibirated 

cognitive and moral judgment.  Her hesitation stems from the apparent clash between her 

respect for him as a teacher--not wanting to disappoint him at his high state of 

satisfaction, and as an authority figure-- and her thinking that  every one’s attention in the 

class is focused on her as a “controversial” model--having both the Islamic and the 

American properties.  Though after dialoguing about the event with her parents she 

developed the confidence in her values, she was not able to expresse her normative 

commitment to telling the truth .  The point here, is not whether the young Muslim’s 

telling the truth is not a value of the “mainstream” ethics, nor is it that she did not tell the 

whole truth of the event.  Rather, the point is that given the other social factors 

surrounding the identification with Islam and Muslims at that point of history, many 

Muslim young females, and males for that matter, were falling victims to the “suppressed 

expression” syndrome because they most likely did not have the skill of relating between 

the ‘normative’ and ‘scientific.’   These young Muslims of the 1980’s simply were 

complying with the social form of egalitarianism and consequently,  often were hiding 

their identity or margenalizing their normative differences. 

 

The 1990’s Event 
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 when the sixteen-year old student moved out of her family’s town, apparently her 

awareness of autonomous morality became more focused.  This awareness made her at 

one level question the heteronomous morality that she developed while under her family 

support and normative system.  On the other level, she began to understand the grounds 

on which a secular “scientific” paradigm has been built. The accepted norm in 

advancement of scholastic achievement demands “pure” reasoning, void of “personal” or 

“moral” blurriness. 

 Though an internal dissonance was fermenting, reaching at some point a discrete 

behavioral revolt, the relationship with her family seemed neutral.  As the young female 

started ‘testing the water’ of complete physical, moral and emotional independence, her 

heteronomous morality failed her and her ability to make moral judgments for everyday 

personal affairs became blurry.   She began experimenting with the principle of freedom 

of expression, but without realizing that she was actually dismantling the relationships 

that she once had between her values--acquired as a social norm only-- and facts--

separated from values.  As she put it, she started questioning the validity of the values 

instilled by her parents for becoming her own personal values.  As the experimentation 

ended with some unexpected problems, the young student took on the challenge to face 

her parents with her inner search but with an assertive demand that she be given the 

chance to re-think her own life and her own ideals and action.  As if she realized that the 

role of the “normative” system that she has inherited is inoperative in the present 

structure of  the “scientific” secular education system that she was going through.  She 

began the process of re-thinking the two systems. 

 It seems as if the young female student was equipped with some level of self-

realization. otherwise, she would not have been able to re-bound from the heteronomous 

morality into an autonomous morality.  Irrespective of the end-result-- whether or not she 

will maintain the same belief system of her parents or the same standards for scholastic 

achievements--she will need to maintain an equilibrium of value and facts that will 

eventually develop into a constructive reasoning within a particular belief system in the 

context of the US society.  As I argued elsewhere  (1993), the implications of 

individual’s ability to express her or his particular belief/value system within the multi-
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religious, multi-ethnic cultural setting is central to his or her ability to develop a 

constructive character.  How could that be achieved is the main question before us. 

 

CONCLUSIONS AND SUMMARIES OF STRATEGIES 

 The most important result and the lesson to be learned from the above events 

here, is that the mother had changed her thinking after 1990 event.  The mother realized 

that her strategy for instilling “Islamic personality” in her daughter, despite all the efforts 

made by her and the father and despite the majority positive outcomes as the social and 

the parents’ norms demand, was lacking an important element.   She realized that she 

herself was imparting the value system as “a matter of course,” or as the Islamic 

institutionalized order would have it.  In other words, she was not acting autonomously 

despite her deep conviction about her value system,  and about the importance of 

integrating within the pluralistic, secular system of the society. 

 Only when the mother regained her autonomy by re-thinking the Islamic belief 

system, independently of all institutionalized interpretations, was she able to become an 

agent of change, and eventually removed herself from being a passive preserver of a 

cultural heritage into an active re-interpreter of the Islamic belief system. Only then was 

the mother able to impart a change in her perception of Islam and was she able to build 

different educational strategies. That is, in a sense, being helped by the daughter’s 

“revolt” and re-interpretation of the relationship between values and facts, the mother 

recognized the missing element in being a faithful Muslim: to be able to think and act 

autonomously irrespective of other peoples’ belief and action. Now, through this renewed 

relationship  the mother and daughter are, consciously and unconsciously, helping each 

other remove the blurriness about both the Islamic belief system and the American 

educational structure. In the process, each is attempting to recreate a more meaningful 

learning experience for herself and for each other in her own respective way. 

 In the case of young Muslim girl’s education,  both the premise of religious 

education and that of public education fail to provide the immediacy of experiencing the  

relationship of human value and reality.  The premise of religious education and its basic 

principle of inculcation and exemplary models --as was the case of the mother--have 

raised more questions about the meaning and direct applications of values in daily life.  
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The premise of public education and its basic principles--secularism and individualism--

and their ramifications in the present educational system call for deeper analysis, being 

the value base of a pluralistic curriculum.  It became clear, throughout this analysis, that 

this premise does not suffice for a unified human belief system with its moral and 

political action. 

 An alternative was drawn from the natural pattern of human existence, in which 

humans actualize the “Divine Will” through their own will and action.  Even “non-

believers” have some kind of ideal, we may call “philosophical will” that needs to be 

autonomously chosen, understood and connected to realities in order to be actualized. 

The advantage of  the natural pattern is in providing an integrative curriculum that 

realizes the complex relations among private and public discourses in social and 

educational programs.  Such programs enhance among the communities of individuals 

the ability, and the desire to deal with their own problems.  Finally, the individuals' 

awareness and their attempt to deal with their own problems is the stepping stone 

towards autonomous morality and thus constructive, meaningful learning in the 

cognitively equilibrated egalitarianism.  Muslim woman’s ability to achieve such 

autonomous morality is the first step in this direction. 

 

@ 1997, Nimat Hafez Barazangi 
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ENDNOTES 

 
1  I would like to acknowledge Mohja Kahf and Nobl Barazangi for their invaluable 

insights and comments. 
2  See the distinction between Islamic and Muslim education in Barazangi (1995) and 

(1997).  Islamic education, referred to in the Qur’an (3:110) as thr process of shaping 

character within the Islamic worldview, requires the exposition to all knowledge as a 

means to understanding the parameters set in the Qur’an for a constructive relationship 

with God, other human beings, and nature. 
3 Integration indicates the ability to maintain the Islamic belief system at its central level, 

Tawhid (Oneness of God and humanity) and to objectify it in the Western secular 

environment.  See further explanation in Nimat Hafez Barazangi. The Education of North 

American Muslim Parents and Children. 1990. The American Journal of Islamic Social 

Sciences. vol. 7, no.3: 385-402. 
4  In a data-base search on Religion and education I found only six references out of 450 

related to Islam, and none of them is concerned with American Muslims. There are 

several publications known to me as an educator, but for some reason, they are not being 

indexed by “mainstream” bibliography.  The recent efforts of the Council on Islamic 

Education with regards to world history in textbooks (Teaching about Islam & Muslims 

in the Public School Classroom, 1995; and Strategies and Structures for Presenting 

World  history, 1994) are the most recognized among mainstream educators, but was not 

indexed either.  
5 See, for example, Khaliijah Mohammad Salleh. The Role of Men and Women in 

Society. Islamic Horizons, January/February, 1997:57.; Syed Ali Ashraf (New Horizons 

in Muslim Education. Cambridge Univ. Press, 1995); Anis Ahmad. 1984. Muslim 

Women and Higher Education: A Case for Separate Institutions for women. Islamabad, 

Pakistan. 
6  See for example, Jamila Al-Hashimi “Public School System Versus Islamic School” 

(Islamic Horizon, June/July 1997: 55) in which she reason that the public schools decline 

is the result of their attempt to make “the school increasingly the carrier of all kinds of 

social policies” instead of doing its job “to teach children elementary knowlesge skills”. 
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In the same breath, she states that “religious groups, in general, have a head start on 

teaching values in school.”  It is exactly this dichotomy in education that is creating 

problems in our educational system.  See another type of dichoromy in R. M. Hare’s 

(Essays on Religion and Education, oxford Univ. Press, 1992) discussion of Wilson 

(1964) distinction between the method and the content of education vis-a’-vis 

indoctrination (113-130). 
7 See Nimat Hafez Barazangi forthcoming “Islamic HigherLearning as a Human Right: 

Theory and Practice” in Gisela Webb, ed.  1998. Windows of Faith; and “Vicegerency 

and Gender Justice” in Barazangi, et al. eds. Islamic Identity and the Struggle for Justice. 

University Pres of Florida, 1996: 77-94. 
8 See details of the distinctions between ‘Islamic education,” “Muslim education” and 

Western, secular education/universal schooling in Nimat Hafez Barazangi, 1995. 

“Religious Education.” 
9  Deborah Mayo-Jefferies. 1994. Religious Freedon in the Education Process: A 

Research Guide to Religion in Education (1950-1992). Buffalo: William S. Hein ( ix). 
10  For example, the recent degrading remarks of Dr. Jordan. (see note 11) 
11  Dr. Jordan said in the heated argument about placing the plate of the Ten 

Commandments in schools: “screw the Budhists and kill the Muslims.” May 12, 1997 as 

reproted by the Associate Press.  His statement indicates exactly the point that I am 

emphasizing. That is, our pluralism has not become cognitively and morally autonomous. 

Individuals are still struggling between their normative beliefs and the “rational” 

presentation of others’ beliefs.  They have not yet come to a point where they 

autonomously are able to integrate the two views, or make sense of them within their 

own frame of reference.  Whether the reason is ignorance or pure refusal to accept the 

other’s norms is a matter for educators to assess. But the results are still strikingly 

suggestive that unless such individuals are able to understand and undertake cognitive 

egalitarism on their own, any attempt of having them accept social egalitarism will 

contiue to have a weak point in the system and is apt to backlash with the change of 

circumstances. 
12 Arjomand,  Said Amir, ed. 1993. The Political Dimensions of Religion. State 

University of New york Press. (P.4) 



 27 

13  See my forthcoming article ”Between the Post-ethnic and the Unique: Exclusion of 

American Muslim Women from Decison-Making” (in review). 
14  I use “Western,” “Islamic,”  “Muslim,”  “pluralistic”, and other expressions in quotes 

because I want to draw attention to the elusiveness of these expressions, especially when 

contrasting “Islamic” in reference to religion vs. “Western” in reference to geogrpahy. 
15  See Rheta DeVreis.  Piaget’s Social Theory.” Educational Researcher, vo. 26, no.2, 

march 1997:4-18 , for further explanation of Piaget’s differentiation of autonomous vs 

heteronomous morality. 
16  Andrea Lueg. “The Perception of Islam in Western Debate.” In Jochen Hippler and 

Andrea Lueg, eds. 1995. The Next Threat:Western Perception of Islam. Translated by 

Laila Friese. Boulder: Pluto Press: 16 
17 Note that I intentially am using the terms“character”, “moral”, and “religious” 

upbringing interchangebly in order to bring the focus to my claim that the problem is in 

our framework of understanding of character, moral and religious pedagogy within the 

framework of “secular, pluralistic” education . I do agreee with some of the distinctions 

that Alan Lockwood or Lickona present, but I do no see these distinctions as the core of 

the problem here. 
18 Lickona state tht “we arrive at the natural moral law through reason and experience” 

(27). But this is not my goal here.  The concern, here, is the immediate experience of the 

learner within the direct relationship between her faith/value and reality of the situation 

in which she is dealing with. This  spare-of-the-moment consciounsous construction of 

knowledge and value is at stake here. 
19 I realize that while Western educators see Islam mainly as rituals without 

understanding its theological principles,  and religious education as moral education, 

Muslims often discuss these issues at the ideal level without relating them to the realities 

of their practices.  Yet, it is necessary to see that all these educators are equally missing 

the problem here. 
20 Allen Lockwood questions if “we can really instill such characters, as these are 

unintentional values.” I may agree with him at addressing intentiality as important, but 

this is not the problem here. 
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21 See the various perspectives, such as Nord (1995: 233)  and  Gaddy, et al. (1996:199-

203) on the value and details of the content of the document and, the names and aliance 

of the seventeen national religious and educational organizations who cosponsored the 

curriculum, including the Islamic Society of North America that was the only Islamic 

organization represented. 
22  See Barazangi’s (in review) discussion of Muslim women’s self-identity ; and (1996) 

for further details on  Islamic Identity and  gender justice. 
23 Noddings (1993) suggestion that teachers be pedagogically neutrual is problematic 

because this is not possible once each teacher realizes his or her identity and moral 

autonomy. 
24  See, for instance,  Nord’s (1995:104)  quotation of John Leland comparing Juesus to 

Muhammad in the context of imposing certain belief and practice. Had Nord took the 

extra step himself to study Islam, he would not have used such a biased quote concerning 

the use of the sord in “Muhammadan” tradition from a secondary source to make his 

point. 
25  See, for example, the views expressed in some orientalists literature, and some of the 

responses by Muslim clergy to issues of Muslim women’s human rights that are often 

quoted out of contexts . 
26 See, for example, Dr. Henry Jordan’s statement (fn 11), and the responses to it in The 

Minaret (July/Aug, 1997), The Washington Report and ADC Times ( 

August/September,1997). 
27 In addition to being prevented from co-ed physical education and social activities, 

while their brothers often left to participate in similar activities that makes these girls 

wonder as to whether or not they want to identify with Islam, Muslim women in the US, 

and other places, are prevented from attending Friday Prayers or are being asked to pray 

in a separate, segregated buildings just as slaves or blacks used to be treated before the 

civil right movement.  Furthermore, they hardly are represented in Muslim organizations 

consultative bodies that make community decisons even when these women constitute 

the majority of education practioners and community volunteer workers.
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i  I would like to acknowledge Mohja Kahf and Nobl Barazangi for their invaluable insights and comments. 
ii  See the distinction between Islamic and Muslim education in Barazangi (1995) and (1997).  Islamic 
education, referred to in the Qur’an (3:110) as thr process of shaping character within the Islamic 
worldview, requires the exposition to all knowledge as a means to understanding the parameters set in the 
Qur’an for a constructive relationship with God, other human beings, and nature. 
iii Integration indicates the ability to maintain the Islamic belief system at its central level, Tawhid 
(Oneness of God and humanity) and to objectify it in the Western secular environment.  See further 
explanation in Nimat Hafez Barazangi. The Education of North American Muslim Parents and Children. 
1990. The American Journal of Islamic Social Sciences. vol. 7, no.3: 385-402. 
iv  In a data-base search on Religion and education I found only six references out of 450 related to Islam, 
and none of them is concerned with American Muslims. There are several publications known to me as an 
educator, but for some reason, they are not being indexed by “mainstream” bibliography.  The recent 
efforts of the Council on Islamic Education with regards to world history in textbooks (Teaching about 
Islam & Muslims in the Public School Classroom, 1995; and Strategies and Structures for Presenting 
World  history, 1994) are the most recognized among mainstream educators, but was not indexed either.  
v See, for example, Khaliijah Mohammad Salleh. The Role of Men and Women in Society. Islamic 
Horizons, January/February, 1997:57.; Syed Ali Ashraf (New Horizons in Muslim Education. Cambridge 
Univ. Press, 1995); Anis Ahmad. 1984. Muslim Women and Higher Education: A Case for Separate 
Institutions for women. Islamabad, Pakistan. 
vi  See for example, Jamila Al-Hashimi “Public School System Versus Islamic School” (Islamic Horizon, 
June/July 1997: 55) in which she reason that the public schools decline is the result of their attempt to 
make “the school increasingly the carrier of all kinds of social policies” instead of doing its job “to teach 
children elementary knowlesge skills”. In the same breath, she states that “religious groups, in general, 
have a head start on teaching values in school.”  It is exactly this dichotomy in education that is creating 
problems in our educational system.  See another type of dichoromy in R. M. Hare’s (Essays on Religion 
and Education, oxford Univ. Press, 1992) discussion of Wilson (1964) distinction between the method and 
the content of education vis-a’-vis indoctrination (113-130). 
vii See Nimat Hafez Barazangi forthcoming “Islamic HigherLearning as a Human Right: Theory and 
Practice” in Gisela Webb, ed.  1998. Windows of Faith; and “Vicegerency and Gender Justice” in 
Barazangi, et al. eds. Islamic Identity and the Struggle for Justice. University Pres of Florida, 1996: 77-94. 
viii See details of the distinctions between ‘Islamic education,” “Muslim education” and Western, secular 
education/universal schooling in Nimat Hafez Barazangi, 1995. “Religious Education.” 
ix  Deborah Mayo-Jefferies. 1994. Religious Freedon in the Education Process: A Research Guide to 
Religion in Education (1950-1992). Buffalo: William S. Hein ( ix). 
x  For example, the recent degrading remarks of Dr. Jordan. (see note 11) 
xi  Dr. Jordan said in the heated argument about placing the plate of the Ten Commandments in schools: 
“screw the Budhists and kill the Muslims.” May 12, 1997 as reproted by the Associate Press.  His 
statement indicates exactly the point that I am emphasizing. That is, our pluralism has not become 
cognitively and morally autonomous. Individuals are still struggling between their normative beliefs and 
the “rational” presentation of others’ beliefs.  They have not yet come to a point where they autonomously 
are able to integrate the two views, or make sense of them within their own frame of reference.  Whether 
the reason is ignorance or pure refusal to accept the other’s norms is a matter for educators to assess. But 
the results are still strikingly suggestive that unless such individuals are able to understand and undertake 
cognitive egalitarism on their own, any attempt of having them accept social egalitarism will contiue to 
have a weak point in the system and is apt to backlash with the change of circumstances. 
xii Arjomand,  Said Amir, ed. 1993. The Political Dimensions of Religion. State University of New york 
Press. (P.4) 
xiii  See my forthcoming article ”Between the Post-ethnic and the Unique: Exclusion of American Muslim 
Women from Decison-Making” (in review). 
xiv  I use “Western,” “Islamic,”  “Muslim,”  “pluralistic”, and other expressions in quotes because I want to 
draw attention to the elusiveness of these expressions, especially when contrasting “Islamic” in reference 
to religion vs. “Western” in reference to geogrpahy. 
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xv  See Rheta DeVreis.  Piaget’s Social Theory.” Educational Researcher, vo. 26, no.2, march 1997:4-18 , 
for further explanation of Piaget’s differentiation of autonomous vs heteronomous morality. 
xvi  Andrea Lueg. “The Perception of Islam in Western Debate.” In Jochen Hippler and Andrea Lueg, eds. 
1995. The Next Threat:Western Perception of Islam. Translated by Laila Friese. Boulder: Pluto Press: 16 
xvii  Note that I intentially am using the terms“character”, “moral”, and “religious” upbringing 
interchangebly in order to bring the focus to my claim that the problem is in our framework of 
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education . I do agreee with some of the distinctions that Alan Lockwood or Lickona present, but I do no 
see these distinctions as the core of the problem here. 
xviii Lickona state tht “we arrive at the natural moral law through reason and experience” (27). But this is 
not my goal here.  The concern, here, is the immediate experience of the learner within the direct 
relationship between her faith/value and reality of the situation in which she is dealing with. This  spare-of-
the-moment consciounsous construction of knowledge and value is at stake here. 
xix I realize that while Western educators see Islam mainly as rituals without understanding its theological 
principles,  and religious education as moral education, Muslims often discuss these issues at the ideal level 
without relating them to the realities of their practices.  Yet, it is necessary to see that all these educators 
are equally missing the problem here. 
xx Allen Lockwood questions if “we can really instill such characters, as these are unintentional values.” I 
may agree with him at addressing intentiality as important, but this is not the problem here. 
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xxv  See, for example, the views expressed in some orientalists literature, and some of the responses by 
Muslim clergy to issues of Muslim women’s human rights that are often quoted out of contexts . 
xxvi See, for example, Dr. Henry Jordan’s statement (fn 11), and the responses to it in The Minaret 
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EDUCATIONAL REFORM 

Nimat Hafez Barazangi, Visiting Fellow 

Women's Studies Program, 391 Uris Hall 

Cornell University; Ithaca, NY 14853

 The dynamic relationship between political, social and educational changes is central 

to determining whether educational reform occurred in the Muslim world during the 

nineteenth and twentieth centuries.  Changes in curricular and instructional policies and 

their implications for intellectual and cultural development are discussed in relation to 

four major issues. 

 The Muslim world initially rejected as irrelevant changes introduced from Europe in 

the early nineteenth century.  Changes in technical, military, and vocational training 

dictated by local rulers and elites did not conform to the traditional educational practices 

that were the remnants of Islamic education.*  Comparing these practices with recent changes runs the risk of 

overstating where and how educational reform has taken place. 

 Available literature indicates that old practices were not reformed and changes 

resulted in no significant attitudinal, or cultural development.  Setting the European 

utilitarian and the Muslim altruistic modes against each other resulted in centralized 

state-controlled educational institutions and a complete departure from Islamic 

education.

 The intellectual stagnation that characterized the Muslim world since the early 

fourteenth century remained despite mass and compulsory schooling in the postcolonial 

era.  Recent reports indicate school and teacher shortages, low educational quality, lack 

of planning and of curricular and instructional compatibility, and disparity in access to 
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and completion of all types and levels of education between the sexes and between rich 

and poor and rural and urban populations. 

1.   Do Educational Changes Reflect Muslim Cultural Preservation?

 The Muslim world's reaction to Western-introduced changes has lacked the 

intellectual dynamics that once marked its educational system.  Although very different 

from modern education, formal and informal teaching and learning took place based on 

the accomplishments and needs of teachers and pupils.  Seyyed Hossein Nasr (1987)

discusses the oral transmission that produced some highly knowledgeable Muslims even 

though they were illiterate.  Such distinctive characteristics are not mentioned in Fazlur 

Rahman's (1982) discussion, even such remaining institutions as the kuttab (place of 

primary and Qur´anic education), halaqah, majlis (study circles in a mosque or private 

homes) and madrasah (center of secondary and higher learning).  Western educational 

practices did not produce the same economic, intellectual, and social development they 

did in western Europe.  Adnan Badran (1989) reports lacks of cohesion in educational 

planning, which is inhibited by socioeconomic, technical, or cultural factors.  Educational 

objectives are ambiguous; although the philosophy claims to be rooted in the ideals of 

Islam, the pedagogical strategies contain both modern methodologies and political, 

nationalistic rhetoric.  The inconclusive, fragmented, and contradictory literature, both in 

English and Arabic, indicates that educational transformation is an unstable process. 

 No full account of curricular reform is available despite the many reports on changes 

in the instructional process and numerical increase of schools, universities, and student 

enrollment. Reports by Albert Hourani (1981 and 1983), Jesse T. Jones (Education in 

East Africa, New York, 1970), UNESCO (1961), and others largely praise the progress 

of the "reformed and modernized" education system.  Recent accounts, however, such 

as Nasr's, question such conclusions that confuse traditional Islamic reform with 
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fundamentalism and modernity with nationalism.  Others, like Stephen P. Heyneman 

(1971), Ali Mazrui (The Africans: A Triple Heritage, Boston and Toronto, 1986), and A. L. 

Tibawi (1972) expose conflicting purposes and the incoherent systems resulting from 

imported colonial and missionary educational changes and emphasize problems of non-

native development strategies and personnel. 

 One wonders why these changes were rejected by the nonruling, nonelite natives--

who were suspicious of any new type of formal education--although foreign cultural 

practices were integrated during the eighth and ninth centuries.  Local people and 

religious leaders considered the European educational changes irrelevant, alien, and 

part of the colonial exploitation and missionary attempts to Christianize the population.

These views were not baseless, as the missionary education (see Bibliography) and 

foreign private and colonial government-supported school systems (British Parliamentary 

Records vol. 137 [1905]) attest.

 Changes imposed by the Ottoman ruler Sultan Selim III (1789-1807)--considered in 

the traditional literature on modernization as the precursor to reform--were viewed in 

Stanford J. Shaw ("Some Aspects of the Aims and Achievements of the Nineteenth-

Century Ottoman Reformers" in W. R. Polk and R. L. Chambers, eds. Beginnings of 

Modernization in the Middle East: The Nineteenth Century [Chicago and London, 1968], 

pp. 29-39) as traditional reforms; old elements remained even when they were 

superseded and became obsolete.  The result was the rise of a heavy, complicated, and 

paralyzing hierarchy that stifled Ottoman educational development. 

 Sultan Muhammad II's (1808-1839) Tanzimat (army regiments) reform ideology is 

another example of Ottoman reaction to the military advancement of the French as early 

as 1789.  The impact of this regimented, centralized system on modern bureaucracy in 
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the Muslim world is apparent even now, particularly in the civil service systems: 

personnel affairs, education, and justice. 

 Educational objectives shifted from emphasizing discipline for both children and 

adults (Dale Eickelman, 1985) to a means to formalize the relationship of citizens to the 

state to meet its economic and political interests.  Local governors' policies, led by their 

eagerness to acquire European technologies to strengthen and modernize their military, 

weakened the kuttabs and madrasahs, especially when their waqf (endowment) was 

distributed among the ruling class and missionary societies to establish private schools.

J. Heyworth-Dunne (An Introduction to the History of Education in Modern Egypt. New 

impression [London, 1968]) suggests that the Egyptian Mamluk Muhammad Ali's (1806-

1841) imposed system is the key to understanding why Egypt's present system is so 

defective and ill-adapted to the country.  Although he established a military school 

(1816), technical and engineering schools and colleges, and a medical school (1827), 

they were for men only and staffed by European Christians.  He also sent large students' 

missions--all men, mainly of ruling and elite families--to study in Europe in 1826.  In such 

institutions, natives were forced to study Turkish, Italian, French, and English.  Even 

when translations were made to aid in the instruction, comprehension problems were not 

overcome because native students came to these schools unprepared.  The 

shortcomings of this instructional system resulted, in part, from its neglect of female 

education, particularly at the secondary level, and its training of teachers for the 

elementary and the preparatory schools.  But, most of all, it was not coordinated with the 

traditional practices and appeared to operate as a rival or even substitute.  New subject 

matters were divorced from the Qur´anic and other sciences of antiquity such as 

astronomy, geography, and medicine.  Above all, Tibawi asserts, the system had little or 
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no direct intellectual purpose; it existed primarily to train the natives to serve colonial and 

local government interests. 

2.   What Has Been the Function of Education Before and After Changes?

 Despite its lack of vitality after the fifteenth century, Lillian Sanderson points out in 

"Education and Administrative Control in Colonial Sudan and Northern Nigeria" (African 

Affairs 74 [October 1975]: 427-41) that Islamic education achieved the goals it set: 

passing on the customs of the adult community, teaching children the knowledge and 

skills of the culture that they needed to function effectively, and instilling in them beliefs 

in relation to the universe about the relationship between the seen and the unseen. 

 What remained of the Islamic education system became peripheral, reserved for the 

underprivileged, such as girls and poor rural and urban masses.  Primary Islamic 

education, for example, came to a standstill when its main language, Arabic, was 

replaced by Turkish as the medium of instruction in most government schools and by 

colonial languages in private schools.  Changes, as Gregory Starrett states in 

"Appropriating the Kuttab: The Functionalization of Mass Religious Instruction in Egypt, 

1882-1952" (forthcoming), "transformed people's ideas about religion" and its 

importance to community development by removing the teaching of Islam as the base of 

character formation and making it a new subject "Religion," without primary status in the 

curriculum. 

 Changes introduced in the nineteenth century did not meet Islamic cultural needs.  

The government schools were based on colonial policy to control Muslim rulers, 

administrative management, and agricultural productivity.  As described by Leila Ahmad 

in Women and Gender in Islam. (New Haven and London,1992), when enrollments 
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grew, girls were denied places in classrooms and tuition was instituted in secondary 

schools, making girls' education of low priority. 

 The English colonial system penetrated the Indian subcontinent, the majority of the 

Middle East, and many African nations, even though it claimed not to have interfered in 

internal affairs (Mazrui).  The French colonial system in North and West Africa and in 

Syria and Lebanon, as W. Bryant Mumford (Africans Learn to Be French [New York, 

1970]) suggests, assimilated the existing system to the point of annihilating it.  It 

contributed further to diverting the rural system from traditional Islamic education to 

superstitious social customs, dogmatic and nationalistic creeds, and passive sufi orders.

And instead of strengthening institutions of higher learning, such as the oldest (over 

1,100 years) Al-Qurawayun in Fez in Morocco, the colonial government dismantled 

many old centers. 

 Similar movements took place in other regions, with varying degrees of interaction 

with European expatriates and different levels of emphasis on 'traditional' vs. 'modern' 

elements in education depending on the colonizers' policy and the extent of their 

penetration of native cultures. 

3.   To What May We Compare the Two Schemes of Education?

 Comparing teaching in kuttab and madrasah to the colonizers' technical, military, and 

vocational training or the missionaries' book knowledge is not an accurate indicator of 

educational reform.  What is obvious, however, is that educational practices have 

changed from informal family-based, formal teacher-centered, and nonformal 

community-decentralized tarbiyah (character and intellectual development) to either 

formal missionary-controlled and/or state-centralized schooling. 
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 The function of teaching was primarily Qur'anic talqin (acquisition and dissemination 

of meaning and spirit), instilling community values while combating illiteracy.  Other 

types of kuttab were to teach some knowledge of akhbar (history), hisab (simple

arithmetic and reckoning), and elementary Arabic nahu (grammar), reading, and writing.

The function of the madrasah was to complement the objectives of both kuttabs, as well 

as the halaqah's advanced çulum al-Qur'an (Qur'anic sciences), çulum al-hadith (sciences of 

the Prophetic tradition), and their ancillary sciences of Arabic nahu and adab (literature).

Thus, science of the ancients in which hikma (wisdom), kalam (philosophy/theology), 

mantiq (logic), çilm al-nujum (astronomy), music, and çilm al-tub (medicine), as Ayyub Ali (1983) 

states, were part of the curriculum even early in the nineteenth century.  Government 

and missionary schools, meanwhile, as Malek Bennabi (1969) asserts, aimed at 

implanting European secular and Christian values of agrarian, office, and class 

bureaucracy.

 Although printed textbooks and notebooks may have replaced the murrabi's

(teacher/guide) scripted notes and the lauh (tablet), respectively, mainly in urban 

schools, book and lecture instruction and memorization of factual information continue to 

prevail.  But they lack the essence of the transmitted oral tradition. 

 A pupil who used to study under one teacher with whom she or he had a mutual 

relationship and moved from one subject to the next after showing mastery through oral 

discussion or tutoring his or her juniors is now instructed on a mass scale, segregated 

by sex, and taught different subjects in a school day.  The idea of special girls' schools 

was introduced by the Catholic missionaries.  In these schools girls were taught 

embroidery, home economics, domestic skills, and nursing in addition to reading the 

Bible. Boys were taught office skills, agricultural, military, and vocational trades, and 

some fiqh (jurisprudence) to serve government needs.  Pupils in these schools, 



 9 

according to M. H. Khan (History of Muslim Education Vol II: 1751-1854 A. D. [Karachi, 

1973]), are examined in material that is irrelevant to their culture so they can be 

promoted to the next level taught by a new teacher.  The concept of tarbiyah has been 

reduced to passing on some skills and information to qualify for a job. 

 The two interfacing schemes represent a departure from the Islamic perspective that 

was instrumental in the evolution of the Islamic civilization.  Rahman notes that 

intellectual stagnation occurred during the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries, when 

manuals and commentaries dominated, and suggests that the educational process had 

virtually ceased to function by the late 1500s when the Andalusian Islamic community 

was dismantled.  Eickelman, however, sees the Islamic education mnemonic devices as 

a continuation of the socialization process even during and after the colonial period 

when systems of mass and compulsory schooling were legislated. 

 The Islamic system was abandoned when the state and colonial governments made 

decisions for the natives and Muslims lost their scholarly and intellectual initiatives. With

the exception of scattered individual scholars and artisans during the sixteenth, 

seventeenth, and eighteenth centuries that Nasr points out, Islamic educational 

practices became dormant.  Attempts to expound the positive attitude of Islam toward 

science by those Rahman calls "pre-modernist reformers"--Sir Sayyid Ahmad Khan 

(1817-1898) and Sayyid Amir çAli (d. 1928) of India, Namik Kemal (1840-1888) of Turkey, Jamal al-Din al-Afghani (1839-

1897) and Muhammad 
ç
Abduh (1845-1905) of Egypt--resulted instead in complete separation of "Islamic" and "non-Islamic" knowledge.  

The strategies of nationalist elites such as Ma
ç
aruuf al-Rasafi (1875-1945) of Iraq, attest to differences in attitude, 

especially toward the implications of modern science for the traditional worldview and 

faith.  These different attitudes and strategies created further confusion as to how to 

reintroduce science and technology in the culture.  Aspirations of some elites and rulers 
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were, as Bennabi states, not those of the community or the masses, but those of the 

colonials, missionaries, and romantic orientalists. 

  The practical implications of these differences in attitude and alienated aspirations 

may be seen in the varied and conflicting responses to modernization and in the present 

disparity between the ideal and the reality of the Muslim world, particularly in education.

Sir Sayyid's call in 1860 for the reinterpretation of the Qur'an in light of modern 

experience, for example, failed because his views were not based on the Islamic 

perspective.  He was not able to implement them in the Aligarh Muslim University of 

India, which he created to integrate religious beliefs with a modern scientific outlook.

Islamic education was reduced to religious education and was left to teachers who had 

little training or support.  Other reform ideas, put forth by those who had studied in 

Europe, had a similar negative results.  Though these ideas were supported by elites 

and rulers, they were opposed by orthodox community leaders who feared they would 

contaminate the beliefs of the people and were ignored by the masses as irrelevant and 

providing no practical solutions to the ailing educational practices. 

4.   How Do Community Development and Educational Progress Interact

      and How Central Are Women to Educational Reform?

 The rival Muslim and European schemes reigned until the second quarter of the 

twentieth century, when turmoil became the common denominator in the social, political, 

and educational systems until military and political independence from colonialism in the 

1950s and 1960s.  Elites (who were largely educated either in missionary schools and 

colleges, or in East and West European and American institutions), Bennabi adds, 

contributed further to this turmoil by adopting Western ideas of change as the only 
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means for reform without considering actual needs and the socio-psychological factors 

of the community. 

 Postcolonial changes, which almost uniformly used 'modern' educational 

instructional schemes, also resulted in confusing outcomes.  With minor variations in 

their level of success in achieving the objectives of the ruling class (introducing modern 

technology as a symbol of progress) the overall picture after almost fifteen years, as A. 

A. H. El-Koussy (Survey of Educational Progress in the Arab States,1960-1965

[Beirut,1966]) describes it, is still an aimless system with no evaluation system or overall 

direction.  His description of the Arab world applies to other Muslim countries as well.

Education authorities were working with enthusiasm, but they lacked planning and 

balance in educational development. 

 With some exceptions, such as the return to regional (native) languages  --European 

languages became secondary to Arabic, Persian, or Urdu as media of instruction in 

public schools--the lack of overall success in achieving this goal in all regions attests to 

the general uncertainty of the objective.  This is evident in African countries, especially 

North Africa as Abdelhamid Mansouri discusses ("Algeria Between Tradition and 

Modernity: The Question of language" [The State University of New York at Albany, 

Ph.D. diss., 1991]), and in Asian countries, particularly Pakistan that could not make a 

full transition as Taj Ali Koraishy points out in How to Reform Educational System in 

Pakistan and Other Muslim Countries (Gujranwala, 1972).  As nationalistic sentiments 

were emphasized, the idea of restoring Arabic as the language of the Qur´an became 

idealized.  Meanwhile, using a regional language for instruction created problems of 

translating European textbooks instead of writing new, native textbooks. 

 Rapid growth in the quantity of schools did not keep up with population growth or 

with the demand for education.  High levels of illiteracy persist (UNESCO, 1990) and,
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notwithstanding arguments concerning definition of literacy and the value of oral 

transmission, females' level and type of education are still inferior to that of males (Nagat 

El-Sanabary, 1992).  Educational quality is inadvertently sacrificed in pursuit of universal 

schooling and mandatory elementary education because of the lack of both human and 

other resources and of coherent regional planning and technical competency (Badran).

Intellectual production, Bennabi (1959) laments, is hindered because Muslims value 

European products and wish to acquire them, without researching the ideas behind 

these products. 

  Educational transformation varied among Muslim countries, depending on the 

development model adopted, because of the post-1969 Muslim world's economic and 

political polarization and the role played by oil-rich countries and their international 

benefactors.  For example, the Malaysian government accommodated secularism in its 

educational program between 1971 and 1980, M. Kamal Bin Hassan (1981) reports, 

expanding facilities and opportunities for education in science, mathematics, and 

technology-oriented disciplines along with attempts to equip youths of all races and 

sexes with the knowledge and skills necessary to participate in developing the economy.

The relation between tradition and change in the Malaysian context did not arise from 

the question of cultural change, in which women's place is used as the central discourse 

in Saudi Arabia, Iran, and Pakistan.  Instead, Muslim religious groups used new 

discourse to defend the encroachment of Western ideas.  By emphasizing the morality 

question, epitomized in attire and sex segregation, particularly in higher education 

institutions, they have indirectly restricted females' intellectual role in the development 

process.  Malaysian educational reform did not change the intellectual, attitudinal, and 

cultural development of the Muslim masses either.  As similar movements are spreading 
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in other Muslim communities from Indonesia to North America, one wonders whether 

there ever was an educational reform! 

---------------------------------

* See the author's article "Religious Education." 
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RELIGIOUS EDUCATION 

Nimat Hafez Barazangi, Visiting Fellow 

Women's Studies Program, 391 Uris Hall 

Cornell University;  Ithaca, NY 14853

 Internal political and social movements of the eighteenth, nineteenth, and twentieth 

centuries neglected Islamic education within the Muslim world and allowed external 

secular and missionary ideas to turn it into "religious" education.  Variations in worldview 

and interpretation of Qur´anic principles of education resulted in emphasis on form over 

essence in educating Muslims. 

 Historical accounts of Islamic/Muslim education provide a variety of perspectives on 

its nature and the function of its traditional institutions.  Cultural and political restraints 

ended Islamic education as a functional system aimed at understanding and 

appropriating Qur´anic pedagogical principles and limited it to "religious" knowledge 

confined to selected males.  Islamic education has recently been confused with a 

subject matter, "religion," or a moral, social codes, akhlaq.  The primacy of formalized 

and juridical education over the informal development of Islamic character resulted in 

curricular and instructional differentiation between class and gender, a separation of 

"Islamic" and "non-Islamic" knowledge, and a dichotomy between ideal and practice in 

Muslim education. 

Islamic Education and Religious Education

 Islamic education--the process of shaping character within the Islamic worldview 

(Qur´an 3:110)--requires the Muslim family to expose its children and adults to all 

knowledge as a means of understanding the parameters set in the Qur´an for a 
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constructive relationship with God, other humans, and nature.  Based on the Qur´anic 

dictum, "Read in the name of the Creator...who taught human by the pen" (96:1-4)--

meaning that to read is to learn and to act as guided by the Book--Islamic education 

evolved from comprehensive training in the first Islamic community in Medina (ca. 623) 

to a course of study on religion or its inculcation in social mores.  What is called 

"religious education" or "Muslim education" does not reflect the historical process of 

educating in Islam.  This process, in Waqar Husaini's (in al-Faruqi and Naseeef,1981) 

estimate, began to disintegrate from the end of the eleventh century, when science, the 

humanities, and social sciences were excluded from the curricula.  Fazlur Rahman 

(1982) suggests that it remained functional into the fifteenth century, whereas Dale 

Eickelman (1985) asserts that it socialized Muslims well into the latter half of the 

twentieth century.*

 Religious education differs from Islamic education even though it maintains remnants 

of the Islamic educational institutions.  By separating "revealed" and "human" 

knowledge, it transformed Qur´anic principles into formalized legal and moral codes and 

rituals and created a dichotomy in Islamic thinking.  It also transformed the meaning of 

the Prophetic dictum "Faqihu fi al-din" (Sahih Muslim) from teaching within the Islamic 

worldview to teaching Islam as interpreted by the different fiqh (jurisprudence) schools. 

 The salient features of Islamic education, such as tahfiz (oral/aural transmission), are 

often confused with talqin (the acquisition and dissemination of Qur´anic principles and 

spirit) that, as Seyyed Hossein Nasr (1982) asserts, led this field to produce 

"philosopher-scientists" in various intellectual disciplines.  Islamic education's intimate 

relation to the Qur´anic revelation and hadith (Prophetic tradition) does not make it 

purely religious, nor does it render its other elements exclusively Islamic or absolute.

Earlier Muslim intellectuals transformed the form, content, and intent of sciences, 
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education, and arts into Islamic disciplines by integrating intellectual and cultural 

development within the Islamic worldview.  Most contemporary Muslim educators 

assume Islamic education to be religious indoctrination. 

 The traditional recitation method of teaching the Qur´an comes to mind when one 

thinks about Islamic education, but neither was ever restricted to this method and Islamic 

education is not limited to the study of the Qur´an.  The Qur´an as the foundation of all 

knowledge guides behavior. 

 Islamic education has been decentralized and its practice has varied.  It was reduced 

to religious education in different regions at different times. This transformation occurred 

when Islamic philosophy and pedagogy were separated and when strict public moral 

codes were imposed on females, rendering their public appearance taboo.

Concurrently, generations of male religious leaders or jurists emphasized Qur´an as 

either an absolute moral code or a legal law instead of a universal guide for the whole of 

the community.  The principles of Islamic philosophy were idealized and knowledge was 

classified by sources and by methods that enhanced the discrepancy between goals and 

means and the dichotomy between teaching males and females and moral 

(religious/private/informal) and rational (juridical/public/formal). 

Separation of Philosophy and Pedagogy

 Nasr criticizes Muhammad Iqbal (1877-1938) and other "modernist" Islamists for 

understanding "Greek philosophy through the eyes of its modern Western interpreters" 

and, hence, separating Islam from philosophy.  Fazlur Rahman (Islamic "Modernism" in 

the Encyclopedia of Religion, New York,1987: 318-22) describes Iqbal's accusing "the 

West of cheating humanity of its basic values with the glittering mirage of its technology" 

and his strong critique of world Muslim society.  For Rahman, Iqbal was a 
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"neofundamentalist" who was reacting to modernism but also "importantly influenced by 

modernism."  Iqbal's (1962) own assertion that the Qur´an is a book that emphasizes 

'deed' rather than 'idea' is significant to the understanding of the Islamic educational 

process and its transformation. 

 To educate in Islam, Iqbal states, means to create a living experience on which 

religious faith ultimately rests.  For Rahman (1982), it means Islamic intellectualism.

Though Nasr believes that the Islamic theory of education can be reconstructed within 

the Qur´anic philosophy Iqbal emphasizes that the birth of Islam is the birth of inductive 

intellect, wherein "to achieve full self-consciousness, Man must finally be thrown back on 

his own resources." 

 These diverse views suggest that Muslims, particularly in the past two centuries, not 

only neglected philosophy, as Nasr suggests, but, as Ismaç
il R. al-Faruqi (1981) points out, also lost 

Islam's connection to its pedagogical function and its methods of observation and experimentation.  As centers of higher religious learning 

began formally to transmit "book knowledge" and inculcation with particular interpretations, a dichotomy arose between philosophy or the 

ideal and pedagogy or the practice.  Encouraged by skepticism in modern Western philosophy, this dichotomy was widened. 

 Western-educated Muslim modernists in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, not 

aware that the underlying philosophy of Western education differed from that of Islam, 

were satisfied with teaching courses on religion in the traditional style, while neglecting 

to restructure the traditional system.  Meanwhile, "traditionalists" emphasized the 

primacy of Islamic doctrine over falsafah (philosophy), creating, in Husaini's words, a 

schism between them and the modernists and destroying the integrated educational 

system.  Western-educated who reaffirm the validity of traditional practices--I call 

"Neotraditionalists"--interpret the philosophy of Abu Hamid Al-Ghazali (1058-1111) as 

the "finally established" Islamic educational theory (Syed Ali Ashraf,1985), and hold an 

absolutist perspective of Islamic education.  This perspective, discussed elsewhere by 
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this author (1990 and 1991), results, unknowingly, in a dichotomy between the Islamic 

worldview and its pedagogical process. 

Perspective on Islamic Education and its Institutions

 Diverse perspectives of Islamic/Muslim education also result in diverse and at times 

contradictory accounts of its transformation.  Kuttab (for primary and Qur´anic education) 

and madrasah (for secondary and higher learning) are the most frequent contexts in 

which Islamic education is discussed.  Other institutions, such as the halaqah (study 

circle in a mosque), dar al-kutub (library/bookshop) and private homes play important 

roles but are rarely recognized, as Munir D. Ahmad (" Muslim Education Prior to the 

Establishment of Madrasah," Islamic Studies [Islamabad], 26:4 ,1987: 321-48 ) and 

Salah Hussein Al-Abidi ("The Mosque: Adult Education and Uninterrupted Learning," al-

Islam al-Yawm [Islam Today--al-Rabat], 7:7,1989: 68-77) indicate, particularly in rural 

areas that constitute more than 70 percent of the Muslim world and where they might be 

the only educational institution. 

 No systematic study of the evolution of the educational process in these institutions 

has been done.  There are scattered reports in biographies, books of history and Islamic 

thought, and encyclopedias, but they typically leave a gap between Ibn Khaldun's (1332-

1406) Muqqadimmah and the nineteenth-century sources in which Western perspectives 

dominate.  Recent accounts of Islamic education are almost always presented in the 

contexts of modernization or Muslim revival movements that, Nasr (1987)*
 asserts, Western 

scholarship overemphasizes even though they weakened traditional Islam.  Fazlur Rahman (1987) was more concerned that these 

"reformers" integrated science and technology with the "Qur´anic requirement that man studies the universe" than with the transformation

from Islamic education into religious education. 

 Teaching reading and writing in kuttab, according to Ahmad Shalaby (1979), 

preceded the rise of Islam, but existed on a limited scale.  In distinguishing this type from 
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Qur´anic kuttab, Shalaby notes that several authors have confused the different varieties 

of this institution and cites Philip Hitti (The Arabs:A Short History, Chicago, 1956), 

Ahmad Amin (Dhuha al-Islam, Cairo, 1941), and Ignes Goldziher.  He states that 

Goldziher ("Education [Muslim]" in the Encyclopedia of Religion and Ethics,1960, Vol. 5: 

199-207), in his attempt to trace Qur´anic kuttab back to the early time of Islam, did not 

separate the varieties of kuttab.  That Shalaby's account differs from Goldziher's on 

other matters related to teaching young Muslims suggests differences not only in their 

perspectives of Islamic education and its institutions but of the problems it has 

encountered.  Though Goldziher relies largely on the same primary sources used by 

Shalaby, when he says that "modern movements towards reform" (p. 206) were 

unaffected by Western influence, he does not seem to distinguish between the Islam 

taught in kuttabs and madrasahs and that taught by informal socialization.  Thus, he 

states, "the instruction of the young proceeded mainly on the lines laid down in the older 

theological writings," suggesting that the problem lies in Muslims' inability to adopt 

modern technologies.  This assessment prevents him from realizing why 'religious' 

content constituted the central curriculum, and in some localities was the only function 

left for the kuttab, when government schools--the Ottomans' Rushdiyya schools--took

over the teaching of reading, writing, and other subjects, or why natives resisted 

modernity (Akbar S. Ahmed, 1988) and gave up even Qur´anic schools in response to 

colonial policies (G. W. Leitner, "Indigenous Oriental Education, with Special Reference 

to India, and, in Particular, to the Panjab," Asiatic Quarterly Review. 2nd Series, 8 , nos. 

15 & 16, 1894: 421-38) and to exploitation of Islam by both colonial and local 

governments (Harrison, 1990).  Similarly, when Rahman (1982) reports on educational 

reform in the nineteenth century, he confuses the varieties of kuttabs and their 

relationship to the madrasah, stating that in general, primary education (given in the 
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maktabs or kuttabs) was a self-contained unit that did not feed into the higher 

educational system.  Rahman thus contradicts reports by Mohammad Akhlaq Ahmad 

(1985) and others that kuttabs and mosques played an important role for those 

continuing their Islamic higher education. 

 Contradictory accounts also surround the madrasah.  Shalaby gives a detailed 

account of the first established madrasah in the eleventh century by Nizam al-Mulk in 

Baghdad and classifies these schools by location, founders and their positions, and the 

primary sources that cite them. A. L. Tibawi ("Origin and Character of Al-Madrasah,"

Bulletin of the School of Oriental and African Studies, 25, 2 ,1962: 225-38) concurs with 

primary Muslim sources such as Ibn Khaldun's in concluding that the main 

characteristics of this institution may vary by region and time, but all are formal 

residential institutes of secondary and higher learning, with Arabic as the basic medium 

of instruction.  They rely mainly on oral and aural dialogue between teacher and 

disciples.  Their curricula consist, in addition to Qur´anic talqin and Arabic grammar, of 

tafsir (exegesis), fiqh (jurisprudence), hadith, usul al-fiqh (principles of jurisprudence), 

usul al-hadith (principles of narration), and biography of the Prophet and al-Sahabah (the 

Prophet companions).  Classical sciences (astronomy, geography, and medicine) and 

Arabic adab (literature) were also taught, their intensity and depth depending on 

students' mastery of particular subjects and teachers' strengths.  M. A. Ahmad (1985) 

and other Muslim authors suggest that a similar though less vital educational process 

still exists in such institutions.  Goldziher, however, does not recognize that what he 

describes as a "primitive and patriarchal form of instruction still hold [ing] its place" in 

these institutions is a result of the takeover by technical and military high schools, in 

which only Islamic subjects were left to traditionally trained teachers. 
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 In response to colonial policies, these institutions took on one of three forms: 

traditional, private-sponsored religious with some Western orientation, and government-

sponsored secular with added religion courses.  The 'traditional' form is represented in 

the remnants of kuttab and madrasah.  Famous among them are Deobond in India, al-

Nidhamiyah in Iran, al-Mustansiriyah in Baghdad, al-Sulaymaniyah in Istanbul, a-

Nuriyyah in Damascus, al-Azhar in Cairo, al-Qayrawan in Tunis, al-Qurawyun in Fez, 

and Cordova in Spain.  Some of these institutions, such as Al-Azhar and Deobond, still 

grant 'Islamic' higher degrees but are weakened because they consider religious 

knowledge separate from other knowledge. 

 When modernist elites of the early twentieth century sought reform from outside their 

society, they created private religious schools (e.g, Yadigar-i Hurriyet established in 

1908 in Basrah city of Iraq).  Their indiscriminate adoption of Western systems, 

combined with nationalistic and politicized Islam, emphasized a secular morality in 

teaching natural and social sciences that gradually separated Islam from its Qur´anic 

base, favoring secondary literary and historical sources of religion. 

 When the mid-twentieth-century "revivalists" assumed the preservation of Islamic 

principles by teaching çibadat (rituals) and moral codes, courses on religion (al-daynah)

were added in the secular government-sponsored system, taking a secondary place in 

the curriculum.  At present, these courses range in their proportion to the overall 

teaching time from 32 percent in Saudi elementary schools to 3 percent in Syrian high 

schools, and their content varies from a watered-down version of tafsir, fiqh, hadith, and 

Islamic history to hifz (memorization of Qur´an) and rituals.  In addition, very few secular 

universities in the Muslim world offer any such courses on Islam. 

Curricular and Instructional Differentiation



 10 

 The imposition of strict public moral codes on females is another indicator of the 

transformation of Islamic education into religious education, when women were 

prohibited from institutions such as madrasahs and mosques, even though women were 

formally and informally transmitting the culture to their offspring as well as to other 

children, males and females, inside and outside the homes in early and Medieval Muslim 

communities (Goldziher).  Muslim boys and girls were taught at home and attended 

formal kuttab and, according to Nasr (1987), girls even studied in madrasahs when it 

was first established.  No historical accounts mention females as çAlimahs (Islamic 

scholars), knowledgeable in branches of Qur´anic sciences such as tafsir, kalam

(Islamic philosophy/theology), and fiqh, particularly after the formalized higher learning in 

madrasah, although Shalaby reported that many females had established or endowed 

such institutions.  Also, many primary Muslim sources (such as al-Suyuti [d.1505] and 

others listed by Goldziher, Nasr, and Shalaby) report that up to the fifteenth century 

there were outstanding women who memorized and narrated hadith to earn them the 

title of Muhaddithat (female narrators) among their disciples, and some who were well-

known in Sufi orders

 The assaults on Islamic culture by European crusaders, orientalists, and colonial 

governments, combined with their differentiation of private vs. public domains, caused 

Muslim leaders to lose sight of the essence of Islamic education, particularly its informal 

sector, and to take extreme attitudes at the expense of a revival of traditional Islam.

These predominantly male leaders, beginning with the eighteenth-century Wahhabis 

puritan movement, propagated the view that women's primary concern is their home and 

thus they need a different type of education. "Reformists" such as 

Muhammad ç
Abdu (1845-1905) emphasized Islamic ideals concerning women's higher status in Islam and the obligation of both 
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males and females to seek knowledge; yet in practice, they did not recognize women's access to a thorough knowledge of the Qur´an as a 

key to intellectual development. 

 Revivalists, such as Sayyid Qutb (1906-1966) and Abul çAla al-Maududi (1903- 1979), though 

attempting to restore Islamic education in post-World War II nation-states, used the traditional rationale about women's education and 

asserted that their "natural" disposition is to transmit culture to the next generation (both boys and girls).  Yet they did not restructure the 

traditional practices of teaching Islam to allow for this transmission.  The primary objectives of women's education in Muhammad Qutb's 

(1961 and 1981) curriculum were to prepare them for the biological and emotional roles of mothers and housewives.  Such objectives 

further confused and marginalized women's education in Islam. 

 The post-1969 "Islamization" movements leaned toward politicized Islam but created 

another meaning of Islamic/religious education for women.  Contrary to their intellectual 

base that culminated in Ismaç
il al Faruqi's (1921-1986) Islamization of Knowledge (1982),

proponents of these movements emphasized morality, which overshadowed their 

presumed goal--restructuring the secular system of higher learning to address religious 

and cultural needs of Muslim societies as part of newly adopted development strategies.

The Indonesian and Malay development policies of involving all segments of the 

population in education and training, reported in Sharom Ahmat and Sharon Siddique 

(1987), seem to be a first step toward recognizing women's role in social development.

Emphasis on morality, however, particularly when women became part of the Malay 

Madrasahs (an outgrowth of the Podock religious training with worldly affairs in sight) of 

the 1960s and the Dakwa (call for Islamic orientation) of the 1970s and 1980s, led 

religious education to take the form of moral dogma.  The Indonesian Pesentran system 

(established in rural areas in the early nineteenth century and spread to urban 

development in the 1970s and 1980s), maintained an integrated system, and Indonesian 

women, unlike those in any other Muslim country, occupy a full range of religious 

leadership roles. 
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 Neotraditionalists, like Anis Ahmad (1984), attempted to "liberate Islam from Western 

cultural colonialism" in the 1980s, giving women's education the form I call "reversed 

feminism," emphasizing segregated education for different but unequal roles.  This trend 

is flourishing in North American and West European countries, where Muslim males are 

demanding single-sex schools and, in their private "Islamic/Muslim" schools, are 

segregating children beginning with first grade.  Curricula in these schools are the same 

as in public schools with courses on religion and Arabic language.

The Dichotomy of Ideals and Practice

 The Organization of Islamic Conferences (OIC) established in 1973 held five world 

conferences on Muslim education in Mecca 1977, Islamabad 1980, Dacca 1981, Jakarta 

1982, and Cairo 1987.  Their recommendations, Ashraf reports, were to "re-classify 

knowledge into 'revealed' (given to man by God and contained mainly in the Qur´an and 

the tradition of the Prophet) and 'acquired' (by man's efforts)," and that "acquired"' 

knowledge should be taught from the "Islamic point of view," the process of which is 

referred to as "Islamization of knowledge."  The goals, similar to those outlined by al-

Faruqi (1982)--to integrate modern sciences and branches of knowledge within the 

Islamic philosophy--are stated in the Islamic Education Series' seven monographs of 

which Ashraf is general editor. 

 A core curriculum (Muhammad Hamid al-Afendi and Nabi Ahmed Baloch, 1980) with 

Syed Muhammad al-Naquib al-Attas's (ed.) Aims and Objectives of Islamic Education

(Jeddah, 1979) and other "blueprints" for groundwork and strategies were published in 

this series, the basic premise of which is that the only way to develop an Islamic 

curriculum that will alleviate the crisis in Muslim education caused by the dual traditional 

and secular systems, is to "reinterpret all branches of knowledge, particularly social 



 13 

sciences, within the Islamic perspective."  Yet, because the emphasis was on "revealed" 

vs. "human-acquired" knowledge, no action plan was devised to reconstruct a fresh base 

for Islamic thought and educational practice in the light of new discoveries and 

contemporary needs or to alleviate the dichotomy in Muslim thinking that resulted from 

separating "religious" and "secular" knowledge.  Also, despite its urgency in light of new 

economic developments and the women's emancipation movement, no action plan was 

chartered for women's education.  Instead, the emphasis on different and segregated 

education resulted only in prescriptive statements, reiterating a perspective on girls' 

education that has been evolving since the introduction of Western secular education 

practices (although one of the fourteen committees of the World Conferences on Islamic 

Education was charged with the "teaching of women," no female educator was involved, 

and the topic was discussed in less than five pages of the seven volumes. 

 This perspective of female education in Islam is almost uniform in countries that 

adopted segregated education after encountering European and American systems.  In 

the Indian subcontinent, for example, most females attending Qur´anic kuttab not only 

are denied the opportunity to continue their religious education once they reach puberty 

but rarely are instructed by their families, as was the practice among learned Muslim 

families before the British colonization.  Similar practice is found in other Muslim 

countries after interacting with Western educational practices, at which the emphasis is 

placed on wanting girls to maintain religious knowledge and character in sexually 

segregated schools (El-Sanabary, 1973) while allowing no female teachers' education in 

religion.  Despite their enrollment in kuttabs at prior eras, Saudi girls, as an example, 

were not allowed to enroll in religious institutions of higher learning such as ´Um al-Qura 

in Mecca until 1970-71, when, according to Mohammed Saad al-Salem "The Interplay of 

Tradition and Modernity: A Field Study of Saudi Policy and Educational Development," 
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(Ph.D. diss., University of California, Santa Barbara, 1981), only 80 girls versus 2,210 

males were admitted.  Thus, these girls and young mothers receive their religious 

knowledge mainly by observing their elders' practice of local, regional tribal, or ethnic 

customary interpretations of Islam, and those who attend public and 

private schools receive secular knowledge from trained, organized teachers with 

structured curricula. 

 In summary, Muslim male educators continue to overlook the dynamics of the role of 

women as the transmitters, preservers, and transformers of the culture in Muslim 

societies into the 1980s and 1990s.  These educators kept female religious education 

peripheral, relegating it to the home.  Such a discrepancy in female education is only 

one of many other disparities that transformed Islamic education, resulting in fragmanted 

educational planning and imbalanced emphasis between religious and secular 

objectives.  This imbalance is mostly the remnant of the colonial and missionary legacies 

that left the Muslim world in a turmoil even after independence. 

---------------------

* See the author's article "Educational Reform" and its Bibliography. 
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Where Are You From? 

After 35 years of living in the Unites States, every time I meet a new person, I am asked:  

“Where are you from?”  My own personal, political and scholarly journey along with that of 

some of my cohorts engaged in search for answers to this and relevant questions have shaped my 

silent revolution.  It is a revolution against the way Muslim-Arab girls have been raised 

unprepared to experience their identity autonomously; I is a revolution against the social systems 

that abuse and stereotype Muslim Arab women--be it the Muslim, the Arab or the American 

systems--chiefly because of their dress code. The goal of this revolution is to ignite the flames 

for social change, re-interpreting the Qur’an in order to retrieve its dynamics that originally 

intended to establish gender justice. Though the three and one half decades of my life in the US-- 

first as a foreign student, then as a permanent resident and a citizen--are marked by milestones 

distinctive dates and events, in my search for answers to different questions, I prefer to go back 

and forth between them. 

In the late 1960s, I answered the above question in my usual honest straightforward manner: “I 

am from Syria.” Yet, since more often than not, the questioner could not locate Syria on his or 

her “mental” map, I would add “from Damascus, the Biblical City that St. Paul and Peter passed 
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by during their travel.”  Whether the questioner made the connection or not, his/her next question 

would be: “Is this your national costume?” [why did they ask this? were you wearing 

hijab/jilbab?] Yes, I was dressed modestly with a head cover My reply has always been: “No, I 

am a Muslim.”  By then, the questioner became confused enough to simply nod and move on to 

another subject. On a rare occasion, if the questioner happened to be a reader of the New York 

Times or the Washington Post, s/he would lament, “Oh, yes, isn’t it sad that those women are 

suffering under illiteracy (1960s), polygamy and divorce (1970s), that they forced into seclusion 

(1980s), cannot drive (1990s), and that they are stoned and beaten in the streets (2000s).  These 

different, pathetic descriptions changed chronologically along with the world events.  With the 

eyes of a scholar-activist, I noticed that the majority of Muslim women friends and colleagues 

have not [discarded? This is not clear] experienced similar situations. Later, I started answering 

the same question sarcastically: “ I am from Ithaca, New York,” or “American.” But the 

unconvinced questioner would persist, adding: “No, I mean originally, where do you come 

from?” I would still say: “I am a Muslim (with an ‘s’ sound)!” and the questioner would add, 

“Oh, Moslem (with a ‘z’ sound).

So who am I, and why do I identify with Islam? Why do my fellow American citizens still insist 

on identifying me as an “outsider,” and why do I still insist on identifying myself as a Muslim 

(with an ‘s’) when this identity, and every expression related to Islam have been associated with 

many negative connotations? 

When I left my native country, Syria, after finishing my formal university education in Islamic 

philosophy and ethics, and after the 1967 Middle East war, I was determined to be identified as a 
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Muslim first.  Primarily, I chose Islam as a belief system and a worldview, the main goal of 

which is social change and, in particular, enhancing gender justice.  Being born and raised in an 

Arabic/Muslim culture, and because Arabic is also the language of the Qur’an, I feel Arabism to 

be part of my heritage.  Ironically, these meanings of  “Islamicity” and of  “Arabism” 

crystallized for me only after years of self-searching, self-learning, and self-identification while 

living in the US.  In this anthology, I reflect on my experience in the context of the uneven socio-

historical and political exchange between the Arab, the Muslim, and the American peoples, as 

affected by the different governing bodies and world events, during the late 1960s through the 

early 2000.

When I arrived to the US, I used to think that by adhering to the Islamic article of faith, "there is 

no god but Allah, and Muhammad is the last Messenger," and by following what is known as the 

"Islamic dress code," (erroneously called “hijab,” an Arabic term meaning curtain, or a physical 

divider (Qur’an ,33:53), that has unfortunately also come to imply complete segregation 

between the sexes) as Muslim elites began imposing more restrictions on women and reading 

these restrictions back into the Qur’an.1 I secured my Islamicity, defying the mindset of Madison 

Avenue America.  What I did not realize then was that in practice, a Muslim who self-identifies 

with Islam as a way of life is one whose thoughts and actions are shaped by the dynamics of 

Tawhid. That is, God (Allah in Arabic) is the only source of knowledge and value, in addition to 

being the Creator.  Although I was living by the basic ethics of Islam, such as honesty and 

respect for others, these traits were overlooked, by both Muslims and non-Muslims, because of 

the pre-occupation with the loaded words of hijab, seclusion, oppression, modernity, liberation, 

etc.
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How Did You Become Concerned With Muslim Women Status?

I realized that identifying with Islamic ideals only as a philosophy or a political ideology, and 

with Arabism as ethnic heritage or a nationalistic sentiment, did not take me far enough through 

the true test of being perceived as an "outsider" in the American society. Hence, I began my self-

search that also shaped my scholarly-activist strategies.  I delivered my first talk about Muslim 

women three months after arriving to New York City, armed with a meager knowledge of 

English(“Yes”, “No”, and “Thank you”, were my early companions.  My husband had 

encouraged me to write my talk in Arabic. He translated it into English. Then I read the English 

with a “nice” Arabic accent.), because I thought that I needed to defend Islam  I discovered later 

that I was neither convincing, nor convinced, because I did not really address the realities of 

Muslim women. Instead I was talking about the ideals of Islam and justifying the predominant 

male interpretations and practices of Islam. Not feeling comfortable with being continuously on 

the defensive, I reversed my course of action by becoming my own questioner. I moved from 

justifying my way of dress--claiming that it is not as oppressive as it may seem—to studying the 

Qur’an in order to understand the Islamic view on public appearance. Instead of explaining my 

cultural background--asserting that people in Damascus use shoes and do not walk bare-footed--I 

began reading about the history of a civilization that existed for an entire millennium before 

colonization.  Rather than being nostalgic about the revival of this part of history through 

different authoritative governments and elites, I decided to participate in changing history. In the 

process, I realized that the above questions and the defensive replies were not unique to me, 

neither to Muslim women in general, but are common among many middle-class, "educated" 

people from the developing world awakening from the colonial and missionary confusion.   
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What makes my experience somewhat unique is that I chose to pursue my identity to the point 

where I became "an outsider" even to my Arab and Muslim cohorts, males and females. By 

departing from the usual road to activism--protesting, petitioning, rallying, etc-- I was going 

through my silent revolution alone. After joining many Muslim and Arab organizations, mainly 

preparing and serving food in holiday gatherings, teaching their children Arabic and some basics 

of Islam, and listening to the predominantly male rhetoric about the ‘Western, secular immoral,’ 

or ‘the imperial, capitalist injustice, ’ I decided to start my own activism by changing myself 

first.  Studying and learning about the Western education system, and in the process, searching 

for what “Islamic” and “Arabic” mean in practice, and why Muslims and Arabs lost their 

civilization despite the Madrasa system that preceded and helped form the creation of residential 

colleges of Oxford, Cambridge, Harvard and so on.  Having studied, at the University of 

Damascus, the Islamic philosophy of thinkers such as Al-Kindi, Ibn Sina, Ibn Miskawayh, Ibn Al 

Arabi, and Ibn Khaldun,  OK side by side with Ancient Greek and contemporary European 

philosophers, helped me see how the action-oriented Islamic thinkers were in dialogue with 

others. Hence, my action research approach, seeking collaboration with Muslim women’s co-

researchers to further their grass-roots movements, as well as my collegiate feminist educators, 

has been an attempt to revive this lost dynamism of Islamic philosophy, ethics, pedagogy, and 

activism. I observed how these Muslim women co-researchers developed their own research 

questions, while seeking to solve some of their local problems and not stopping until they made 

sure that others benefited. OK 

Who Is Your Mentor Or Role Model? 
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Less than a week after arriving in New York City, I discarded my jilbab, the heavy coat, and 

khimar, the heavy head cover that I chose to wear at the airport while leaving Damascus, 

persuaded--but not convinced--by certain interpretation of “Islamic” dress codes as represented 

only by the heavy coat and the head cover that looks like the nun head-gear or black Abaya or 

Chadoor I originally wore the Jilbab as a revolt against my mother who wanted a moderate 

perspective. Despite her practice of modest clothes and wearing of a headscarf, she did not want 

me to practice the heavy coat, as—in her opinion, and, in retrospect, rightly so—it represented an 

extreme interpretation of “jilbab.”  My instincts for surviving the cultural shock of New York, 

along with some convincing evidence (this evidence lead me to a long search about the meaning 

of Muslim woman’s modest dress that I report in my forthcoming book) [could you say what this 

was, this is very mysterious and provocative] provided by my husband and a few Arab and 

Muslim friends, made me decide to face the new culture by immersing into it.  I reverted to my 

modest clothes [so you took off headscarf?] yes that I used to wear for twenty-four years in 

Damascus, those of the average "modern" woman on the streets of Damascus or the streets of 

New York in the 60s, but I revolted against the traditional role of the Muslim Arab woman who 

joins her husband on his study abroad to develop himself. I took many voluntary and low-paying 

jobs (secretarial work and baby-sitting) to improve my English. A year later, I took up a job at 

Columbia University that would help me both supplement my husband’s graduate fellowship and 

gain free tuition to further my formal education.  After two years, I was admitted to the Masters 

program at Columbia’s Teachers College.  By earning a Masters in Educational Psychology and 

Early Childhood Education, I thought that I had fulfilled my intellectual needs, and that I was 

ready to fulfill my maternal desires and duties by having my first and only child.  The real 

challenge started with the arrival of my lovely daughter in 1973. She drew me back to my early 



7

days in the United States.  I realized again that I still did  OK not know what identity to instill in 

her. “How could I teach her Arabic in an English environment? Would I be able to shape her 

character Islamically in a society that was biased against both Islam and Arabism?” I used to ask 

myself.

The rationale that persuaded me to take off my jilbab during my early days in the States was that 

I would lose many opportunities if I remained confined by the long coat and the heavy head 

cover.  (this is an important footnote, hence, let us could insert in the text. It is important because 

it shows how women, and I was one of them, often follow an interpretation without 

understanding its Qur’anic bases nor its implications. See the changes that I made in the 

footnote. Please insert in the text after cleaning these explanatory notes) So, after receiving a 

degree in higher education, paralleled with my self-study of Islam, I thought I could answer any 

question and respond to cultural misunderstandings. Not realizing that crossing the road over 

again was more difficult than before, as I was not only questioning my own identity, but also the 

would-be identity of my daughter. Apparently, my intellectual growth further flamed my 

curiosity and dissatisfaction, especially at the time when the feminist movement and women's 

studies program on university campuses were at their peak.  I wondered then as to why feminists 

were revolting against the traditional Western family that did not grant women minimum civil 

rights, such as voting, while bashing the "oppressive" Islamic religion that gave women the right 

to vote more than fourteen centuries ago. Meanwhile, I also wondered about the unjust practices 

that were, and still are taking place in the Muslim and the Arab world against women’s rights to 

vote and the right be elected to public office. Thus, another phase of my scholarly-activist 

revolution began.
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While looking for resources to study bilingualism and language acquisition for the sake of 

safeguarding my daughter's Arabic language and Islamic development,  I accepted a research 

position at Cornell University in cross-psycholinguistics, with Arabic as one of the languages 

under study.  I volunteered, paying my own expenses, to travel twice to my native Damascus, in 

order to collect data among preschool children between 1974-1978. These trips put me back in 

contact with the Syrian women’s study group that I discuss in notes 6 and 7.  These women were 

ordinary housewives, nursery school teachers and administrators, M.D.'s and Ph.D's who decided 

to study the Qur’an and apply this learning in their daily lives. They were also attempting to 

regain their liberation not by joining women’s organizations, but by searching for their own 

identity.  I did not believe then that it was possible for these women to be liberated from the local 

social customs, considering both the political conditions and my own perceptions that the women 

were “indoctrinated” by their male relatives. But, when I saw the results of their silent activism 

and the changes that they have enacted in their private lives and those who were in their social 

circle, I was convinced that if those women were able to maintain such a strong identity under a 

socialist one-party government, then I could do the same under a democratic multi-party 

government! 

How Could You Move Between The Multiple Identities? 

Being convinced that I could exercise my self-identity without losing many opportunities, as I 

was warned in the 1960s, I decided to test the American democratic system in the early 1980s. 

Dressed in modest, loose, long clothes and a headscarf, I thought that I would be accepted and 

understood, now that I proved that I was not the “illiterate, oppressed” Middle Eastern woman.  
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Personally, I was convinced that I could no longer live as a hypocrite--dressed in Western clothes 

in the classroom and the lecture halls, while changing into my jilbab and head gear to go to 

Friday prayers and Muslim gathering. Hence, I changed into practical modest long-skirt suit and 

a headscarf that would also meet the criteria for the prayer.  Given my political stance during 

those testing times for Muslims and Arabs (attempting to demystify Islam in the aftermath of the 

Iranian revolution), I found myself once again questioned, this time by the research group that I 

was working with for five years. This questioning period intensified during the year when I 

enrolled once again as a graduate student, this time to pursue a Ph.D.  By the end of that year, I 

was denied a renewal of my graduate research assistantship, and the qualification to continue my 

Ph.D. program by the same professor who highly recommended my admission to the program 

earlier.  This same professor with whom I worked as a research specialist, and who awarded me 

the graduate research assistantship told me that my “English was not strong enough to qualify me 

for writing a dissertation.”  I had to take a one-year leave from the graduate school, fighting my 

case through the University Ombudsman. I was able to retain my status as a graduate student, but 

I decided to change my major. I was dismayed with Muslim parents’ lack of enthusiasm about 

their children learning Islam and Arabic in the Sunday school that I voluntarily ran, so I decided 

that my dissertation project would be about the Muslims of America. I wanted to understand 

their perception of Islam, and their view of passing the Islamic identity to their children, in order 

to use the results as a foundation for building a multicultural multilingual curriculum. 

Prior to enrolling in the Ph.D. program at Cornell University, I took a lecturer position in 1979-

80 teaching at King Abdul Aziz University Girls College in Jeddah, Saudi Arabia, while 

maintaining my relations with the research group and collecting data about Arab children 
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cognitive development. During these two years I had the opportunity to reexamine, through 

discussion with a number of religious scholars and educators, the Islamic belief system and its 

stance on women's identity. Meanwhile, I was observing the discrepant practices of sex 

segregation, the differentiated curriculum of girls and boys, and women’s identification with 

Islam (insert footnote 8 here: “It is worth noting that ....”). I realized then that the only way for 

Muslim women’s emancipation is through reeducating herself in Islam, in order to defy the 

social customs behind those discrepant practices. (again, this is an important footnote. Since you 

have already inserted part of it in the next paragraph, please insert the listing of the 2 other 

historical events at the end of the previous sentence)  Hence, I began deconstructing the “Islam” 

that was practiced by Muslim societies, and was studied in Western universities, with the goal of 

self-learning of Islam whose guidance is in the Arabic Qur’an. 

I remember vividly a conversation that took place in my office at the Girls College with two 

young Saudi seniors who were deeply convinced that Islam had a lot to offer.  They were well 

versed both in the Islamic traditional sciences and the modern Western education, more so than 

average Muslim women I met in the States. Their families, and other families of close Saudi 

colleagues were learned, they valued education, and were willing to send their daughters abroad 

for higher education. The only obstacle, as I learned, was that the authorities did not allow 

women to travel alone without a male relative as a companion (Muhram), stretching the meaning 

of Muhram to mean a “moral guardian.”2  This conversation and similar ones with Saudi females 

highly-learned in the Islamic knowledge, encouraged me to interview some Saudi authorities for 

my articles on women’s and children’s education that I was writing for the English edition of the 

Saudi Gazette.  I learned then that there was no law prohibiting women’s travel or driving, but 
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that social customs dictated such practices. Whether we were American or Saudi citizens, we 

were to abide by these customs, despite the fact that these customs had no basis in Islam.  When 

the Saudi government reversed its policy that allowed girls to continue their higher education in 

Western countries, even when they were accompanied by a Muhram, I and other Saudi Women 

faculty members, led by a Professor of Sociology and a graduate of Purdue University, Fatina 

Shaker, organized a panel to discuss it with the authorities before passing the ruling, but then the 

entire event was canceled at the last minute by the Ministry of Girls’ Education.  [is this still the 

policy?] Yes, women are allowed to earn higher degrees only by correspondence.

Fueled by these findings, that many social customs have no basis in Islam, I re-charted 

my course of action to re-affirm my chosen identity, and that of my colleagues, as Muslim-Arab 

women who identified with the Qur’an. I began defying some of these customs, such as refusing 

to wear the black cAbaya (silk cloak), because black clothes were --according to a Prophetic 

tradition--the most repugnant to Islam. I even ended up arguing with a Mutawaca (erroneously 

being employed as a religious police, an idea that contradicts one of Islam’s basic tenants that 

there is no coercion in religion (Qur’an, 2:256),  OK, who tried to prevent me from entering the 

Prophet’s mosque because I refused to use the cAbaya. Sadly, the Muatawaca chastised my 

husband, who affirmed that my long, wide dress and head scarf were enough for me to enter the 

mosque, by telling him that he (my husband) would be accountable for my behavior in the 

Hereafter. Such pronouncements made me more revolted, because they implied that I was neither 

a spiritual, nor a religious, nor a legal entity responsible for my own behavior. 

As I searched the Qur’an and early Islamic sources, not readily available in libraries, I became 

more convinced that I should further my formal education and informal Islamic higher learning 
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in Islam (Islamic Higher learning means deeper knowledge of Islam, not attaining 

higher degree in Islamic studies). Ok I thought then that by going back to the States I 

could both pursue my formal higher education and live freely in the "democratic pluralistic" 

society of America, where there was no "religious police," and no pressure of the local customs.  

My thoughts were true to a certain extent. Without any doubt, I had more freedom of movement 

than when I was in Saudi Arabia, more leverage in defying social customs than when I lived in 

Syria, and more access to Islamic literary sources than what was available in both countries.

Yet, in reality, I had less freedom in asserting my identity, not only because of my different 

physical appearance but mainly because I lacked the deep knowledge of the Qur’an. This 

realization triggered the “Self-Identity With The Qur’an” project that eventually led me to work 

with two groups of Muslim women scholar-activists. One group is in Damascus, Syria; the other 

is in North America. 

As I became more outspoken, publicly expressing my intellectual and political views, making 

critical statements about intellectual and political double-standard practices within both the 

Muslim-Arab and the American systems, I found myself lacking knowledge of the evidence that 

would support my intuitive feeling that those practices must be contradicting the Qur’an.  Both in 

the fields of education and women’s liberation, I could expose the contradictions to the 

constitutional amendments of equal access and equal opportunity, but I did not have the basis to 

expose the patriarchal Muslim/Arab elites’ claims to the exclusive authority on Islam. I was able 

to convince the Ithaca school district authorities, for example, with my argument analyzing how 

to comply with Title Nine and the 14th Amendment, allowing women equal participation in 

sports, along with the affirmative action for equal access to education. The school administration, 
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after more than a year of my research, lecturing, and negotiation, provided separate space and 

time for Muslim girls swimming activity. Yet, some Muslim community leaders and some 

families refused to allow their daughters this privilege, because it was foreign to their social 

customs. Since swimming was a required course for safety instruction in Ithaca public schools, I 

explained that Muslim parents should allow their daughters equal access, as they did to their 

sons, instead of withdrawing them from sports classes, but to no avail. Hence, I intensified my 

undeclared revolution against the gender bias in these Muslim communities by responding to 

several invitations to become active member of different Muslim organizations and committees.

 Despite the claim to the Islamization of knowledge that was charted by the late Isma’il al 

Faruqi in the early 1980’s, some American Muslim elites were authoritarian and gender-biased to 

the point of making me more convinced that I had to resume my journey alone.  I was one of the 

early female members and lecturer about Muslim women education at ISNA Women’s 

Committee that was chaired by Khadija Haffajee, a current member of ISNA Majlis al Shura

(consultative Council).  In 1988 (after finishing my Ph.D. dissertation “perceptions of the Islamic 

Belief System: Muslims in North America) I was also invited to become a member (the only 

woman) of the ISNA Education Committee on which I served for three years, concluding with 

the First Islamic Education Conference and, later, the formation of the council of Islamic 

Schools. In 1978 the late Isma’il Al Faruqi invited me to give my first lecture at the newly 

founded Association of Muslim Social Scientists (AMSS) on early childhood Islamic Education: 

Implications for women’s education (Al-Ittihad Journal of Islamic Studies, 17, 1, January-March 

1980). He later on accepted to be an Ad Hoc member of my Ph.D. dissertation committee, but 

sadly was assassinated only few months before I submitted my full draft of the thesis. I 
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continued to be actively involved, for few years after the passing of al Faruqi, with AMSS and 

the International Institute of Islamic Thought (IIIT) that was also founded by him, as a member 

at large (AMSS) a contributor, and a reviewers of papers for the American Journal of Islamic 

Social Sciences, and as an occasional participant in and contributor to the monthly seminars and 

annual conferences.  

Unfortunately, after several attempts to sensitize some of those leaders to gender issues, I 

became convinced that women’s participation in the decision-making process in such 

organizations was still a foreign concept to most of those who were domineering.  The situation 

improved in American Muslim Council (AMC) and Center for the Study of Islam and 

Democracy (CSID). In 1997, I was nominated and elected to serve as a member of the (AMC) 

for three years, during which I participated in few important events, including lobbying Congress 

and the First National Muslim-Christian Interfaith Conference at the National Cathedral (1998), 

and conducting a workshop on Muslim women’s self-identity. In 2001, I was nominated and 

elected as a member of the Board of Directors of the CSID and I was able to place the topic “The 

Role of Women and Gender in the Governance of Muslim States: Participation in religious and 

secular Ijtihad and decision-making, and in the political discourse to secure human dignity and 

religiosity” on the agenda for the CSID forthcoming annual conference (May, 2003).

How Was The Ideal Islam Transformed By Muslim Arab Practices?

Arabs and Muslims take it for granted that their children will learn the Arabic language of the 

Qur’an, or their Arabic and Islamic heritage through emulating their parents, by hearing the 

spoken language, or by eating “Halal” food and following Arabic/Muslim customs.  Ok 
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Realizing that a language may not become enriching to one's identity unless the individual is able 

to read and write it, I was interested in studying language acquisition to secure my daughter's 

upbringing in Arabic first, while pursuing a professional training in psycholinguistics.  In 

addition to my interest in language acquisition, I felt that without the knowledge of Arabic, my 

daughter may despise Islam, particularly because the translation of the meanings of the Qur’an  

is very much compromised by the English language, especially with respect to gender-laden 

expressions (for example, the Arabic “Ya ayuha al Naas” “O People” is translated as “O 

mankind”.  OK Also, without reading and understanding Arabic poetry and prose, I thought, my 

daughter might be deprived of a meaningful appreciation of the Arabo-Islamic cultural and 

literary products.  Personally, I embraced Arabism, as it is the cradle of Islam and the rich 

environment in which the Islamic civilization and its people were nurtured from early on and for 

many centuries up to this date.  I am, nevertheless, concerned about Arabism as a manifestation 

of nationalistic aspects, because it is an imported and an alien concept to Arabs and Muslims.  

Despite its many proponents, I believe that the concept of nation-state is one of the plagues 

inflicted on the Arabs and on Muslims in general, failing to liberate Arabs and Muslims from the 

colonizing cultures, but creating instead an ever-lasting division and confusion of identity among 

Arabs and among Muslims as well. 

My activism further intensified while facing the exploded stereotyping of Islam, Muslims and 

particularly Muslim women after the Iran revolution. Having been involved in Islamic and 

Arabic studies and education, as well as in Cornell interfaith dialogue through the Campus 

United Religious Work, I responded to several invitations to lecture on these subjects. When my 

Muslim colleagues and I suggested in 1986 that a conference be held about the concept of justice 
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in Islam, several departments supported and sponsored the conference. After a university press 

expressed interest in the subject, I ended up developing the conference proceedings into an 

edited volume. Although, given its defiance to the geo-political rhetoric, it took several years to 

get the book published, I continued to pursue the project, giving it priority over the publication of 

my dissertation,  OK because, in addition to its educational timing, it contained two unique 

essays and my first essay on gender justice.  OK 

Although I graduated with a distinction, receiving the Glock Award for my Ph.D. dissertation, I 

realized that my age would be a barrier in my search for an academic position, but I never 

thought that my being a Muslim woman who wears the head-cover would be an obstacle. I have 

no doubts that my headscarf diminished my chances, because potential job offers diminished 

every time after I went for interview. Therefore, I decided to focus on my research and accept a 

courtesy academic appointment. In my forthcoming book on Muslim women’s self-identity and 

the Qur’an, I explain how the predominantly male interpretations of a modest public appearance 

transformed the Islamic ideals of gender justice into the unjust use of Muslim women’s dress.   

Who Do You See Yourself Being Accountable To In Your Scholarly And Political Work?

I am often asked how I could be a responsible American citizen if I believe in a divine source as 

my primary guide.  Approaching the question from the perspective of a self-identified Muslim 

Arab woman, I see the clarity of my identification with Islam and my political accountability 

dependent on my perception of Islam’s central concepts of Tawhid and Taqwa.3  Because many 

Muslims may not realize this self-identity, and since neither all Muslims are of Arab descent, nor 

do all Arabs adhere to the faith of Islam, I examine my compounded identity at the level of 
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various underlying assumptions, and consider my political accountability from within the Islamic 

principles, instead of it being part of the Muslim-Arab social milieu. These Islamic principles 

include, in part, some of the basic tenets of the American constitution, such as conscientious 

choice and religious liberty. As a matter of fact, the Islamic social structure included something 

that would not become one of the American constitutional civil rights until the 20th Century—

women’s right to vote and to freedom of choice.   

Within the framework of the Islamic worldview, I proceeded by asking what in a particular 

practice contradicts the Qur’anic guidelines, and what in the Muslim intellectual psyche led to 

the stagnation of Islamic dynamism, and then by seeking an alternative course of action and 

determining the skills that could bring my curriculum closer to Taqwa.  As a scholar- activist 

Muslim-Arab woman wanting to bring a lasting change in the Arabo-Islamic cultural view of 

women through education, I began working with other women’s activists and scholars to bring 

further awareness to the issue of self-identity with Islam. The First Conference to establish the 

North American Council for Muslim Women (NACMW) in 1992 set the stage for my contact 

with about 150 Muslim women activist leaders in different communities, some of whom I had 

already worked with during my dissertation field research. I conducted an informal survey to 

record their interests and aspirations.  OK As a founding member, and having been elected a 

member of the Advisory Board, I maintained a close working relationship with a good number of 

these women, particularly with NACMW’s first President, Sharifa Alkhateeb, a very close friend 

and highly respected nationally renowned activist, interfaith and intercultural educator, and a 

political advocate for Muslim women and against domestic violence.   
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In 1993-4, I was awarded a Visiting Fellowship from Oxford University Centre for Islamic 

Studies, based on my research on Islamic education and the education of Muslim women.   

Arguing my model of women’s trusteeship (Khilafah), as the Qur’an intended (30:2), I explained 

how extreme stances on the status of Muslim women, resulting from the endless interpretations 

of verse 4:24 in the Qur’an--usually translated as “men are responsible for women because God 

made the ones excel the others...”--contradicted the basic premise of Khilafah.  Khilafah means 

that (a) no human being is superior to another, except as different individuals fulfill the meaning 

of Taqwa (Qur’an, 49:13 and 3: 73) and (b) God's intent is to create variation and not sameness 

among human beings (Qur’an, 16:17), where equality does not require sameness. My experience 

at Oxford--meeting different Muslim scholars, communities, and encountering different 

perspectives on Muslim women’s development--also made me more persistent in arguing for 

understanding Muslim women’s issues from the Qur`anic perspective. During the same year, 

pressure to adopt an universalistic version of feminism mounted in preparation for the Beijing 

Conference (the Fourth World Conference on Women), which hoped to ratify the Convention on 

the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW) document (The 

U.N., 1996).

In September 1994, the Sisterhood Is Global Institute held a conference “Religion, 

culture, and Women’s Human Rights in the Muslim World.” When I read the preliminary 

program, realizing that there was no representation of the American Muslim women’s grassroots 

groups, I contacted  Sharifa Alkhateeb, Maysam al Faruqi, a professor of Islamic and religious 

studies at Georgetown University, and Aziza al-Hibri, a Professor of Law at the University of 

Richmond  to mobilize a representative attendant of the conference. As the high representation of 

Muslim women’s speaking from the Islamic perspective mounted by the end of the first day of 
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the conference, the conference organizers responded by changing the program to open the 

discussion for a town hall meeting, getting input from all groups.  Only few weeks later, Myasam 

al Faruqi, joined efforts with Sharifa Alkhateeb and NACMW to launch the Muslim Women’s 

Georgetown Study Project to discuss the Islamic perspective on women’s human rights visa-`a-

vise the Western position.   We began with the intent that we would interpret Qur’anic 

perspective on Muslim women’s human rights.  I focused on Muslim women’s higher Islamic 

learning as a human right, asserting that without such learning, women may not be able to 

consciously identify with Islam. Kareema Altomare, a liaison from the American Muslim 

Council, who was coordinating AMC support of NACMW’s efforts toward sending a delegate to 

Beijing, also helped in communication and administration.  In 1998, Sharifa Alkhateeb and I 

responded to the First Lady, Hillary Rodham Clinton’s invitation to the White House Eid 

celebration among the forty Muslim women’s scholar-activists and their families. 

. OK 

Feeling uneasy about the evolution in my ideas, and my simultaneous inability to affect a broad 

social change, due to the forces of conservatism and secularism, I expanded my search to the 

Middle East. After receiving a grant from the International Council for Adult Education, I 

conducted a collaborative action research with Pakistani and US adult women literacy groups. 

Having also received a 3-year Fulbright scholarship to Syria to develop a computerized 

curriculum in the Arabic environment, I revived my working relations with the Syrian women 

group I had left in the late 60s, while pursuing political empowerment of Muslim Arab women.  

Although, by then I had broken away from the sentimental Islam (my memories of a Muslim 
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society), I worked from within the Islamic framework toward a change in both my own attitude 

and the negative outlooks on Muslim Arab feminism, all in accordance with my scholarly 

findings about the rights of women in Islam. Numerous other activities followed, one among 

them was the 1995 Middle East Studies panel on Muslim women’s self-identity. Well-received 

by the audience, we were encouraged to publish those papers that addressed both the Islamic 

view, and practical solutions to re-instating women’s human rights through re-interpreting the 

Qur’an.  Gisela Webb who moderated the panel accepted the challenge to edit these papers, 

would later become part of Windows of Faith.  In 1999 I wanted to further the collaborative work 

with the same contributors and other North American Muslim women scholar-activists, but the 

dominant trends of religious conservatism in North American did not relent. On the other hand, I 

was able to expand my work with the Syrian women group during my tenure as a United Nations 

Development Program Scholar in 1999 and 2002. OK 

Epilogue

Muslim Arab women's political assertion and accountability need to be discussed on two levels 

before assessing their various manifestations.  On the philosophical and policy-making level, it is 

a question of who legislates and who applies the legislation, not merely a question of the ideal 

and the practice.  This level is basic to understanding the Islamic principles of religious 

identification and worth for both men and women, wherein neither may legislate for the other, 

but has the right and responsibility to interpret and apply the Qur’anic guidance according to 

his/her disposition of free reasoning, Ijtihad, and within the procedural framework stated in the 

Qur’an (33:36). 
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On the psychological and pedagogical level, it is a question of how new ideas and procedures 

foreign to the Islamic worldview can be introduced, without distorting or changing the ontology 

and epistemology of Islam.  These ideas and procedures could be introduced to Muslims and 

Arabs in a way that enables them to modify their perception and attitude about the role of 

women, while maintaining their identity with Islam and Arabism. This level helped me 

determine which skills I, and perhaps each individual Muslim, need to be a qualified interpreter 

of the Qur’an, i.e. a creator of new meanings in time and place.  The Qur’an provides the criteria 

as well as the method both for determining the right to knowledge, and the responsibility for 

understanding the Qur’anic guidelines (6:50, 34:6, 96:3).  My personal accountability lies in 

questioning those who claim their authority approaches the level of God's authority, be they male 

or female. 

1 Abu Al Ala Al Mawdudi (Hijab , 1967) and H. Al Banna (Al Mar’a al Muslimah, 1983),  extended this meaning 
to the form of modest cloths for all Muslim women, resulting in two misconceptions: First, referencing to the 
woman’s head-cover (khimar) as’ hijab,’ and confusing the word ‘jilbab’ ( Qur`an 33:59) in reference to women’s 
outer garment or cloak, with hijab.  Second, extending the use of  ‘hijab’ from mere respect for women’s privacy to 
implying complete segregation between the sexes.   
2  Muhram (from Arabic) means the person who is not of a marriageable category, such as father, brother, uncle, 

specified in the Qur`an (24:31). 
3 Taqwa (from Arabic), often translated as piety, means the individual’s conscientious balance of her autonomy 

with social heteronomy/hegemony and her interaction with natural and divine laws. It is also the only criterion that 

distinguishes individuals from one another (Qur’an, 49:13). 
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Understanding Muslim Women’s Self-Identity and Resistance 

to Feminism and Participatory Action Research 

Nimat Hafez Barazangi, Ph.D.1

INTRODUCTION

“There is no single brain area responsible for consciousness; consciousness is not an entity but an active process that 

requires the participation of many components.” (Restak, 2000: 70-71)  In this chapter, I propose that the 

relationship of feminism and participatory action research (PAR) is analogous to that of the brain-mind relationship. 

That is, together they promote an active process of individual consciousness-raising 2 and collective social action. 

For Muslim women scholar-activists, however, the use of gender as a central construct in this conscious-raising 

process may interfere with their personal and collective transformative process. Indeed contemporary western 

academic discourse that analyzes Muslim women's issues through the ethnic, race, and/or gender lens interferes 

with, rather than supports their conscientization. Academic discourse, particularly feminist discourse often dismisses 

Muslim women’s views as “religious” and considers the prevailing Muslim males’ interpretations as representative 

of Islamic view on gender.3 This could explain why some of my Muslim women co-researchers resist feminist-

informed PAR.  I will demonstrate that the route for Muslim women to conscientization and collective action is 

instead through Taqwa. Taqwa (from Arabic) means the individual’s conscientious balance of her autonomy with 

social heteronomy/hegemony and her interaction with natural and divine laws. It is also the only criterion that 

distinguishes individuals from one another (Qur’an, 49:13)4. I will argue that an understanding and meaningful 

integration of Taqwa in any participatory action research process that focuses on Muslim communities can lead to 

the same goals as feminist-informed PAR; the creation of just behaviors and social structures for all. 



2

As a Muslim and as an academic feminist action researcher affiliated with Cornell University Women’s Studies 

Program (in the Fall 2002 the name has changed to Feminist, Gender, and Sexuality Studies), I will discuss a 

collaborative research project with some Muslim women scholar-activist leaders in the United States. For years my 

overall research concerns have grown out of my experiences as a Muslim woman scholar, activist, and feminist. 

Identifying primarily with the Islamic worldview helped me focus my scholarship and activism on the Qur’anic 

foundations of gender justice and how the prevailing Muslim male interpretations of the Qur’an resulted in gender 

bias. Assuming that my secondary identification with feminist-informed PAR would support rather than hinder my 

being a Muslim, I formulated the research question as follow: If the Qur’an, as the primary reader of Islam, is 

intended to dismantle hierarchies and social heteronomy/hegemony, and to enact social justice, particularly gender 

justice, then how did contemporary discussion concerning the status of Muslim women is so polarized?  Muslim 

women, in general, accept the Islamic worldview as a rational and just one, and yet their social realities are evidence 

to the contrary. True, the social realities of Muslim women, in general, are strikingly oppressive--Muslim women 

have the highest illiteracy rate and the highest infant mortality rate, for example. Yet, by focusing on these realities 

as the problem instead of understanding them as behavioral manifestations resulting partly from colonialism and 

mainly because of biased interpretations of the Qur’an, feminists did not support Muslim women’s self-identity with 

Islam as a means to achieve social justice. Furthermore, by attributing these sad realities to Islam, non-Muslim or 

westernized Muslim feminists caused a defensive attitude among Muslim women.  Meanwhile, Muslim male elites 

who wrongly attribute to the Qur’an the prevention of women from public participation caused women not to be 

empowered with Qur’anic tools of liberation. At times, Muslim women experienced a tension in their identification 

with Islam because they were erroneously made to believe that males’ interpretations are as binding as the Qur’anic 

principles themselves. 

My earlier research suggests that a combination of ideological and scholarly dichotomies between two views of 

Western and traditional Muslim interpretations of Islam and gender justice have resulted in polarized interpretation 

(s) of the status of Muslim women. There is also a discrepancy between the Muslim community ideals and actual 

community practice, wherein women are idealized as mothers, daughters, and wives, but not recognized in practice 

as autonomous moral and rational beings as intended in the Qur’an (Barazangi, 1996). In addition, there is a 



3

confusion of identity between the Islamic worldview and ethnic identity such as the Arabic culture (Barazangi, 

1991a and 1991b). A Muslim needs to conscientiously and autonomously choose Islam as a primary identity in 

order to translate the Islamic worldview into concrete action for social justice. Meanwhile, the Arabic language of 

the Qur’an and the Arabic culture in which Islam grew, though have considerable influence on the Islamic mindset, 

are only secondary to being a Muslim. 

 With this in mind, I bring to the surface underlying assumptions that may reframe how a recent tension in the 

relationship between academic feminists and some of my co-researchers might be understood and, consequently, 

changed.  In the process, I unravel other tensions that might lead to friction because some participatory-oriented 

feminist researchers focus on global “solidarity” without enough attention to worldview variation (e.g., Afkhami 

&Vaziri, 1996). These tensions are manifested on four levels; value claims - the ontological, knowledge claims- the 

epistemological, cultural or historical claims, and praxis or socialization claims, which I collectively call “worldview 

claims.” In this chapter, I focus on the relation between the power of knowledge and social constructs. 

Through feminist participatory action research, my overall research goal has been to develop a self-learning 

pedagogical process that will improve, through study groups, my capacities and those of my co-researchers to 

control our destinies as Muslim women more effectively. Effectiveness means to change life situations in the home, 

in the learning/teaching/research environment, and in the larger social context to support self-realization and Taqwa.

Our intention, in addition to bridging individual consciousness and social action, is to effect a cognitive and 

attitudinal change on the individual level. We also seek a transformation of social structures that we hope will

alleviate potential resistance to feminisms and PAR.  My pedagogical assumption is that once a woman changes 

what is in herself, she will be able to work with others to question and change social structures  (Qur’an, 13:11). 

While this assumption was well founded among a grassroots Muslim women group in Damascus, Syria with whom I 

collaborated, it was not confirmed in my work with my American academic Muslim women co-researchers. I 

believe that the latter group overlooked the power of the largely unquestioned western approach to academic 

knowledge generation and dissemination process. Specifically, western approach had marginalized the worldview of 

Muslim women by both dismissing their views as “religious” and taking, unknowingly, the prevailing Muslim male 

elites views at their face value.  
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In the rest of the chapter, I will summarize two differing feminist participatory action research projects to analyze 

and explore what went wrong with the evolving pedagogical framework we created to assist us as Muslim women to 

achieve Taqwa.  I identify the "worldview claims" that differ for Muslim women and non-Muslim academics. By 

understanding these differing worldviews, I identify implications for future feminist-informed participatory action 

research with Muslim women. In addition, I suggest a means for both Western feminist and Muslim women alike to 

resisting academic uncritical assimilation.

RESEARCH PROJECT  

My action research work with Muslim women’s self-identity began in 1994 with the intent that we would interpret 

the primary text of Islam, the Qur’an, in order to address Muslim women’s human rights. Pressure to adopt a 

universalistic version of feminism mounted in preparation for the Beijing Conference (the Fourth World Conference 

on Women), which hoped to ratify the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against 

Women (CEDAW) document (The U.N., 1996). In response, Muslim women scholar-activists launched their own 

study groups to rewrite the women’s human rights declaration from within the Islamic perspective of justice and 

human rights. Since the Qur’an defines Taqwa as the only difference between individuals, the groups with whom I 

collaborated were working with the assumption that gender, whether as a biological sex or as a social construct, 

could not be the unit of analysis for the new interpretation of the text even though our goal as Muslim women 

scholar-activists was gender justice—similar to other women organizing for the Beijing Conference. Since our goal 

was also the Qur’anic goal, our strategy was to explain how the CEDAW items may or may not express Qur’anic 

intention.5

I worked with two groups of Muslim women on this topic, one in the United States and the other in Syria. The 

Syrian women were of the same ethnic and national background (Barazangi, 1997, 1999b), while the American 

women had different ethnic, racial, and national-origin backgrounds (Barazangi, 2000). Both groups were 

attempting to reclaim their primary self-identity with Islam through Islamic higher learning, but they were going 

through different transformation processes. The American were relying mainly on scholarship, while the Syrians 

began with grassroots activism moving toward scholarship. 
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In the following section I narrate two events with members from the American group to illustrate how the differing 

worldview claims resulted in tensions between American Muslim women and other academic feminists (Muslims 

and non-Muslims). Two strategic assumptions directed our American 1994 group, and its 1995 academic context. In 

1995, I placed some of the American scholar-activists’ work on the agenda of 1995 Middle East Studies Association 

annual meeting. This interaction culminated in the book, Windows of Faith (Webb, 2000). We assumed that (i) 

biological differences between the sexes do not mean different rights and responsibilities for males and females 

under Islam, and (ii) by understanding the major historical factors that led to the prevalent Muslim male-biased 

interpretations of the Qur’an and their subsequent unjust practices, we might be able to change some of their present 

biases. Changing these biased interpretations, being mainly manifested in preventing women’s public participation, 

especially the interpretation of the Qur’an, could also mitigate other oppressive practices toward women that are not 

consistent with Qur’anic principles. 

My work with this ethnically diverse group of Muslim women leaders in America was to develop a self-learning 

process of feminism within the action-oriented Islamic worldview. I hypothesized that if we remained aware of the 

other hindering social constructs, such as ethnicity or academic prestige and knowledge structure, just as we became 

aware of gender construct, we could develop Taqwa and be better equipped to control our destinies and improve our 

capacity to do so.  Some results of my previous projects suggest that a learner who consciously chooses the Islamic 

worldview as her primary identification is actually furthering the broad sense of feminism, as the latter is rooted in 

the Qur’anic principle of social justice (Barazangi, 1999b). That is, a learner who self-identifies with the basic 

principles of the Qur’an frees herself from both the social and biological constraints of gender, race, and ethnicity.  

Such an individual becomes capable of exposing any discrepancies in the exclusionary interpretive process that was 

generated by academia and the community. This exclusionary process stems from both the academic (mainly white, 

non-Muslim) women’s studies marginalization of Muslim women’s worldview claims, and the Middle Eastern and 

Middle Eastern Women’s Studies that purports a different knowledge structure that largely stems from outside the 

Islamic worldview.  She will also be able to do so by asserting that the authority lies only in the text of the Qur’an 

and not in its interpretations, nor in its historical analysis. She will be able to do this by looking at the Qur’an as a 

collective, cohesive guide that has its own criteria for interpretations as well as a course of action for each individual 

to learn within its particular framework and to act on what one learns within that guidance. To the contrary, while 
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striving to satisfy the western “academic” demands on knowledge generation, American Muslim women may have 

overlooked the diverse epistemological claims among members of the group--such as whether or not to use the 

traditional male elites’ interpretation of the Qur’an or the historical tools of academics. Muslims typically reference 

four “traditional” types of Islamic texts (the Qur’an, Prophet Muhammad’s extrapolation of Qur’anic guidance 

documented in books of Hadith, major commentaries on the Qur’an, and major jurisprudence interpretations of 

Qur’an and Hadith). These sources are considered principles of all Islamic thought. What concerns us here is both 

the absence of women from this process of interpretation and the variations in which some Muslim male elites have 

combined these principles, deviating from the Qur’anic intended meaning and method of interpretation. Meanwhile, 

looking at the Qur’an as mainly a historical document, as is done by most non-Muslim academics, deviates from the 

Qur’anic religio-moral-rational purpose. Furthermore, documenting some historical events as evidence for women’s 

social oppression or agency may not corroborate with Qur’anic content and method for determining gender justice. 

Finally non-Muslim academic feminist discourse on Muslim women mainly within the context of the Middle/Near 

East Studies, relies on analyzing the anthropological or sociological relationship between cultural differences, 

ethnicity, race, and gender.6  These relationships as analytical tools add more variables to the existing paradigmatic 

tensions instead of balancing them. By doing so, academics (women and men), perhaps unknowingly, created 

tension between themselves and Muslim women, and between these women and their communities. 

THE NARRATIVES 

The First Event 

Shadey (a pseudonym) a leader and an activist-scholar I have known for about 30 years, devoted herself to 

the founding of a national Muslim women council-- an umbrella encompassing several grassroots Muslim women 

groups--to the point of sacrificing much of her personal life. The goal of the council is to educate through collective 

activism, and through research and production of booklets on topics that directly affect Muslim women’s lives in 

North America (USA and Canada). As a founding member and an advisory board member of this national council, I 

was in close contact with Shadey. When I met with her during a professional conference, we had barely begun 

talking when she broke into tears, saying that no one respected her any more or thought of her as intellectual 

enough. 
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Shadey was intellectually and professionally capable of writing.  She, however, often lamented that she did not 

know the Arabic language fluently—a necessary skill to directly access the meanings of the Qur’an. Her approach to 

participation in the interpretation process may have been influenced by the traditional interpretation of the Qur'an 

promoted by the male Muslim group with whom she had professional relationships. Her long-time association with 

this group and the support she received from its members for her activism—as long as it was within the parameters 

of their interpretations—seems to have led her to believe in and trust their terms. She often lamented that translating 

the work of these males from Arabic into English could become a “good” source for other women to learn about 

Islam. Yet, when she faced a personal problem, this same Muslim male dominated group declined to support her 

own interpretation as to how to solve the personal problem. Perhaps, as academics, other women in the group, being 

pressured to publish and therefore unavailable emotionally or intellectually and/or dismissive of her life experience 

as a valid knowledge base, have not facilitated her self-realization. This may have caused her continuous resistance 

to the legitimacy of her own and their “voice,” and driven her to uncritically adopt the elite Muslim males'

interpretation of the Qur'an as authentic. Furthermore, as long as she continued to use the traditional interpretations 

of the male group, the feminist-PAR voice remained, in her view, a distant rather than a supportive, active voice. 

Not only academic feminists and those academics who study Islam and Muslims in general have not concerned 

themselves with the validity of the underlying assumptions behind these predominantly male traditional 

interpretations (often viewing these interpretations as representing the Qur’anic view of gender justice), but non-

Muslim Academic feminists who investigate Muslim women also overlooked the variations in the worldview claims 

between the Islamic view of gender justice and that of feminist gender equality.  Instead of capitalizing on the 

similarities between a feminist worldview and Taqwa or the Islamic worldview, non-Muslim feminists did not learn 

from Muslim feminists scholar-activists about Qur’anic gender justice. Furthermore, academic feminists’ emphasis 

of gender, combined with dismissing Islam as a patriarchal religion, and dismissing Muslim women’s explanation of 

Qur’anic social justice because, in their views, it represents a “religious’ worldview has resulted in a defensive 

attitude concerning everything “Islamic” among Muslim women like Shadey.  
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The Second Event

On a different occasion, Muna, (a pseudonym) a scholar-activist from the 1995 project, was telling me 

about some transformation in her life, views, and work. She suddenly stated, “I do not want to spend all my life 

searching through historical volumes to find few incidents to prove that Muslim women can be leaders or that they 

had a place in the public arena during the early Muslim community 14 centuries ago.” Muna was referring to the 

historical discourse that she and some other members in the group have been using to support their arguments that a 

precedent in Muslim history affirms contemporary women’s rights to participate in public affairs. These arguments 

are generally thought to further attitudinal change. On one hand, Muslim male elites would be reminded that indeed 

gender justice was one of the goals of the Islamic revolution. On the other hand, non-Muslim academics, particularly 

feminists, would realize that historical tools (i.e., analyzing the Qur’an as a historical document and dismissing 

Muslim women’s views as “religious”) do not suffice for understanding Muslim societies and gender issues. 

However, due to her discontent with a subgroup in her community who would not allow women to enter the 

community mosque, she became oblivious toward the entire process of knowledge production that she and her other 

Muslim women colleagues have been attempting.   

This event, and the surrounding circumstances, reminded me of Middleton’s (1993) description of how British and 

American influence dictated the sociology of education even among the feminist thinkers, and how Middleton had 

revolted against it because it was too condescending to the point of oppression. As a young assistant professor who 

was raised mainly within the US educational system, Muna felt oppressed by the system and its scholarly methods. 

She was discontent with both the traditional male Muslim interpretation of the Qur’an and with the Western 

Orientalist representing the Muslim woman as either the powerful slave, or the helpless, weak, secluded woman 

(Shirazi, 2001).  So when an extremely conservative group of students took over the mosque leadership at her 

university, she did not have the capacity to determine her destiny when the system did not support her. That is, as 

neither the western images of Muslim women, nor the historical analysis of early Muslim women resulted in a 

change in perspectives and attitudes, including the acceptance of women’s participation in the mosque as members 

of the collective Muslim community, she began doubting the entire discourse of her scholarly work. In addition, she 

could not revolt against the student group’s values because they were of a similar ethnic background and belief 

system to hers (hooks, 1994). 
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 It seems that Muna was bound by the Muslim community in which she associated to the point that she could not 

foresee herself revolting against its recent system of operation. Having grown up in a highly profiled active Muslim 

Arab family she could not detach herself from those “privileges.” Instead, she revolted against the knowledge 

discourse that she has harvested from the two systems; the academic system that she trusted for giving her the power 

of knowledge, and the Islamic system that was supposed to have led to change in her surroundings.  Not being able 

to change academia--as a young assistant professor--seems to have constrained her ability to transform her 

community. So, not only did she continued to transform herself, but she also wanted to transform the knowledge 

claims—the historical findings.  Just as “being white” remained invisible to white teachers in McIntyre (1997:1), it 

seems that “Islamicity,” and being academic remained invisible to Muna and to those of us who think that they 

“benefit from these terms.”  Since neither Islamicity, nor academic knowledge about it was constructed by the 

individuals who self-identify with Islam, they did not help Muna translate her individual consciousness into concrete 

social action. The Islamicity that was constructed by the colonization and orientalism projects and that which 

academic studies of Muslim women perpetuate and reinforce further complicated the existing tensions in Muna’s 

mind.  

The non-Muslim academic studies have stifled her efforts, and those of Muslim women in general, to proactively re-

frame the studies of themselves in order to free the process of knowledge creation from both the framing done by 

non-Muslim (women and men) as well as the bias interpretation of the Qur’an by traditional Muslim men.

RESEARCH DELAMINATION

Initially I wondered what might have led some of these academic Muslim women, like Shadey and Muna, to resist 

the continuation of a journey that they themselves had chosen.  Did it have to do with their view of feminism, with 

their aspirations for Islamic activism, or with their lack of awareness of the worldviews that underpin their own 

perception? 

Clark (2000) relates theory to experience, instead of relating theory and practice, arguing that one cannot remain 

static before such practices and, hence, one’s experience becomes part of the theory.  I believe that it is the uneven 
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plane (i.e., not having the authority as interpreters of Islamic text nor as equal participants in their communities 

affairs, and being perceived as “others” by Western feminists) coupled with the worldviews that began to be 

imposed on the Muslim women by their real presence in the academy and the society at large. The increase in 

number of Muslims and their institutions in Western countries has been a reality that many, particularly academics 

have been trying to ignore. This uneven plane was reinforced by the academic-generated paradigm that views these 

women as the objects of change, i.e., oppressed that need to be researched, rather than agents and subjects of their 

own change as they define it from within the Islamic worldview.   

Secondly, I wondered, if the social composition of North America is continuously changing, why hasn’t the 

structure of knowledge governing the different individuals in this society and its academic community also changed?  

Why, for example, do administrators and faculty talk about diversity in terms of student enrollment and faculty 

recruitment, but do not allow these diverse views in the curricular and extra-curricular choices --the life experience 

of students and faculty--to accommodate this diversity? (Barazangi, 2001) Unless such issues are addressed, the 

study of Muslim women and the relationship of these women to academic feminism, and to academia, will remain 

superficial. Women’s studies curricula are not reflecting the dynamics of the historical and social forces on 

knowledge generation and dissemination most likely because academic hierarchy and social constructs are still the 

main factors governing the politics of knowledge despite the introduction of feminist and gender theories. 

In contrast, hoping to re-activate the Islamic pedagogical view as summarized in the concept of Taqwa, I relied on 

the Islamic premise that an individual may not change her surroundings unless she educate herself in Islam and 

approximate Taqwa as the goal. Academic Muslim women, including myself, were able to change ourselves, but we 

could not get the premise to help changing the university context or Muslim community structures and relationships 

in the ways we hoped.  Yet, neither the academic Muslim women nor the academic researchers in general were 

prepared to exert themselves to balance individual consciousness and social action, as if traditional academic 

settings were canceling out the collective consciousness-raising process of the academic Muslim women and their 

community. That is, because in its attempt to understand the community,7  academic feminists rely mainly on the 

analytic relationship of difference (in gender, race, and ethnicity, for instance), instead of understanding Islam.  In 

reality, gender, race and ethnicity represent imposed social constructs and, therefore, produce another kind of 



11

tension between the individual’s consciousness, Muslim woman in this case, and her communal action instead of 

resolving existing tensions, as evidence in the two case studies of Shady and Muna.  Despite my utilizing both 

feminist theories and PAR approach, the academic setting did not allow us, as Muslim women, to reflect on, and 

assess our own problems as stakeholders in the process. Consequently, some of us lost our awareness of our own 

worldview claims.   

To change our immediate surroundings, self-identification with the Qur’an, not only gender equity, was the goal and 

the means for our collaboration. Being identified as a Muslim who knows the Qur’an (i.e., being literate in reading 

and interpreting the Qur’anic text) and having the power of self-identification with the Qur’an are not the same. The 

self-learning process that helped improve grass root women’s capacity to control their destinies more effectively, 

change their life situations, and achieve self-realization should do the same for the academically situated Muslim 

women. Self-identity, in a sense, is building simultaneously individual and social consciousness that is explicitly 

recognized as one, not as a double self (Dubois in Lemert, 1994, 388). As long as academics marginalize Muslim 

women’s underlying assumptions, these women’s individual consciousness and social action cannot be realized.  

Perhaps when the academics and the Muslim community benefit from understanding how self-identified Muslim 

women pursue their own concerns will we eliminate the politics of difference (Cornwall, 1998) and the politics of 

knowledge. We would also overcome the potential resistance of Muslim academic women to bridging feminisms 

and action research, and the inability of feminist action researchers to understand the Islamic worldview of gender 

justice.

WORLDVIEW CLAIMS

Worldview claims determine both the understanding of the relationship between Muslim women in general and the 

academic community of feminists and action researchers. These claims also determine the implications of these 

relationships for research and/or educational intervention (knowledge production and transformation) intended to 

promote social justice for Muslim women, and to effect a perceptual and structural transformation in the system for 

a sustainable change.8
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Ontological or Value Claims 

  The Qur’an, the primary text of Islamic values, knowledge and pedagogy states that Taqwa is the measure 

by which a course of study is considered “Islamic” (Barazangi, 1998). Muslim women who work from within the 

Qur’anic framework rely on reason, as the distinctive characteristic of human beings and as the means that enables 

individuals to achieve Taqwa.  Feminists’ emphasis on gender as central concept is viewed by Muslim women 

scholars as replacing patriarchal power with feminist power instead of balancing individual and social relations.  

Similarly, action researchers’ focus on group for social change is viewed as tipping the balance toward social 

solidarity without securing individual cognitive and attitudinal transformation. This transformation is seen as 

essential to change conventional social discourse and structure. Within this context, I analyze my understanding of 

the active process of individual consciousness and social action. Though I recognize racial, ethnic, gender, and 

religious differences, and the real material consequences of these differences, I do not invoke these differences as 

the criteria by which I measure social justice and individual consciousness. By theorizing about the consciousness 

process of my co-researchers, I am also attempting to understand and change the politics of knowledge as it relates 

to Muslim women in general and to my collaboration with some of them. 

Epistemological or Knowledge Claims 

The goal in the Qur’an is not only to seek knowledge for its sake, nor is it only for utilitarian benefits, but 

rather to change the nature of the relationship of the knower (the human) with the natural law, from that of 

domination into a balanced creativity (Qur’an, 22:46). To realize the epistemological relationship between Muslim 

women and academic feminism we need to understand western academic discourse that created, defined, and 

attempted to address issues related to Muslim women long before feminism. There are many theoretical arguments 

and empirical evidence showing how some Orientalist inferior images and perceptions of the Muslim people and 

their culture had served the colonial imperial governments and missionary dominating views and policies in 

Muslim/Arab societies (Said, 1978, 1981; al Faruqi, 1998). Yet, less known is that the discipline of Middle Eastern 

Studies (MES) not only formulated a large research endeavor, but also resulted in the field of Middle East Women 

Studies (MEWS) without benefiting the women of the region.  Muslim women either rejected the MEWS or 

attempted to set their own research agenda, but they found that they could not go far enough by framing the issues 

within their own framework.  Even international development institutions’ agenda was framed by Western 
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worldview. Kramer (2001:6) argues that MES research is irrelevant to American policy in the region because it does 

not succumb to American government policies.  I argue that most of this research is irrelevant, but to the people of 

the region. MES is an area studies discipline that is uniquely American created during the Cold War. Within the fold 

of this discipline lies the study of Islam and Muslim societies. Muslim women studies are the youngest field in this 

discipline, but it barely recognize the presence of Muslim women in America. MES also operates within the 

premises of Orientalism and MES, in addition to those of conventional social and psychological theories, 

postmodernism, literal critical theory, and feminism. Despite their rich literary production, very few of these studies 

made an impact on the lives of the people there. The recent UNDP 2002 report on Arab Human Development takes 

an honest look at the results, concluding that despite the significant strides in more than one area of human 

development in the last three decades, Arab countries (where the majority population is Muslim) still suffer from 

three deficits relating to freedom, empowerment of women, and knowledge (2002: Forward).     

As I attempt to bridge participatory feminism and AR in the context of my collaboration with the American Muslim 

women, I realize why the individual consciousness and social epistemological relationship was not balanced.  The 

tension between these women’s premises and feminists’ premises seemed compatible given that they both are 

forging an argument for gender justice. Yet, Muslim women’s relationship with Western academic feminism and 

academia remain unchanged (Barazangi, 2001). Despite being in the same critical plane, as Sandra Harding 

(1987,11) suggests, sharing academic knowledge production among Muslim women scholars and academic 

feminists did not actually make a significant impact on the Muslim women scholars' life experiences, nor on 

academic policy concerning the understanding of Islam and Muslim community. Neither had the “new knowledge” 

changed the feminists’ attitude. Many Feminists still view their Muslim colleagues as the “other,” “women of 

color,” or “third world women,” instead of viewing them as agents of change for their own situation, as partners in 

the struggle for social justice, and as a living experience to learn from. In addition, Muslim women’s scholarly work 

is viewed as applied sociology or activism. When I argued that a course on Muslim women at Cornell ought to be 

taught from these women’s perspectives, I was accused of proselytizing and as being a fundamentalist by some of 

my colleagues. 
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Cultural or Historical Claims 

Academic studies of Muslim women have created many images of these women, but instead of producing 

change in these women’s lives, it has reinforced their status quo, adding to the negative images of the “marginal” 

Muslim woman.9  Westerners valuing individual liberty over human dignity—as is the case in Arab/Islamic culture--

coupled with the old philosophy of dichotomized fields of studies have dominated Western academic cultural and 

historical claims about Muslim societies and “their” women. The divide between humanities and social sciences also 

created a gap between grassroots and academic feminisms. Having placed the study of Muslim women as either 

under the humanities (Oriental studies) or the social sciences (area studies of the Middle East or South Asia, and 

more recently South East Asia) resulted in a dominant dichotomy in understanding Muslim women. A recent report 

by the Curriculum Committee of the Cornell College of Arts and Sciences still classifies reasoning skills into 

quantitative and qualitative, with an add-on of moral reasoning. Furthermore, engagement in learning is mainly still 

treated as a practical skill for the arts and sciences and not part of their main mission of the curriculum. How would 

it be possible in this context to address Muslim women’s issues from the moral-cognitive rationality of the Qur’an?  

The dominant dichotomy is also evident in the knowledge structure and its effect (or lack thereof) on changing the 

cultural and historical effectiveness of these women. The knowledge structure about Muslim women naturally 

followed the premises and the cultures of either of the two strands of knowledge. Oriental studies rested on 

philological decipherment and translation of texts, the latter also recently became prevalent in literary criticism. 

Meanwhile, Middle East Studies viewed strategy as having more important role than either the culture or religion of 

those studied, let alone their role as subjects.  Smith (1956,108) expounded on the “invalidity” of the disciplines 

whose approach was marred by “preoccupation with the techniques and methods rather than with the object of the 

study, and, correspondingly, with manipulation and control rather than appreciation.” As a result, the worldview 

claims of these women seem to have been lost both at the university level and within their particular communities. 

The preoccupation of academics with the promotion of  “scientific” theories and interpretations of Islam, Muslims 

and Muslim women, has blinded many of them from realizing that they placed themselves as spokespersons for 

these women and their culture.  Meanwhile, Muslim communities have grown either defensive about these theories 

and/or suspicious of academicians because the latter are perceived to fulfill the strategy of the colonizing/controlling 



15

governments. Consequently, Muslim authoritarian elites backlash on Muslim women who use Western 

methodologies, as aiding the conspiracy against the Muslim social fabrics. 

Praxis or Socialization Claims

Despite the fact that both academic feminists and academic Muslim women have their origin in their own 

suffragist movements, much of academic feminism has grown oblivious to scholarship "of the other".  Most of the 

rich literature resulting from feminist attempts to understand women and gender have been made within the existing 

discourse of the dichotomous disciplines, and the focus on the “self” or the “other” as the problem did not change 

either. Furthermore, university pedagogy has become so abstract that women’s studies began losing touch with the 

real issues facing feminist teachers and learners. As I continue to modify or change my own course of action (praxis) 

to approximate the Islamic goal (Taqwa), I also hoped to facilitate the same process for my co-researchers and my 

academic colleagues. Being a member of a university community, my active research collaboration with some 

academic Muslim women may have contributed some ideas and case studies to feminist theories and action research 

ethnographies, but the claimed “objectivity” of Western academy has uncritically assimilated both feminism and the 

study of Muslim women. 

If an academic institution functions as a source for understanding communities, then it needs to understand them 

enough to make a significant change in its structure and paradigm in order to aid these communities to change 

themselves.  Social research that does not contribute to self-control by involved subjects cannot be validated. That 

is, because it overlooks the inquisitive process that a learner goes through as s/he attempts to make sense of and to 

act on the nature of knowledge, its origin, and evolution, with the goal of self-realization as a citizen. In addition, 

academic institutions claim to build a relationship with the surrounding community, but many of them have not 

made enough change in their own structure and policy to be credited with evidence of understanding and caring for 

the community’s input. American Muslim women live among a loosely structured community of feminists and 

action researchers like myself who are part of academia and who claim to understand Muslim women, but whose 

praxis has hardly begun to be realized. How then could the academic community realize these women’s self-identity 

with Islam as a worldview?  
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By self-identity, I am neither assuming psychological ego, nor the construct “identity politics.” Rather, I am 

concerned with the Muslim woman’s ability to identify with Islam as an autonomous individual, realizing that 

without this ability and without reading, interpreting, and applying Islam’s guidelines as presented in the Qur’an on 

her own, she may not be able to claim such an identification. This primary identification will no doubt be affected by 

the secondary multiple, socially constructed identities (gender, ethnicity, race, class, and/or academic privilege as 

Mary Brydon Miller argues in this volume) that will determine her re-interpretation of the text. Thus, the more 

difficult task for the Muslim woman is that she remains conscious of these determinants in every process of her own 

literacy--be it in the text or the world (Barazangi, 1999a)--as well as her self-identification with Islam. She could 

remain conscious of these determinants without making them central concepts of analyzing her own problems and 

determining her own course of action to solve them.   But because of the academic conformity to the dichotomous 

knowledge production process (between cognitive and moral development and between disciplines) such 

autonomous integration was not possible.   

As my other work (Barazangi, 1998) suggests, though this consciousness was achieved through self-learning, using 

a metacognitive process that integrates the rational and the moral, some academic Muslim women have not used this 

process because they confused it with the processes used by either academics or people in the community. Muslim 

women’s resistance to the academic dichotomous process has led them to resist academic feminism and PAR, 

instead of resisting concepts generated within the academic worldview claims.  Muslim women could benefit from 

feminist-informed PAR by learning some conscious-raising strategies or the tools of deconstructing hierarchies, for 

instance. Meanwhile, their resistance to moral hegemony had led them to resist processes of knowledge generation 

coming from the academy, instead of refuting only the interpretations coming from such processes. 

Patricia Maguire emphasizes the need of asking feminists themselves as to how they have grounded action 

researchers’ work in order to balance the “uneven ground.”  By the same token, she listened to some action 

researchers who have expressed “concern that thirty years into second wave feminism and over a decade into third 

wave feminism, feminist scholarship remains unfamiliar ground to many in the field” (2000, 59). The challenging 

task for Muslim women, therefore, is how to ground and balance their individual autonomy with the social 

hegemony of academia when each is still operating from within its own worldview claims. The challenge also is to 
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balance their individual autonomy with the community heteronomy, when Muslim males perceive themselves as the 

moral guardian of women and the authority on interpreting the Qur’an.

CONCLUSIONS 

One of the goals of bridging feminism and PAR is social justice. Another goal of bridging the two is also to create 

an approach to knowledge generation that includes both women and men in defining transformation for a more just, 

caring, participatory society respectful of individual autonomy and natural laws.  For Muslim women to achieve 

these goals, they need direct access and conscientious knowledge of Islam and feminist-oriented PAR, and 

autonomous action void of the intermediary of institutionalized paradigms. Be they the paradigms of administrators 

who are guarding the academe “values”, the faculty who are guarding the old borders of the disciplines, or the 

institutionalized criteria of Islamicity, professionalism, and success, all must be secondary to Muslim women’s self-

identification.

Feminism, instead has focused on knowledge-generation more so than on those Muslim women whose issues and 

indigenous knowledge became hidden behind feminist, gender and development theorizing and teaching. A Muslim 

learner who consciously chooses the feminist worldview as a reference, cannot identify with feminist goals unless 

she reclaims her education (looking beyond the theory and the curricula). Essentially, she needs to free the 

curriculum from the hidden discourse (s) and worldviews of those who are writing and teaching about her before she 

free herself from the social construction of gender.  She needs to expose the existing ideological and scholarly 

dichotomies between the two views of Western and traditional Muslim interpretations of Islam, and between the 

disciplines in the curriculum. These dichotomies exist in both the content and the form of the curriculum and in the 

underlying premises, as well as between the ideals and practice of the traditional liberal arts curriculum and the 

Muslim community. While the first emphasizes “objectivity” without appreciating the variations in worldviews, the 

latter emphasizes a “subjective” belief system without allowing individual autonomous rationality. 

Moving from these scholarly dichotomous paradigms, including that of academic feminism, into the paradigm of 

human moral and cognitive autonomy may shed new light on understanding the American Muslim woman and her 

education both within her own worldview and by means of the interactive rationality of Benhabib (1992). Such 
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rationality does not in any way exclude individual human experience because one can become universal and 

interactive only after one is able to understand her/his own particularity (Barazangi, 1993). Action research might be 

the approach to move this experience from the particular into the universal without imposing one’s voice or 

paradigm, but unless it remains vigilant of the individual consciousness and its worldview claims, it will be 

uncritically assimilated by the institutional paradigms just as was often the case with academic feminism. 

I suggest that non-Muslims, particularly feminists and action researchers, become more aware of Muslim women’s 

worldview and not only look at Muslim women through the veil issues, the politics of difference, or globalization. I 

also suggest that Muslim women feminists unveil their conscious process in order to make their worldview claims 

accessible. In addition, even though academic institutions claim to affirm reason as the distinct characteristic of their 

operation, they are not recognizing that choice and consciousness of the learner go hand-in-hand with reason to 

achieve effective learning (Barazangi, 1998).  Free choice and consciousness affirm reason as also essential for 

personal identity. Benhabib suggests that such a premise allows one to “move beyond the metaphysical assumptions 

of the Enlightenment universalism” (1992, 5-6).  Because these assumptions ignore individual worldview, they have 

separated reason from moral and ethical premises. Therefore, in order for the process of Taqwa to be completed, we 

need to replace human dominance of nature with creative understanding of nature. We also need to replace human 

dominance over other humans with a better understanding of the different worldviews. 
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 An American Muslim girl wrote:  
  "Growing up in the United States of America while to 
  maintain a foreign language and culture is not an easy 
  accomplishment.  My parents had plans for my brothers 
  and me; we would be Americans.  They feared that we 
  would face discrimination.  Thus, my childhood was similar 
  to that of most other American children, aside from eating
  Arabic food at home and maintaining many memories of Egypt. 
  As a Muslim family, we prayed, observed our holidays, and 
  abstained from prohibited items, yet our religion was a 
  private matter.  My mother often warned me not to talk too 
  much about where I was born or my religious beliefs.  I was 
  so busy trying to convince the whole world that I was not 
  Arab and Muslim that I almost convinced myself.  Now, in 
  my early twenties, I long for the identity that was denied me."1

 Such reports, and actual incidents of suppressing Islamic identity, particularly 
that of women, bring to life many historical scenarios of the 19th and early 20th 
centuries that effected the lives and the education of Muslim women, with only 
one difference: They are happening now in the midst of the Western societies as 
well.  Investigating the dynamics of these incidents and scenarios parallel to 
some of my empirical findings concerning North American Muslim women's 
perception of the Islamic belief system may shed lights on the reasons behind 
the limitations on the education of contemporary Muslim women.
   In this chapter, I argue that it is not a coincident that the issue of Muslim 
woman's dress is surfacing again, beginning with the 1980s, at the same time 
when Western societies are experiencing the New Right movements in education 



and the Muslim communities' predominantly male policy-makers are planning for 
reviving "Islamic" education.  Historically, the issue of Muslim women's illiteracy 
and parents' resistance to their girls being educated by missionaries also 
coincided with the call to "removing the veil," following Huda Shaçarawi in 1922 
when most of the Muslim world was colonized by Europe.  It is not a coincident 
that Christian missions then "were particularly interested in opening schools for 
girls, often doing so before opening schools for boys."2 The concern here is not 
the introduction of modern education in its face value.  Rather, I am concerned 
with the lasting effect of "the influence of early Christian missionaries on Arab 
education" and in setting "the role for Arab women,"  the majority of whom are 
Muslims.  Thought this model "could be emulated with dignity," as the authors of 
Arab Women and Education suggest, it is this external model for the Arab Muslim 
women that I am critiquing. Such external models produced a selected few elite 
who think of Muslim woman's emancipation only from outside the Islamic 
framework, and who extend their personal experience as the authority voice 
speaking on behalf of all Muslim women.
 My focusing on the Muslim woman as an individual first and as a member of a 
group next in the parallel contexts of the contemporary Western and the colonial 
Muslim world stems from my assumption that education is a political tool.  This 
tool, in my estimates, has been the key to suppressing the autonomous 
intellectual and spiritual growth of the Muslim female, the general deteriorating 
status of Muslim women as partners in the Islamic tradition, and consequently 
the Islamic education of Muslims all over the world.  Both, access to education 
and the nature of its curriculum have been the leverage by which elites and 
politicians have kept control over certain segment of the world population, 
women as an easy target. 
 I will discuss the following topics.  First, the background of this study as part 
of my overall research on the education of Muslims in North America (the United 
States and Canada) and of Muslim women in general.  I will also describe the 
population from which the case-in-point was drawn.  Second, I present the 
philosophical and historical conceptions of education for women.  Third, I report 
some of the empirical findings, concluding with a suggestion for an action plan.

The Study Background and the Case-in-Point
 The romantic views of the popular culture literature in America and the West 
in general are not the only sources that portray women in Islam as the 
"dependent, "ignorant".  Kabbani states the "Victorian imagination [of orientalists]
could not conceive of female eroticism divorced from female servitude and 
dependency."3  And with all the conflicts of the power of the colonial and the 
powerlessness of the colonized, Muslim women's emancipation was conditioned 
by their liberation from their culture.    Contrary to my trust in 
the impartiality of Western scholarship and activism, I am finding that such 
groups are as inequitable when the issue of Muslim woman's education is 
discussed, particularly from within the framework of Islam.4   Similarly inequitable 
are Muslim scholars views that propagate limited woman's education--as the 
nurturer mother and wife-- projecting her as incapable of, or unfit for public 
encounters, and asserting that her role is unessential for transmitting scholarly 
Islamic knowledge.5



 My empirical findings suggest that the absence of concerns for Muslim 
women's Islamic education is not only evident, but particularly polarized between 
the contemporary Western negative image, and the Muslim idealized unequalled 
position and limited religious education.6   None of the Western scholarly and 
activist groups  raises the issue of Muslim women inclusion in the religious, 
juristic, and scholarly ranks in Muslim communities, despite their advocacy of 
Judo-Christian women's participation in their respective religious, theological, and 
scholarly ranks.7
   Meanwhile, Muslim women in the USA and Canada, as generally is the case 
in other Western societies, are not as free to practice certain aspects of Islam as 
is the case among other religious groups, such as Conservative Jewish women, 
the Mennonites, and so on.  The often used  rationale is that women are being 
oppressed by Islam and are coursed by their male guardians, and that there is no 
place in secular societies for asserting religious identity and symbolism of Muslim 
woman's modesty.8
 While Muslim women are trying to build their own agenda for emancipation, 
they are being torn between secular humanists who do not allow them to practice 
their own reading of the religion, and the Muslim males and some females who 
think that a women's Islamicity is expressed through the wearing of a headcover 
and seclusion and that her Islamic responsibilities are expressed through her 
male household.  Ruth Roded  rightly questions "the extent to which alleged 
seclusion of women actually prevented them from engaging in a variety of 
endeavors that were important by Islamic and external standards." 9  What is 
being discussed here, however, is the  contemporary Muslims' trend of 
measuring the Islamicity of a woman by her practice of the conservative form of 
dress, known as "hijab."10

For many Muslims, including those active in North America, citing the 
dictums--that the Qur'an and the Hadith are rich in teachings that speak of 
Almighty God's design for harmonious social order and humanity's responsibility 
for understanding God's design and working from within it-- is enough to prove 
that Islam has always embraced a well integrated educational imperative and 
comprehensive knowledge of the Islamic teachings for all Muslims.11  Few, 
however, are critical when issues of women's Islamic education and the women's 
role as preservers of culture and as the primary educators within the faith of 
Islam are discussed.   Most conservative spokesmen, while they may claim that 
women have more power in Islam than most Westerners realize, are unwilling 
that women should engage in other than domestic duties. And when the question 
of allowing more women to become Islamic scholars and jurists is raised, the 
issue becomes that of woman's primary role as nurturing mother and wife instead 
of an educating scholar and a partner in the interpretation of the tradition.12

 Knowledge, particularly religious knowledge, means authority and religious 
authority is power.  I will analyze the polarized position of Muslim women in the 
context of the educational history of Muslim women, beginning with the 
intensified interaction between the Western and Muslim societies.  Ruth Roded 
(1994:11) discusses Western impact on reducing the number of women in 
biographical collections in Islamic history.  I view this phenomenon as a 
contributing factor to the dichotomous views on Muslim women's education and 
emancipation.   Since the concept of education in Islamic societies does not fit 
the utilitarian Western theories of education (Barazangi, 1995a), Muslims' 
contributions to religious scholarship was considered marginal by Western 



educators. In addition, Western societies, being influenced by the concept of 
limiting religious elitism to the male clergy, have minimized the importance of 
Muslim female religious scholarship.  Furthermore,  separation  of "religious" and 
"secular" education among North American Muslim women, and among Muslims 
in general, seems to result from the dichotomy in the Western and Islamic world 
views on education, on Islamic education, and on women's role.  This dichotomy 
resulted in a tension between Muslims and Westerners in which Muslim women's 
education suffered the brunt.   Synthesizing this dichotomy and the resulting 
historical and contemporary discrepant practices suggest that not only there was 
"a constant tension in Islamic society between an egalitarian ideal and the 
realities of social, political and economic inequalities," as Roded suggests, but
also exists a discrepancy in Western ideals for itself and for others. 13

  As the case-in-point, two cases of a focus-group interviews are reported 
here from a sample of 25 Muslim immigrant mothers and their 25 youth 
daughters aged fourteen to twenty-two. These women and female youths 
represent a sub-sample of a larger group of Muslims who participated in the 
author's study of North American Muslim adults' transmission of the Islamic belief 
system to their offspring.14  The youth are first-generation children of immigrants 
who came to North America during the latest phase of immigration in the 1960s 
and 1970s.  The aim of this effort is to address two questions: 

     1.   How have Muslim women arrived at a particular view of Islam that causes 
them to practice it in a particular way?  The underlying assumption for this 
question is that, in addition to the historical development of the Islamic 
conceptual ecology and its Western secular counterpart, the Muslims of North 
America also have a distinct history and, presently, a living experience to be 
investigated.   A historical analysis or, as Lortie calls it, the method of "structural 
chronology," was undertaken to explore the dynamics of the development of the 
present ideas and the relative stability or change in the understanding of the 
Islamic tenets over time, as they might have affected the personal concept of 
these tenets.15

     2.   How have the immigrant Muslim women views affected their female 
offspring conceptualization of Islam and its practice in the context of North 
American society (the host society)?  The conceptual change theory and the 
notion of conceptual ecology has been used to analyze the problems 
encountered by Muslim women in their attempts to integrate their conception of 
Islam with the dominant Western ideology, particularly Western colonial and 
missionary perspectives on religious education.16

  Mothers' and daughters' behavior modification as they resolve a 
cognitive conflict, represent related but different problems:  (1) the attempt by 
Muslim mothers to adjust an existing belief system and a particular attachment to 
the "Islamic" heritage to their living experience in the secular West; (2) the 
attempt by Muslim youth to integrate the belief system (transmitted by their 
parents), the Islamic sentimentality (enforced by the communities), and the 



"secular" system (enforced by society at large); and (3) the attempt by the female 
Muslim youths in the West to relate their experience to the experience of their 
mothers in their country of origin under Western colonization and during the 
postcolonial upheavals in Muslim societies.  Both types of experience seem to 
reflect a torn identity between the ideals and practice of the East and the West. 

Philosophical Conceptions of Education 

 It will be a mistake to attempt an analysis of Muslim women's education in 
isolation from what is happening in other relevant fields of study such as feminist 
studies of education and Islamization of knowledge, and away from the effects of 
economic restructuring policies and the New Right movements in many Western 
countries and the re-assertion of conservative morality around the world, 
particularly Muslims' emphasis on women's returning to "traditional" form of dress 
whether or not it satisfies the Islamic dictum of a modest public appearance. 
 Madeline Arnot states, after "twenty years of feminist education research, 
policy development and innovative school practice, it seems appropriate to 
evaluate the impact and significance of this worldwide struggle for social 
justice."17   Similarly, after 200 hundred years of missionary education and more 
than fifty years of universal, compulsory schooling in the Muslim world, it seems 
timely to evaluate the results of these systems of education and their actual 
impact on Muslim women's education.
 At the same time, the recent global economic restructuring policies and the 
consequent political unrest and educational provision also require a considered 
response from those committed to promoting greater social equality and those 
who are promoting the return to "Islamic education."  Though many writings and 
feminist studies of education, as Arnot adds, "has managed to cross its national 
boundaries and has constructed a common agenda for the English speaking 
academic world (in, for example New Zealand, Australia, the United Kingdom, the 
United States of America, and Canada),"18 few studies, to my knowledge, had 
constructed a common agenda for the Muslim women.  Even when some agenda 
has been constructed, it has been produced by Muslim males dealing with 
education from an idealistic, dichotomized (of religious and secular) perspective 
or by Westernized feminists (Muslims or non-Muslims) who operate from outside 
the Islamic framework. 
   Peggy McIntosh wrote: "As a girl or woman learns to read, she learns to 
imagine alternatives to her situation. But if what she reads leaves her out, she 
may see these alternatives as unreal--making her more, not less, disempowered, 
the more she "learns."19  The Dichotomy of the Ideals and Practice in the Muslim 
female education persists even in the most recent agenda developed by 
Organizations in the East and the West, Muslims and non-Muslims.  This 
dichotomy and the agenda are explained respectively by my definition of Islam, 
education, and Islamic education, and by the following review of feminists views 
of education, Muslim women's views, and Revivalists conception of modernity 
and education.. 



Islam and Education:
 Islam and education are linked in a shared process, because, on one hand, 
Islam as a world view may not be realized without its pedagogy (the arts of 
teaching and learning) and, on the other hand, education has no meaning if it 
does not penetrate the individual's world view and invokes change in perception 
of human relations.  Through this change in perception, education is expected to 
bring equality among humans, particularly between the sexes.  I believe that only 
when education succeeds to bring about such social change for social justice will 
it realize the existence of justice as a-priori in the Islamic world view as well as 
the existence of a just supreme being, The God (Allah).  Such an education is 
what I call Islamic education.  Thus, education does not become Islamic when it 
is taught by Muslims nor for Muslims, neither when its content is the subject of 
Islam.  Rather, education becomes Islamic only when it fulfills the premise of 
producing an autonomous individual who intellectually and spiritually makes the 
choice to be the Khalifah (vicegerent of God on earth) and to follow the course of 
action toward achieving social justice as described in the Qur'an and objectified 
by the Prophet Muhammad (PBUH). 
  I argue here that the tension between orientalists and contemporary Western 
ideals of Muslim societies and these societies' building of stable social 
organization is a by-product of Westerners' and Westernized Muslims' insistence 
to "liberate" Muslim women from their Islamic culture instead of helping them 
emancipate from within their own world view of Islam and the West, and cultural, 
spiritual, and intellectual needs. 
   The compounded effect of deteriorating Muslim women's education in 
general, and Islamic education in particular, seem to result also in another 
tension between the Muslims ideals and their practice, on one hand, and 
between the West ideals for itself and for others, on the other.  This tension 
resulted in dismissing the Islamic perspective of religion and its meaning of social 
construction in the understanding of Muslim women's role and education.  Since 
women's education is a pre-requisite to achieving Islamic education as defined 
above, gender justice in higher Islamic learning becomes a priority because 
without this equality between the sexes, the balance between individuals remains 
threatened by the attitude of superiority of one human being over another and by 
the one-sided (the male's) interpretation of the text, the Qur'an and the Hadith. 

Contemporary Feminists Views of Education:
 Reassigning feminist politics in relation to education among Muslims, involves 
identifying not only different feminist visions, different strategies and tactics, and 
different types of research, as Arnot suggests, but also different meanings of 
Islamic teachings with respect to education and justice in the 1990s within the 
context of the realities of Muslim women and men alike.20

 For the Australian feminist, Jane Kenway, the solution is "to develop 'gender 
and educational policy analysis' as a new field of study."21 Using the example of 
Australian feminists' incorporation within the state bureaucracy as 'femocrats,' 
Kenway argues both ways.  One, the successful impact of women's movements 
and feminist struggles on state policy- making process, but second, the 



limitations of gendered assumptions behind government policies.  British 
Feminist, Madeleine Arnot contributes to this analysis, to Kenway's new field of 
study, by offering "a preliminary analysis of the ways in which gender issues 
were part of the political context behind the recent radical reorganization of 
education in the United Kingdom," exemplified in the move for a National 
Curriculum.22  Similarly, the American Kathleen Weiler affirms that feminist 
educators in the 1990 throughout the industrialized world face similar problems 
and issues.  Despite national differences, she asserts, they share a concern 
about the future of education for women in societies marked by the resurgence of 
right-wing ideology and the conservative control of the state."  The chapters in 
her's and Arnot's edited volume, she laments, "all share a commitment to social 
justice and see education as a key arena of struggle for women and other 
excluded and oppressed groups."  Her outlines of "the two major theoretical and 
material challenges to left analysis" are instructive for our purpose. 23

 First, "the critique of what is identified as the post-modernist and postcolonial 
theories.  These theories have challenged the 'master narratives' of Western 
thought, in general, but also the truth claims of Marxism and feminism, in 
particular."  Second, "the realignment of politics following the success of neo-
conservative forces in the 1980s, the ever more rapid growth of a world wide 
corporate capitalist economic system and the seeming collapse and 'failure' of 
socialism in Eastern Europe and Russia. "  It is possible to argue, Weiler adds, 
that these 1980s developments "have in a sense 'freed' the left from the legacy of 
social democracy, with its acceptance of capitalism and its strategy of reform 
from within."24  But, she adds, "it is not at all clear what sort of policies will 
emerge to mobilize groups around an agenda in this new world." 
  From the Islamic perspective, it is almost clear to me that the agenda might 
look progressive, but it is basically a reformulation of the same capitalistic 
patriarchal, humanists ideas of the 19th colonial Europe in a new scheme of the 
global village vision.  Weiler defines education in the United States, for example, 
as being an "area of contestation since the common school movement of the 
mid-nineteenth century first proposed public supported free schools for all 
children as a means to control and discipline 'dangerous' groups in a rapidly 
urbanizing and industrializing society."25  She wrote: The "self-proclaimed 
educational 'experts' vision of mass education along the model of factories, in 
which mechanics of reading and writing are taught, and obedience to authority 
and acceptance of work discipline were the ethos of learning."  I find that the self-
proclaimed female liberators, Muslim education "experts" in the West, and the 
religious elites in the Muslim world are also dictating differentiated ethos of 
learning and teaching for the 'oppressed' or the 'temptuous' Muslim females in a 
rapidly changing world.
 The US educational policies were contested in 1904 by Margaret Haley and 
other militant women educators like Ella Flagg Young and university educators 
such as John Dewey, challenging the vision put forth by the 'efficiency experts' 
and 'scientific manager'--whose greatest concern was cost efficiency and the 
provision of standardized minimum education for the poor.  As Weiler sums up,
education has been a repeated struggle between those who want to expand 



education to build a more participatory democracy and those who define 
education to the demands of business and corporate elites. 26  Similarly, the 
Muslim World  educational policies were contested after indpendence from 
colonization, in the 1950s and 60s, by some Muslim females (Zaynab alGhazzali, 
and others as cited in Liela Ahmad), challenging the concept of educating women 
to be part of the labor force and office professionals.27 In my perspective of 
Muslim women's education I am not only contesting this utilitarian kind of 
education that was exported to the Muslim world and that have resulted in the 
creation of segregated, domesticating educational system for the female, poor 
and rural masses, but also contesting the contemprary Muslims' surrendering to 
the new right-wing movements inside and outside the Muslim world.  Lest there 
be a misunderstanding, I am not opposing the general principles espoused by 
those working toward girls education, Islamic education or Islamization of 
knowledge, but I am  protesting the means by which and the attitude in which 
these movements have been translated in policies towards women. 

Muslim Women's Views:
 It is critical for a Muslim feminist model of education to analyze the degrees 
by which Western feminist educational scholars and their Muslim emulators have 
been influenced by the challenges of post-modernist feminist theory and  by post-
colonial critiques of racist and Eurocentric ideology and forms of domination.  It 
will be naive to assume that all these theories are the same and that, as 
conservative Muslim groups claim, are all "part of an imperialist plot to destroy 
Islamic society." 28  Such a generalized view have led many Muslim males to 
insist on the centrality of women in preserving the moral character of the nation, 
but women could engage only in domestic duties to protect males' morality.29

There is an obvious contradiction in this claim, because not only Muslim males 
are preventing Muslim females from learning the needed skills to become 
preservers of the moral character, but these males themselves are involved in 
the imperialistic plot by collaborating with the West in capitalist economic and 
political activities.  Furthermore, as Watt suggests, if Muslims were prepared to 
abandon complete segregaation, they could reformulate Islamic norms which put 
self-restrictions on free mixing, and if these restrictions shown to work in practice, 
there would probably be groups in the West which would be ready to adopt these 
restrictions.30

  Similarly, it will be as naive to assume that feminists critiques of racist and 
Eurocentric ideology and forms of domination are totally different from post-
colonial policies, particularly in the feminist academic exclusion of the "others," as 
the labels "third world women" and "women of colors" indicate. In addition, the 
majority of these critical feminists are still operating from within the Western view 
of knowledge and education as means to intellectual, economic and social 
advancement, despite their struggle for "critical thinking of the established state 
or the authority of institutional truth."31

   Even when Weiler, for example, points out to feminist writers' serious 
consideration of "the critique of the universalizing tendency of white Western 
feminist analysis" and that these writers  are clear "that focussing on gender 



alone will not capture the realities of women's education" 32 feminist scholars' 
views remain problematic for Muslim women if taken at their face value. That is, 
because these scholars view knowledge as constructed and reconstructed in 
conditions of historical specificity, in which truth is accepted as relative only.  For 
a Muslim, there is some part of knowledge that has a level of universal truth. That 
is, only the meanings, interpretations, and applications of this universal truth 
might be constructed in historical specificity and cultural particularity, but not its 
principles.
  This basic difference, renders unsatisfactory the idea of power and the 
challenge of the central authority as an organizing principle for Muslim women's 
struggle.  Despite their being marginalized in reality,  the solution for Muslim 
women is not by just becoming another 'central authority,' or part of the 
mainstream, but to reinstate the power of "truth" back outside the human domain, 
particularly that of the male, and to realize that the truth lies not within one 
particular individual or group, but outside the human authority.  Human beings, 
according to Islam, may recognize this truth only when they use their intellectual 
growth to exercise just acts toward others, particularly the weak and the 
oppressed.  Thus, Arnot and Weiler's call for "a more reflexive theory that can 
address the realties of women in different sites and with different histories" 33

should be complemented with a call for a reflective theory that can address the 
ideals of Muslim women within their own culture vis-a-vis the Western projected 
ideals and realities.

Revivalists Conception of Modernity and Education:
 Fazlur Rahman describes why the revivalists' opposing modernity and the 
West has been problematic in relating traditional practices to contemporary 
needs.  He states, that the revivalists focus on the application of Shari'ah by 
merely returning to Hudud (public punishments for diversions from the teachings 
of Islam), discarding interest, and demanding Muslim women's return to 
traditional dress (what ever that might be). 34

 The contradiction in this view is obvious.  For instance, if Muslims sincerely 
want to return to the Hudud as a way of life, then the first punishment to be 
applied,  (Quran, 4:1) , should be to those men who have not allowed their 
daughters and wives an access to education. 35  That is because, in addition to 
depriving females from their natural right to know what they have been entrusted 
with, such men are not realizing the fundamental Islamic principle that the only 
authority and source of knowledge and value lies in the guidance of the Qur'an.36

Once Muslim men realize that, then the question of modesty in dress becomes a 
natural consequence only when a woman exercise her rights and responsibility in 
accessing and developing knowledge of the Qur'an, and not by being coursed in 
religious or moral duties. 
   W. Montgomery Watt  wrote: "Most conservative spokesmen, while they 
may claim that in Islam women are equal to men, are unwilling that women 
should engage in other than domestic duties.  The 1969 Declaration on Human 
Rights of the Islamic Council of Europe has no section on the rights of women, 
only one on the rights of the wife; and these include that of being supported by 



the husband. Thus, in the traditionalist world-view, as commonly understood, 
women are restricted to domesticity."37 Furthermore, the Organization of Islamic 
Conferences (OIC) established in 1973 held five world conferences on Muslim 
education in Mecca 1977, Islamabad 1980, Dacca 1981, Jakarta 1982, and Cairo 
1987.  Their recommendations, Ali Ashraf reports, were to "re-classify knowledge 
into 'revealed' (given to man by God and contained mainly in the Qur´an and the 
tradition of the Prophet) and 'acquired' (by man's efforts)," and that "acquired" 
knowledge should be taught from the "Islamic point of view," the process of 
which is referred to as "Islamization of knowledge." 38 The goals, similar to those 
outlined by al Faruqi (1982)39--to integrate modern sciences and branches of 
knowledge within the Islamic philosophy--are stated in the Islamic Education 
Series' seven monographs of which Ashraf is general editor. 
 A core curriculum (Muhammad Hamid al-Afendi and Nabi Ahmed Baloch, 
1980) with Syed Muhammad al-Naquib al-Attas's (ed.) Aims and Objectives of 
Islamic Education (Jeddah, 1979) and other "blueprints" for groundwork and 
strategies were published in this series, the basic premise of which is that the 
only way to develop an Islamic curriculum that will alleviate the crisis in Muslim 
education caused by the dual traditional and secular systems, is to "reinterpret all 
branches of knowledge, particularly social sciences, within the Islamic 
perspective."
   Yet, because the emphasis was on "revealed" vs. "human-acquired" 
knowledge, the proposed action plan did not devise for reconstructing a fresh 
base for Islamic thought and educational practice in light of new discoveries and 
contemporary needs and despite the recognition of the need to alleviate the 
dichotomy in Muslim thinking that resulted from separating "religious" and 
"secular" knowledge.  Also, despite its urgency in light of new economic 
developments and the women's emancipation movement,  no action plan was 
chartered for women's education. Instead, the emphasis on different and 
segregated education resulted only in proscriptive statements, reiterating a 
perspective on girls' education that has been evolving since the introduction of 
Western secular education practices.40

Emperical Findings in Historical context
 The dimensions of what I phrase, Muslim women at the crossroads of Muslim 
"religious" and Western "secular" education are discussed here.  By presenting 
the kind of tensions that Muslim women are facing,  I argue that Islamic 
education of Muslim women is the key to the solution for the dichotomous 
educational systems in the Muslim world as well as among North American 
Muslim communities.

Islamic and Western Worldviews of Education:
 Although Muslims have been concerned about the intrusion of Western ideas 
and philosophies in their religious education system for more than half a 
millennia,41 the recourse to Islamic/religious education, largely represented in the 
establishment of Islamic/Muslim schools in the West is a new phenomenon.  It is 
in part related to the migration of relatively large Muslim communities to Europe 



and the Americas and to the interest of these communities in the religious vis-a´-
vis secular education of their children.  Many Christian and Jewish schools were 
established earlier for the same purpose of combating the so-called secular 
education.42  Like their Parochial counterparts in earlier times, these new Muslim 
schools are open to the entire community.  Although the focus is on the Muslim 
population, both students and faculties can be Muslims and non-Muslims.  What 
kind of cultural challenge do these schools present to their Muslim and non-
Muslim students and faculty and to the Western cultures in general, particularly 
when it involves girls' education?  One can assume that, like other religious 
communities before them, the Muslims established in the West will produce their 
own accultured children that will come to call themselves, and take pride in 
being, Muslims.  Being a Muslim, however, means for the dominant belief, held 
by many Westerners and non-Westerners alike, that religion is a private affair, 
and that the teaching of religion, even if it was taught   in the secular schools,43

will only be a subject that is not among the "Foundation subjects," as the recent 
book edited by Pumfrey and Verma indicates. 44    
 Certainly, just like the historical-theological problem that Muhsin Mahdi 
discusses, 45the historical problem of non-Islamic acculturation is not likely to be 
reversed by such small scale attempts, given the ongoing process of 
Westerniztion of many millions of Muslims. Why then only some aspects of this 
phenomenon has been both the focus of Muslim educators and leaders alike, 
and are being challenged or criticized by Westerners?  Why has the focus been 
centering on only religious education among Muslims, and particularly among 
Muslim girls in such "religious" institutions, and in other private and government 
school? 46  What does all this mean to the education of Muslim women in the 
Muslim world in general and to North American Women, in particular? 
 The problem lies in the dichotomy between religious and secular education. 
The misconception among Muslims that religious education constitutes Islamic 
education is to blame for the present misunderstandings between Muslim parents 
and Western authorities.  However, further misunderstanding and distrust results 
also from the misconception among Westerners that teaching about Islam 
constitutes a preach to the separation of church and state more than teaching 
history from the Judo-Christian, the so-called, secular perspective.  Although 
there is some element of truth for justifying these misconceptions and distrusts, I 
argue that these misconceptions may be altered if we address the issues at their 
underlying assumptions, their basic principles. 
 In the educational context, the "theological-historical" problem between the 
Muslim and the Western world, I propose, was gendered more so than 
secularized by the governing colonial powers and their missionary and local 
partners.  I agree with Mahdi's analysis of the role of Orientalists in the course of 
secularization of the "theological-historical problem" of Islam and the West, in 
general, and the study of Islam in particular.  I depart,to some extent, from his 
analysis when I look into the course of change in the theological-historical 
problem of education in the Muslim world.  I am invoking "feminization" more so 
than "secularization" for two reasons.  First, feminization, here means the 
emphasis by Westerners on the "oppression" of female as a means to shame the 



Easter societies, the majority of whom that were under colonization were 
Muslims, of their practice in their treatment of women and to force them to accept 
Western practices. Second, the educational systems introduced by the Western 
colonizer (Europeans from the 17th century on, and the American cultural 
colonialism, from the 19th century on) were by no means secular, because they 
were mainly the product of Christian and Jewish philosophies and were 
presented through the missionaries despite the claimed separation of church and 
state. 47

  As I approach the study of Islam from the pedagogical perspective, I argue 
further that it was the issue of Muslim women's acculturation outside the Islamic 
framework that instigated the whole debate of East-West relations, in general, 
and the apparent conflict between Muslims and Westerners, in particular.  I am 
not invoking here the Muslim revivalists (Abdo, Banna, Mawdudi, Z. Ghazali and 
others) conspiracy theory of Christianizing the women in order to christianize the 
next generation.  Nor do I accept the Westernized feminist theory that Western 
and Muslim patriarchy are at work against females (McGuire, Sa'dawi, Mernissi, 
Leila Ahmad and others), though each of these theories has some merit. 48 I am 
basically suggesting that the Europeans, and their recent partners, the 
Americans, found an easy means to keep developing societies, Muslim societies 
among them, on the defensive, while they, the Westerners, achieve their 
utilitarian philosophies and pragmatic ends of perpetuating economic and cultural 
expansion of their societies. 
   Deniz Kandiyoti addresses the subjugation of the non-Western societies in 
her editorial introduction, stating the following argument: "an adequate analysis of 
the position of women in Muslim societies must be grounded in a detailed 
examination of the political projects of contemporary states of their historical 
transformations. [T]hey have all to grapple with the problems of establishing 
modern nation states and forging new notions of citizenship. This had led them to 
search for new legitimizing ideologies and power bases in their respective 
societies." I extend her argument not only to contribute to the development of "a 
comparative agenda," as Kandiyoti suggests, but primarily to analyze the 
educational development of the Muslim female that bears on the response of 
Muslim governments and religious elites to the new notions coming from the 
West.49

  I am basically reconstructing the process through which Muslim woman was 
transformed from an agent of education into an instrument to subjugate the 
Muslim female and her society.  The goal of this reconstruction is not to 
denounce previous history and male-dominated interpretations of events, though 
I may question the objectivity of such studies and reject some of these 
interpretations.  Rather, my goal is to formulate a feminine theory of Muslim 
women's education from within the Islamic perspective, bearing in mind the 
variations of relations between Muslim and Western peoples and systems of 
governing and education. These points will become clearer when I present the 
living cases. 



Meanings of female education in the dichotomous practice of Western/secular 
and Muslim/religious. 
 From the interviews that I have conducted with Muslim immigrant parents and 
their offspring in the USA and Canada between 1984 and 1986,  I will present 
two cases. 

Case #1. 
I asked an active and respected leader in her community, I named Safia ( #1, a 
Middle-age  mother of Indo-Pakistani origin who teaches religious education to 
the community children some afternoons and on the weekends) the following 
question: "What is the method you find most useful in talking to your children 
about Islam?"
 Her answer was: " I practice myself, and I do it myself, then I ask my children 
to do it."  When I asked "suppose one of your girls asked to go out with a friend, 
what are the things that you discuss with her about the subject."  Her response 
was that so far "my daughter asked me once to go to her friend's home, and I 
only let her do that after I invited the friend to my home, and find out what she 
does, then I took my daughter to her home, and checked that there were no 
boys, and I sat in the car , and checked again, and whatever she told me was 
right."
 Later on, when I interviewed the daughters of this same mother among a 
group of young females, I asked "do you find any difference between the 
guidance you receive from your parents and the guidance you receive from 
school or non-Muslims?" the younger daughter did not respond at all, while the 
older, a 19 year-old college students I will name sana', answered: " I think 
schools place more emphasis on your studies than they do on religious issues. 
May be they believe it is the responsibility of parents if they need to tell anything 
to their children, then they should be doing it and not the school."  When I asked 
"but how do schools expect you to relate between the morals of learning other 
subjects and of dealing with other people in the school environment if they do not 
teach general concepts about religious and moral matters, leaving it for the 
home?" Sana' answered: "Well, the thing , if they start teaching general concepts 
about religion, they will be teaching what they believe, and, you know, here the 
majority of people believe that Jesus is the son of god. We believe Jesus was a 
Prophet. Then there are other religions that don't believe in God.  So you really 
can't teach general concepts of religion because there are so many different 
concepts of religion." 
 When I probed further as to whether there was really a basic difference 
between religions, Sana' retracted by saying "Not in the main religions; Jews, 
Christians and Muslims.  But when you go into other religions, especially the 
orient, they are very different, they believe in idols.  But if you set aside the 
believe in One God, most religions are similar because they teach you to love 
your neighbor and that you have a purpose in life. I guess schools can teach that 
but it's very vague, and I don't know [how to teach about a general concept of 
religion]."



 Such a response suggests that the young female was not only confusing the 
teaching of religion with the teaching about religion, but also was not equipped 
spiritually and intellectually to realize the relationship of the meaning of, and 
believing in a One Supreme God to her practice of certain Islamic principles, 
such as love to one's neighbor and the purpose of life. 50 This confusion seems 
to result from one of the very basic failures in Muslims' religious education that is 
often mistaken for Islamic education.  It is also a failure in teaching the practice of 
a religion, in this cas Islam, as something that can be done without 
understanding and relating the meanings of each practice to the concept of God 
as the source of knowledge and value.   Compounded with modern Western 
views of religious believes as superstitious and the practice of rituals as irrational 
and irrelevant to intellectual growth, Muslims as well as non-Muslims accepted 
the argument that religion has no place in the "objective, neutral, rational" 
educational process.
 The 19-year-old Sana' provided further evidence to this analysis when she 
responded to my question as to what we mean by "religion."  She said, 
"Unfortunately what we have been doing is as if we are saying that there is a 
difference between man-to-man relationship and when we talk about the religion 
as if we are only talking about man-to-God relationships, and we really shouldn't."
Later on, as we were discussing how she gets answers to her inquiries regarding 
Islamic practice, she pointed to the fact that when she was visiting her parents' 
native country, she realized that they don't have trouble in religion, explaining 
that "the reason we have trouble is that we see our religion different from 
Canadian life," and we need to reason, to make sure that we are doing the right 
thing.  "What I saw in Pakistan," she added, "is that they do not emphasize 
religion, because they are supposedly living in Muslim country, and supposedly 
everyone is doing the same thing, supposedly the Muslim way. Whereas if they 
really think about it, "well, they are not really doing it the way it should be."
Whereas, we see other people here, we think about it, and realize that these 
practices are different. In pakistan, they don't know why they are doing it, while 
we may question something, we are not like new Muslims who could teach us 
because they have studied it.  We don't study Islam, we just accept it because 
we were born into it. " 
   Later in the conversation, when I asked what would be the kind of questions 
I may ask other youth group in oder for me to gain better understanding of their 
needs, Sana' answered: "I think something you can do, specially for youth, is to 
help parents understand the problems we go through.  Because we are pulled in 
so many different directions; by home, by school. And a lot of time, the parents 
being first generation, have not gone through it, they don't realize it, and they 
could use some education in what types of things that we go through, and why at 
certain times we need to question something that they just accept." 
  Issues like going out with friends, even girl friends, parents not making 
friends with the parents of their children's friends, not even allowing to be asked 
whether their daughters could visit their girl friends although boys are allowed to 
visit any friend indiscrimenatly, and not realizing that all Muslim girls are going 
through the same problem where they have to either lie to their parents or to their 



friends, because they do not know how to explain their different behavior.   All 
these issues transpired at different stages of the discussion with this 19-year-old 
and her Muslim friends.  Finally when I asked why can't they discuss these 
issues with their friends and tell them that this is their religion or culture, the 
answer was that "it is hard to explain." 
 Confusion and uncertainty, it seems,  result from parents' well-intended 
shielding of the girls from the reality of the culture, instead of helping themselves 
and their children understand and practice Islam in the context of the new 
environment that they are part of now.  The realities of these youth' questioning 
and striving to know is symbolic to their deep believe and ability to realize that 
there is a difference between Islamic and non-Islamic life and education.  But, 
our ideals, we parents and educators, provide no means for them to have a 
deeper understanding of the "why" in order to be able to negotiate their 
environment as autonomous individuals.   Muslim parents and educators are 
missing the basic elements of Islamic pedagogy: to prepare the next generation 
of women to be agents of preserving the culture, instead of making women 
instruments for transmitting some rituals.   Such shielding does not differ much 
from what Muslim societies practiced with respect to women's education in the 
face of European colonial and missionary, military and cultural invasion . 
   This lack of preparing the young females is evident in the mother's, Safia, 
response when I probed more about how she expects her children to relate 
between the two guidance; the school's and the home's.  She responded that the 
three religions are similar, and that she tells her children that Christian and Jews 
have changed what is in their books and put some human things in them.  She 
added, one time we were talking about dress and I told them look at the statue of 
Mary, do you ever see her without covering her head and body, but look at the 
Christian and Jews, they are changing their dress." 
 The use of such a parallel between Mary's cover and  Muslim woman's 
modest dress might bring a better understanding of common teachings among 
the three monotheistic religions. Yet, it certainly indicates a complete disregard to 
how the modern Western mind think of religious symbols as that is totally 
different from the Muslim mind.  S. H. Nasr asserts that the first thing a Muslim is 
dazzled by in the West is the dissonance, the compartmentalization between 
religion and everything else.51  I add that Muslims also don't recognize that 
similar comaprtmentalization is happening in the Muslim world, though not as 
explicitly expressed as in the West. The Mother's comparison is a sign for the 
failing Muslim institutions to integrate the two aspects of knowledge, the 
"relgious" and the "secular".  History tells us that the Judeo-Christian religious 
institutions' emphasis on compartmentalization and the idealization of women in 
the person of Mary or Rachel while neglecting to provide just solutions to the 
social realities of women in their societies were behind women's revolt against 
religious institutions, and often, against religion in general.  Finally, to make a 
parallel between Mary's virginity and the underlying ideas of celibacy and the 
condemnation of sex in Christian practice is counterproductive to the Islamic 
concepts of modesty and of encouraged sexual satisfaction through marriage.  



 These parallels are, knowingly and unknowingly, frequently reiterated among 
Muslim parents and educators.  Some sources suggest that Muslims began 
emphasizing female strict dress and seclusion after their contacts with the 
missionaries.  As, I have no conclusive evidence yet, I am only drawing attention 
to the fact that not only the Orientalists may have shaped Islamic studies and 
philosophy for Muslims in the last three centuries, as Mahdi suggests, but also 
that the missionaries and colonial forces may have shaped the pedagogy and 
practice of Islam as well. 

Case #2 
 By comparing the views of the above mother-dughter case to those of the 
following case, we may shed further lights on the matter.  I asked another group 
of mothers what was the most useful way to convince their children to attend the 
"Islamic" school or the youth group discussion (the previous sets of partents that 
I interviewd expressed concern that youth don't like to attend Islamic schools).  A 
mother of an European descent in her late thirty, I 'll name Ella (#11 ) stated: "we 
did not have to convince them. We just come to the mosque as a family.  We do 
not just drop our children at the mosque and go shopping, we go together. That's 
all, we started taking them to classes when they were young, and gradually they 
were mixing with other [Muslim] kids, and listen to what they come about Islam."
Later she added, "we also discuss with them the same topics they discuss in the 
youth group, so we learn too." In response to my question as to what we mean 
by practicing Islam, she answered by explaining how she has dealt with the 
question of her children going out with friends.  Contrary to  another mother in the 
group who answered, "by following the Sunnah," Ella stated: " Usually the 
understanding is that girls go out with girls and boys with boys.   If we are in a 
group , Muslims in a study group, we sit in a circle, men and women, who are we 
to say that it is wrong when youth do the same? alluding to the fact that the 
Prophet (PBUH) taught early Muslims together. 
    By realizing that idealizing the Prophetic tradition will not enable her to 
translate his 14 centuries behavior into today's terms, Ella has decided to 
address the principles behind the Prohetic practice and to provide somewhat a 
detailed example. When I asked her about how she deals with other social 
activities, she answered:"[For] going to film, I would like to know what it is about, 
if it was suitable."  Later on when I asked all mothers why they wont their children 
to learn Arabic even if it was not their native tongue, Ella answered: "[It is 
important ] to learn the Quran."  She added, some people think it is too confusing 
for children, but it is not. They accept it [if we explain]. You know, we are [the 
ones] who are [confused], we come here don't know how to practice [the religious 
aspects of] Islam. I find Islam here, You know I did not [know] any thing about 
Islam. They say you cannot practice Islam in North America, that's not true. You 
can practice it any where, as long as you have strong feeling about it, and  [know 
how to] work at it." 
 It seems that this Muslim woman of the European origin has escaped the 
Orientalists' view of Islam and the missionaries pedagogical practices of Islam 
that left a dent in Muslims'  perception and practice throughout the Muslim world.



My observation does not only concern the tension among Muslims' discrepent 
views of Islam and its pedagogy, but more importantly the tension between the 
West's view of religion and its practice as transpired in their own society vis-a-vis 
among "other" societies.   Muslims raised in Europe (i.,e. not affected by 
missionary and orientalist work) and before their contacts with recent immigrants 
from the Muslim world may have developed simple and less confused views of 
Islam, and educators should investigate such views further.  These findings have 
further implications for understanding the contemporary Muslim youth needs. 
 The 17 year-old daughter of Ella, I'll name Ema, answered to the question 
about the difference in guidance between home and school by saying: " The 
guidance you receive from parents you usually assume it's like an Islamic kind of 
guidance. It's within the Islamic perspective. But the one at school is not.  And to 
look deeper into that kind of thing, like you check it on your own. You can look it 
up in the Qur'an or the Hadith, or ask somebody [who knows] what is the right 
way to do it."  When I asked what the youth discuss in their youth dialogue group, 
she said:  "Everything is actually discussed . It is not just about God. We usually 
start with some Ayah (Qura'nic verse) or Hadith, and someone has a question 
about it, we try to resolve it.  Also, we have general questions, or Dr. 'Y' brings-up 
some questions, and he relates some of the knowledge to us. He tries to 
explain."
   When the discussion moved to how Muslims could set themselves apart, 
somewhat isolated from the rest of the society (I raised the question in response 
to Emma's brother's suggestion during the group interview that Muslims should 
build a separate gymnasium for girls), she aid: " It is not really separating, but 
you need to have a special group to support you, not to be pushed alone by the 
society.  But you can't do it alone without the society."  Finally, when I asked 
what is the best way for working with Muslim youth, she answered: "You have to 
deal with them on their own basis. You can't give them something they don't 
want. For instance, you go to a lecture, sometimes the topic don't interest the 
youth at all. I know, everyone tries to walk the other way [from the lecture]. I 
mean, it just does not appeal to them. You need something that they can 
understand, they can relate to."  She also spelled out how best to plan for 
Muslims: "I don't think the planning should be massive, like for the community to 
change it's way, like you go for the big thing first. You have to start from the 
basics, and then things grow gradually. Any kind of hope or change should be 
very minimal, and when you concur them, then things on top come naturally." 

Conclusion and Suggestion

By capturing the dynamics of these living pedagogical cases, I attempted to shed 
lights on the historical transformation of female role in order to find solutions that 
may not reverse, but at least modify the process.  As the transformation of 
female role is not the making of the West alone, but, knowingly or unknowingly, is 
also the making of the Muslims, in particular male elites and policy-makers,  I will 
argue that recent and present attempts to transform the educational systems in 
Muslim societies, known as the "Islamization" of knowledge and education, could 
be doomed to failure sooner or later if Muslim educators do not examine the 



education of Muslim women at a deeper level from what is currently being 
considered.  Similarly, any attempts of intervention by any external developing or 
political agency claiming to "improve" the status of Muslim women--whether 
inside or outside the Muslim world-- will create more problems than solve the 
existing ones, if the course of action remains within the scheme of keeping 
woman as instrument for change instead of an agent of change within her own 
culture.
  I am proposing a relational integrative Muslim female  perspective of Islam 
and of education and development for social justice.  It is intended to replace the 
present idealistic, dichotomized, and polarized view of women and education with 
a realistic view of woman as the preserver of Islamic culture and the perpetuator 
of social justice.
 {Table on integrative model of educ & Develop]

 This perspective accepts the stability of the Islamic teachings in the Qur'an 
and takes into consideration, as suggested by Amina Wadud-Muhsin,52 the social 
and cultural contexts in which the prophetic practice has extrapolated these 
teachings. It differs from the Revivalist males' perspective, however, by 
recognizing females as active partners in the interpretation process, and 
realizing, as did Muhammad Iqbal, the relevance of space and time to learning 
and to the reconstruction of Islamic thought. 53 I am proposing an "Islamic" 
perspective of development that integrates education and Islam, and that will 
benefit not only Muslim women but the Islamic social organization as well as 
gender justice in general. 
 Gender justice in Islam is the primary organizing principle of this female 
perspective; considering both Western and Muslim approaches--linear, a-
religious, and rational--and Islamic approach--spiral, religious, and rational.  The 
principles in this perspective signal the different ways in which Islamic feminists 
working from within the Islamic educational perspective are struggling to 
reconstruct the interpretation of Islamic concepts, not only in favor of girls, but 
also in favor of social justice for all.  I have explained this point earlier when I 
argued that multicultural democratic education does not benefit minorities only, 
but it is intended mainly to keep the majority in tune with their ideals of a 
democratic pluralistic education and social structure.54

 As I construct an action plan later that, in my estimates, will capture the 
momentum of the interest in the question of Muslim woman, but for a different 
purpose, I will reinstate woman as the education agent in Muslim societies, 
outlining her priorities.  One should not, however, overlook the comparison 
between the investigated group's adjustment process and that of other Muslim 
native groups and those who immigrated earlier, and of other religious groups.
How this group of Muslim mothers-daughters differ from the fathers-sons group is 
a subject for future work. 

Notes



* This work, and the overall theme of this research was developed as part of a 
lectures series presented at Oxford University Centre for Islamic Studies during 
my Visiting Fellowship in1994.  These topics were inspired by Muhsin Mahdi's 
article "Orientalism and the Study of Islamic Philosophy" (Journal of Islamic 
Studies 1 [1990] pp. 73-98).  I would like to acknowledge my adaptation of his 
style of presentation as I find the two subjects, the study of Islamic Philosophy 
and of Islamic education, very relevant to the overall interaction of the Islamic 
and Western cultures and the impact of this interaction on the education of 
Muslim women. 
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Introduction:

I hope to summarize 20-years of collaborative research projects with Syrian and North 

American Muslim women who self-identify with the Qur’anic gender revolution. In this 

work, I am emphasizing trends affecting (1) the structure of domestic life including 

conflicts between market democracy and current interpretations of Islamic individual 

liberty, (2) declines in social and political self-governance, and (3) the gradual erasure of 

mutual consultation, or Shura, as an intellectual project.

What is at stake here? 

If one goal of bridging Islamic and Western perceptions of democracy is social and 

political justice, another goal would be to create an approach to knowledge generation, 

wherein both women and men define transformation for a more just, participatory society 

respectful of individual autonomy, as well as of divine, civic, and natural laws. To

achieve these goals, Muslim women need direct access and conscientious knowledge of 

Islam and the law of the land, as well as autonomous action void of the intermediary of 

institutionalized paradigms. Be they the paradigms of authoritative or hegemonic 

governments guarding the “values” of tribal or conservative right-wing, or the Ulema or 

Orientalists guarding the old, prevailing interpretations of Islamic heritage, all must be 
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secondary to the Muslim woman’s self-identification with Islam as a worldview. Thus, the 

only solution is to re-examine and re-interpret the Islamic texts, primarily the Qur’an.  

Why and How? 

The need to re-interpret the Qur’an becomes obvious when we realize that centuries-old 

reform attempts brought only temporary and partial solutions. By either emphasizing or 

neglecting the religious, both so-called “Islamists” and “secularists” created more 

problems rather than solving the existing ones. I will narrate some of these solutions, 

analyze them in the context of the different meanings of democracy, and compare them 

with empirical results from the two grassroots Muslim women groups in Syria and North 

America who are re-interpreting the Qur’an.  I conclude with implications for self-

identity and self-determination. 

Drawing an analogy between active participation within the Qur`anic concepts of 

Tawhid, trusteeship, and justice vis-à-vis the majority-minority and electoral democracy 

as practiced in the West, I address the tensions between Western generated conceptions 

of democracy vis-à-vis self-identified Muslim women’s agency. These tensions are 

manifested on four levels: (1) value claims - the ontological, (2) knowledge claims- the 

epistemological, (3) cultural or historical claims, and (4) praxis or socialization claims, 

which I collectively call “worldview claims.” My focus will, therefore, be on the relation 

between the power of knowledge and social and political constructs. 
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A Muslim who consciously chooses the Islamic worldview as a reference, cannot fully 

identify with Islamic goals unless she frees the ideal from the hidden discourses and 

worldviews of those who believe in the social construction of gender and the Islamicity 

of equal but separate.  Moving, instead, into the view of human moral and cognitive 

autonomy will shed new light on understanding the Muslim woman and her self-

liberation by means of the interactive rationality of Islam. 

To achieve transformation in democratic theory and practice, we must go beyond reform, 

or retrofitting—fixing a faulty structure with new parts not available at the time of 

construction. Going beyond retrofitting means not simply incorporating ‘new’ ideas into 

existing theories and democratic practice, but fundamentally changing the very practices 

and theories themselves. In discussing the pedagogy of Islamic democracy, I argue 

against a retrofitted democratization that sets up parallel historical tracks of different 

groups, leaving intact a fundamentally pseudo, weak Euro-American-centered 

democratization structure.  Instead, I advocate re-examining existing heritage and re-

writing the new interpretation to integrate the constituent groups’ histories and 

conversations.  In other words, theory and practice of Islamic democracy are not only 

means for achieving social and political justice. They are the goal of transformation for 

theory, practice, and the new world policy-making process.  

II. Temporary, Partial Solutions vs. Self-identification 

To elaborate, Montgomery Watt wrote: For the Occidental, there are grave difficulties in 

attaining a balanced understanding of the historical role of Muhammad. The most serious 
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of these is that the dominant conception of religion as a private and individual matter 

leads Occidentals to expect that a religious leader will be a certain kind of man; and it is 

disconcerting to find that Muhammad does not conform to this expectation. For 

Muhammad, religion was the total response of his personality to the total situation in 

which he found himself. (“Muhammad.” in the Cambridge History of Islam, Volume I, 1970: 30) 

Watt’s description of the Prophet of Islam also represents the relation of the political to 

the religious and the intellectual in Muslim thought and governance. When, at his 

deathbed, Muhammad chose Abu Bakr, his companion, to lead the collective prayer, 

Muslims ignored the dynamics of the Qur’an that instates all humans as trustees and 

interpreted this choice as favoring male over female in political and religious leadership. 

They did not realize that the Prophet’s choice between Abu Bakr and Abu Bakr’s 

daughter, A’isha, who was also the Prophet’s wife and intellectual authority of Islam, was 

merely in response to the social and political situation in contemporary Makkah. 

Such misinterpretations continue to haunt Muslims, to the point of separating the political 

and the religious from the intellectual in interpreting the governing principle of mutual 

consultation. As this latter principle applies to both domestic and community relations, by 

limiting the consultative power to males in communal leadership, Muslims created 

another rift within, and between the domestic and the communal.  I submit that this 

misinterpretation still dominates Muslims’ behavior, resulting in partial solutions to 

domestic issues and inviting the interference of Occidentals and Western government 

bureaucrats who think that democratization of the Muslim world is the one that separates 

the religious and the secular.  For example, 
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in October 2001 President Bush notified Congress of US military 
campaign in Afghanistan. In November, 2001, in her Radio Address 
to the Nation, First Lady Laura Bush stated: “Because of our recent 
military gains in much of Afghanistan, women are no longer 
imprisoned in their homes. The fight against terrorism is also a fight 
for the rights and dignity of women.”  
(Retrieved, 4/27/ 2003 from: http://www.whitehouse.gov/news/releases/2001/11/20011117.html).
Despite this claimed liberation, in November 2, 2002, Reuters reported that 
The Afghan Supreme Court has dismissed a female judge, Marzeya Basil, 
for not wearing an Islamic headscarf during a meeting with President Bush 
and his wife in October 2002.

Another example, as a result of the harassment that some Muslim women 
encountered after September 2001, The American Muslim Women League 
asked a male Imam if it is acceptable for women to remove their head-cover 
under such extreme conditions (MWL newsletter, 2001), which degrading because 
it suggests that a woman needs permission from males to wear or remove a 
piece of cloth. It is also perplexing because the Muslim Women League 
itself was in the late 1990’s leading a US delegation to investigate and 
defend human rights of Bosnian women. 

Whether they are interpreting the Qur’an or the ideals of Western democracy, the 

underlying assumption of the above solutions remains that women have proxy morality, 

and still being treated as a minority group and as secondary to men in the religious, 

intellectual, social and political structures. Some of the above instances also show how 

the American experiment in democracy has not been able to protect its own citizens from 

discrimination and, to the contrary, has retracted back in times of crisis to oppressing 

minority groups, exactly as Alexis de Tocqueville feared would happen (Democracy in 

America. Indianapolis, Ind.: Hackett Pub, 2000). Lately, the ruling majority bureaucrats have 

even shown the desire to “liberate Islam” itself. 
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Although I like this idea of liberating Islam from its current interpreters, be they Orientals 

or Occidentals, one question still begs the answer: “Who has the authority to re-interpret 

Islam?” 

Islam, as Deen (worldview), is basically textual, not based on an event (as for example, 

with Christ’s resurrection in Christianity), or on a law (as with the law of the Torah in 

Judaism). The content of the text, i.e., the Qur’an is what defines all Islamic beliefs, from 

the divine authorship to the relation of God with humanity. The Qur’an itself reminds us 

that it is not because of the Prophet Muhammad that Muslims accept the Qur`an, but it is 

because of the Qur’an that they accept the authority of the Prophet.  What happened is 

that Muslims have, to a large extent, reversed the order when, as present in other major 

religions of the time, idealized the Prophet, his male companions, and his reported 

extrapolation on the Qur`an, his Sunnah.  Most contemporary Muslims even forget that 

the Prophet’s extrapolation (resulting in external text to the Qur’an, i.e., the Hadith) does 

not supersede the Qur`anic text.  Therefore, it is not merely the participation of women in 

the reading and the interpretation of the text that is of issue here, but it is their self-

identification with Islam as the Deen of Tawhid that is of utmost concern.  Tawhid means 

that the authority lies only with God, whose guidance is in the text of the Qur`an, and 

hence, each individual Muslim has the right and the responsibility of interpreting the 

Qur’an.



7

III.  Meanings of Democracy 

The first verse of Chapter four in the Qur’an sets the framework for the Islamic gender 

revolution in the intellectual, social and political structures; wherein the woman is viewed 

as the core of human well-being, where human conscientious agency determines liberty, 

and where human rights are achieved by one’s rational, constructive efforts, or Taqwa.

Contrary to the Qur’anic principles stand the argument of Orientalists, such as Bernard 

Lewis to reform, liberate, or democratize Islam through changes in the status of women 

after the Western model. (What Went Wrong Western impact and middle eastern response [video 

recording] West Lafayette, IN : C-SPAN Archives 2001)  First, Lewis seems to apply his 

understanding of the Hebrew meaning of ‘Herut,’ (freedom, meaning submission to the 

law) to the understanding of the meaning of free will in Islam.  In Islam, however, the 

order is exactly the opposite. Free will is a pre-requisite to accepting, understanding, and 

employing the moral guidance of the message of the Qur’an, and this acceptance 

becomes legal and binding only after the individual makes the conscious choice to accept 

or reject the message, not because it represents the law. Second, Western discourses, 

particularly feminism that relies on the politics of difference as in the case in the nation-

state civic democracy, often dismiss Muslim women’s self-identity as “religious”. Third, 

as we saw above, despite minor changes, the attitudes of the majority traditional male 

Ulamas and policy-makers have not changed. They still consider preserving customary 

traditions tantamount to preserving the Qur’an or the constitution. This is why some 

Muslim women, including some of my collaborators, resist the feminist- and the nation-

state-informed democracy, as well as Muslim male elite conception and practice of the 
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consultative process (shura)—wherein participation is limited to the selected few, and 

women’s participation is an “add-on” or only to address “women” issues. 

IV. Empirical Research Results  

The way out, therefore, is by allowing space for Muslim women to assert their moral 

autonomy and to participate in the re-interpretation of both the Qur’anic guidelines and 

other legislations. My evidence lies in the findings with Syrian and American Muslim 

women reclaiming their primary self-identity with Islam through deeper understanding of 

the Qur’an, but with different transformation processes. The Americans were relying 

mainly on scholarship, while the Syrians began with grassroots activism moving toward 

scholarship. I present only the main findings and their implications for national and 

international relations.

The pedagogical assumption--that once a woman changes what is in herself she will be 

able to work with others to question and change social and political structures (Qur’an, 

13:11)--gave different results for the two groups. While it was confirmed among the Syrian 

group, it was not confirmed with the American.  I believe that the latter group overlooked 

the power of the largely unquestioned Western approach of separating theory and practice 

which results not only in the marginalization of the worldview of Muslim women, but 

also viewed them as the “oppressed dependent other” who needed to be given the road 

map to salvation by the White Western male. 
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While the Syrian group realized early on that a Muslim may not fulfill the Islamic 

pedagogy of a trustee without being able to autonomously choose, understand, and act on 

her choice of Islam as a worldview, the American group were slow at realizing such 

autonomy. The request from a male Imam to have a decree for women’s removal of head-

cover is only one example.  Despite living under a one-party government, the Syrian 

group has reached a level of self-learning and self-governing that could represent a form 

of participatory democratization because it affirms Muslim woman's agency. It is the 

ability to authenticate one’s own knowledge, and not someone’s imposed knowledge and 

views, that drives the individual to act towards a progressive egalitarian attitude! 

V. Conclusions 

Non-Muslims, particularly feminists and policy-makers, need to become more aware of 

Muslim women’s worldview and not only look at them through the veil issues, the 

politics of difference, or corporate globalization. Muslim women scholar-activists also 

need to unveil their conscious process in order to make their worldview claims 

accessible. 

The first pre-requisite to Muslim woman’s identification with Islam--as a moral choice--

is her participation in reading and interpreting the text of the Qur`an (Barazangi, 2000). 

The second pre-requisite is that Muslim women’s self-identity must be acknowledged by 

both Muslims and non-Muslims before one can expect those women to be agents of 

change instead of receivers of change. Thirdly, Muslim women need to formulate their 

own choice before one can claim that a free identification with Islam is actualized 
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(Barazangi, 1997: 44). Fourthly, Muslim women must actualize the pedagogical dynamics of 

the Qur’an. That is, their involvement (or lack thereof) in formulating policies within 

Muslim communities and societies, as well as between them and other societies, will be 

the measuring stick in validating both the dynamics of the Qur`an and the success of its 

gender revolution. Despite their faith in Islam, and historical achievement, Muslims of 

different ages and regions have not been able to modify their prior conception of 

woman’s proxy morality, nor of her so-called complementary role to that of the man. 

That is the very reason why contemporary Muslims and those who study Muslims, 

despite the many so-called reform movements, are still confused as to what went wrong 

in Islamic history. Until these changes are made from within, the West’s view of, and 

behavior toward the Muslim people will not change. 
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INTRODUCTION 

 This chapter combines historical research and a field reporting of participatory action 

research  (PAR ) with one of the grassroots women's movement in Syria. I will analyze the 

participatory or democratization efforts by members of this informally organized group (the 

group) that is working toward Muslim women's self-identity. Islamic higher learning and its 

relation to Islamic principles of gender justice  provide the framework of this analysis. 

 Various factors have been affecting the priorities in women's Islamic knowledge and 

self-realization within the predominantly Muslim society of Syria .  Even when the group 

emphasizes community-based informal education and social welfare activities, inside and 

outside views of Islam and Muslim women do influence the decision-making process. These 

decisions may concern matters ranging from the group agenda to the members’ identifications 
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with Islam.  Interpreting Islam in this group's course of action is, consciously or 

unconsciously, affected by the domestic, national and international affairs of Syria. The 

present Syrian constitution does not declare Islam as a state religion.  Yet, it is hardly possible 

to find a discussion of any issue in Syria or any other Middle Eastern and Muslim countries 

without invoking a "monolithic" representation of Islamic religion-cultural and political 

image. Meanwhile, no studies attempted to present the Islamic conceptual and pedagogical 

foundations for individuals’ self- identity with Islam and the consequent civic decision-

making process that affects the individual and communal life. 

 As a PAR researcher and educator, my working and reporting on this group is to argue 

for the change in discourse to be able to understand Muslim women’s movement towards 

democratization. Some members of the group felt a need to further their indigenous 

educational strategies and invited me to participate in the group’s study-circles.  The group 

strategies consisted on reading the Qur’an and acting on what they learn. I knew of the group 

earlier and had informally observed some of their activities during subsequent visits to Syria. 

My presence in Syria for a period of three months annually during 1995-1997 helped develop 

this research and educational working relationship with the group. 

 Considering the Islamic principle of self-discipline for self-realization as neither 

inferior nor superior,  this group affirms autonomous responsibility as central to the Islamic 

religio-political process of educating.  The group interpreted this principle to mean first-hand 

knowledge of Islam from its primary sources. Intimate knowledge of these sources (the 

Qur'an and the books of Hadith that contain the Prophet Muhammad’s extrapolation of 

Qur’anic principles) is viewed as the only means to 'liberation.'  Liberation is intended to rid 

oneself of the dichotomous agendas of "liberal" vis-à-vis "traditional" interpretations of 



 
 
3 

Islam.3   The group’s primary concern have been to understand and apply the Qur'anic way of 

life.  Participatory decision-making process in the group, has been confined within the males’ 

'traditional' (i.e., grounded in absolute principles) interpretation of Islamic texts concerning 

the role of individual within a religio-socio-political structure of family and society.  My 

work with this group, as a facilitator, takes the Islamic principle of self-discipline one step 

further to affirm self-identity within the Islamic premise of gender justice.   

  

 To facilitate their movement from the predominantly males' interpretations of the 

Islamic primary sources is to make the Islamic principle of trusteeship (Qur’an, 2:30) explicit 

through higher Islamic learning.  A Muslim individual may not  fulfill the Islamic pedagogy 

of a trustee without being able to autonomously choose, understand, and act on her choice of 

Islam as a worldview.   This process requires both autonomous morality and intimate 

knowledge of the Qur’an before an individual can act as a trustee. Proxy or heternomous 

moralities--though represent prevalent practices--do not replace autonomous morality.  

Community welfare is central to Islamic principles of governing, but it does not preclude the 

primacy of autonomous morality as a form of self-governing. Within the guidance of the 

Qur’an and Hadith, when in conflict, the community collective welfare takes precedent over 

individual rights.  My analysis of this group self-learning and self-governing is intended to 

present a form of democratization by this Syrian feminine movement to affirm Muslim 

women's agency.  The group may not call its work democratic, nor feminine. This movement, 

though, has achieved and maintained some form of effective intellectual and civic 

participation despite the historical and cultural constraints that dominated the Syrian society, 

like other Muslim-Arab societies.  My intention is not to compare this Syrian grassroots 
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movement with other movements inside or outside Syria, but to change the perception of 

Muslim women's invisibility as an indicator of full dependency and/or oppression. By 

changing the discourse we find that "mainstream" literature concerning democratization, 

Syrian society, and Syrian Muslim Arab women have overlooked this type of groups because 

these groups are not connected to the center of power. Applying self-identity for self-

realization approach within the Islamic framework of gender justice as a base of participation 

or democratization presents different set of assumptions.  Self identity  for self-realization 

approach presupposes higher Islamic learning to re-gain the power of knowledge as a means 

of active agency. Further synthesis of the context of this study, the history and culture of 

Syria provide evidence for this group’s active agency. 

 

THE CONTEX 

 Though rarely recognized in Western literature on democracy and participatory 

decision-making, Islamic intellectual and spiritual autonomy, consultative decision-making 

and governance represent a form of democratic process. (al-Hibri, 1992)   This form of 

democratization calls for individual self-realization as autonomous, political entity, and for 

recognizing this entity as a prerequisite to social justice. I have argued elsewhere 4  that 

identity cannot be re-claimed through superficial "empowerment."  This latter will only make 

the female feel more inferior because she still relies on the group to affirm her participation, 

in the name of leadership, for instance.  This inferiority, in turn, may cause her  to become 

oppressive to others. I also argued that the perception that social justice result in individual 

justice is problematic.  Even distributive justice (Young, 1990) may not result in the 

equilibrium of male-female relations as long as concepts of superiority (domination or  
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protection of female morality) and inferiority (feeling oppressed or the need to be protected) 

have not changed. Governance in the Islamic morality is granted first to each individual as the 

trustee of Qur'anic guidance.  A Muslim may not be consciously Muslim unless she has the 

choice to accept or reject the "Divine guidance"  and, with full awareness, become 

responsible only towards the "Supreme Guidance,"  God (called Allah in Arabic).5    The 

community of such individuals then entrusts its affairs to an elected council  that relies in its 

decisions on mutual consultation and consensus.  Leadership in this governing body is given 

to the person who is knowledgeable and of a just character. 

 Knowledgability and just characters are determined by the benefit individuals bestow 

to other members of the community.  Michael Chamberlain (1994) argues that "Western 

concepts of legitimate order were inappropriate to medieval Muslim society where social 

advancement was dependent upon the production of knowledge and religious patronage.”  He 

adds, “[I]t was the household, rather than the state agency or the corporation, that held 

political and social power." (I)  Chamberlain argument  still applies to present-day religious 

learning, particularly  among Muslim women who have been invisible to historians, social 

and cultural investigators because the latter apply the Western concepts of legitimacy. The 

culture of the study-circle, for instance, still is a major form of, not only high culture, as 

Chamberlain suggests (p.81), but  also of knowledge production and affirmation for the 

concept of benefit among women.  He adds, “In the biographical dictionaries, ‘Ifada [benefit] 

was probably the most common term for education itself. The elite of Damascus as elsewhere 

divided the social universe into insiders and outsiders.  Here the principle of social division 

was not between the pure and the impure, or between the naturalness of the well bred and the 

affection of social climber, but rather between the beneficial and the useless.” (113)  Women 
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who teach women in the study-circles are still viewed as pious, of just character, and of 

relative power when their  knowledge is disseminated to “benefit” other women.  This is 

evident, for example, in the mushrooming of women's study-circles inside and outside the 

mosque in Damascus and other Syrian cities in the 1960s, in response to the political and 

social instability.  The grassroots movement reported here started as one of these study-circle. 

6  The movement ability to maintain active participation, perhaps, was because of their 

invisibility and by being away from the purview of  both  the “liberal” and the “traditional” in 

their endless confrontations and dichotomous views. 

 What is peculiar about this Syrian women's grassroots movement is its attempt to re-

gain its grip on Islamic knowledge as a means of participation and democracy.  As the present 

context of the Nation-State and regional foreign relations do not concern themselves with this 

form of participation, women's groups, like the group in this study, became oblivious toward 

political changes.  Such attitude made these women unaware of the effect of the outside 

concepts and foreign policies on the perception of women’s national and domestic role in 

society.  Despite their attempt of self-realization, the basic problem for this group seems to lie 

in its members’ lack of realization that their identity was, and is being shifted for them within 

national and international policy-making.  Thus,  "Self-identity," no matter how an individual 

or a group defines herself, is central to my analysis of present views of democracy by this 

Syrian women group.7    Women in general are still perceived to represent the domestic 

affairs by proxy  and Muslim women are still perceived as the preservers of culture, and not 

as contributors to culture. Women's issues are being played internationally in collaboration 

with, or despite the internal policy-makers. This domestic proxy is more pronounced among 
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Muslim societies, like other population in the developing world, because they are still heavily 

dependent on the international market of ideas as well as goods.8   

 Muslims, particularly women, have not had the opportunity to broaden and balance 

their understanding of the perennial relationship between modern knowledge, and economic 

and political power in its contemporary form.  Such an understanding is assumed to help their 

capacity as educated citizens in evaluating and contributing to their own development. I 

should add that such understanding may not be valid without women understand their own 

identity and the Islamic basic premise of trusteeship. The lack of such understanding does not 

necessarily call for outsiders' discourse of these societies as colonized ‘savages' or ‘oppressed 

group of people that need to be civilized or emancipated.’ 9 

 Syrian women, like most women in the Middle East and in the rest of the Arab, 

Muslim, and developing worlds, have in the last two hundred years been given the following 

identities. They are chronologically and sometimes interchangeably identified as Oriental, 

Harem, Muhammadan, Moslem, Near Eastern, Greater Syrians (that included present day 

Syria, Jordan, Palestine and Lebanon), Syrian Arab (vis-à-vis Jordanian, for instance, 

beginning with Arab-Israel conflict over the Israeli occupation of Palestinian land, 1948), 

Middle Eastern (beginning with the US involvement in the region's affairs to protect its oil's 

strategies and revenue, stretching from Egypt to Pakistan, and from Turkey to Yemen), Arab 

(beginning with the formation of the United Arab Republic unity between Syria and Egypt, 

1958), Muslim (beginning with the Syrian government cooperation with the Iranian Shi'i 

revolutionary government after 1978 revolution). 

 What makes these shifts in identification significant to understanding the role of 

women vis-à-vis men in the region and in Syria is that outside concerns for women's status 
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and women's education began to surface simultaneously at the introduction of the European 

missionary and colonial intervention. This intervention  was followed by  "[S]tate rhetoric 

and eventually state action in matters of women's education that paralleled the ideas 

expressed in the discussions and writings of male intellectuals."10  These concerns were also 

followed by the introduction of European industrialized economy in the early 19th century 

and the search for markets as well as cheap labor in all classes and levels in the "Near East" 

(Hammam, 1972).  What makes the emphasis on these  identities significant  to understanding 

Syrian women vis-à-vis other women in the region is the centrality of Syria since ancient 

times as a crossroads to and from the region of cultural, religious, economic and, political 

trends, and as a crossfire between the European/American crusaders and the Middle Eastern 

Muslims.11 

 In a literature search about Syrian women in the Cornell University collection, only 14 

records about women were available among 1258 records on Syria, the oldest of which were 

written by two American male missionaries.  The titles of these missionaries' works, and their 

accounts of  "Women  of the Arabs" (Jessup, 1874) and "Women of the Orient" (Houghton, 

1877) are often used as authority facts in contemporary  sources about Syrian women. What 

has been projected in the literature as the Syrian women's needs for "emancipation" and 

"democracy," has often takes the tone of these writings that Syrian women's oppression is 

solved by the intervention of outside "Christian salvation" or sympathetic, humanistic 

approaches. 

 Recent approaches, such as Deniz Kandiyoti's, emphasize "the centrality of the state to 

any analysis of women in the Muslim world" (Cole, 1992: 23). Though I do not subscribe to 

Kandiyoti's centrality of the State, I recognize the relevance of some relationships that she 
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draws with reference to the Nation-State concept.  She explains  how the "women and 

development lobby exerted pressure on national governments to recognize the role of women 

in combating poverty, illiteracy and high birth rates" and how this recognition often triggers 

the need to be supported by "right-wing elements in society, including the army, to encounter 

the opposition of " religious groups.” (Kandiyoti, 1992:253).  What more confusion of 

Muslim women’s identities is there, given that religious groups are assumed to also be “right-

wing elements” and the majority of Muslim women are still ‘religious’ in their own way? 

 More contemporary approaches, such as Murphy and Gause, III (1997:58) raises the 

question: "Is democracy a policy goal of the United States in the Middle East?"  Their  answer 

is: "[T]he Clinton Administration officials are reticent to use the word democracy in their 

statements on the Muslim Middle East." Murphy and Gause, III continue:  "However, they 

[the Clinton Administration officials] do not explicitly exclude the region from their general 

foreign policy goals of expanding the number of democracies and market economies 

throughout the world." 

 

RESEARCH APPROACH 

 I chose PAR to compliment the Islamic framework of self-identity for self-realization. 

In a PAR approach the researcher acts as facilitator, and participants generate knowledge for 

the research as a means to self-learning--the concerned participants have a stake in generating 

the research problem, defining it, and  looking for solutions from within their own 

worldview.12   Narrating my work with the group consists of reporting some of my 

interaction within the group, analyzing and synthesizing what seems to be the underlying 

principles and assumptions of these Syrian women's view of democracy.  The synthesis will 
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shed lights on the content and the process of their "democratic" thinking.  It should be noted 

here that these accounts are my translation from the Arabic language of excerpts from 

discussions and events in which I participated at different times during three different 

scholarly visits to Syria.  I have inserted several endnotes--some of which are lengthy--to 

some of the narratives to familiarize the reader with the particular Syrian Islamo-Arabic 

religious and cultural contexts. I also state some of the Islamic principles as stated in the 

Qur'an in order to show the fluctuation of conception and practice between the original 

principles and their interpretations, influenced by others’ readings. 

 The goal  of this reporting is to follow-through the construction process of the 

"democratic" decision-making among these Syrian women.  As these women define their 

issues, think about solutions within the prevalent social practices vis-à-vis the Islamic 

principles, they are invoking some form of democratic process of participation.  Note that I 

did not introduce the word 'democracy' in any of my discussions with the group.  When I 

asked some members and the leader of the group--in a separate context from that of the study-

circle--to write their own essays expressing their respective views of democracy, I was told 

that I should be able to derive these views from the group discussions.  Thus, my synthesis 

relies largely on my  participatory observation and partially on the provided literature written 

by some members of the group.13 

 Syrian women' agency never failed its struggle to preserve and maintain the cultural 

values of not going public with household and familial affairs which might have helped, 

unintentionally, in reinforcing the social perception of women's marginal, dependent role. 

Only recently we start seeing sketches of this agency appearing, but mainly in the fields of  

literary and popular culture.14    In addition, legitimizing and de-legitimizing this agency was 
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never as intense as it has been during the last half century, given that internal feminine 

identifications began to emerge more explicitly as well.  The internal politics, that kept Syria 

in political turmoil from the time of its independence from the French colonization, 1947, 

until the strong grip of  the present governing Ba'th party, also kept Syrian women's views of 

democracy swinging, depending on the leading party's agenda and with whom it allies.  It is 

only after the failing of the unity with Egypt, early 1960s, and the occupation of the Syrian 

Golan Heights during the 1967 war , that informally organized groups of Syrian women 

began to search for solutions collectively,  as separate of the political “nationalistic” agenda. 

One of these groups is the focus  of this study.  Few women also participated in the already 

existing professional organizations and labor unions.  Some had their literary salons.15   Yet, 

only one formal women's organization, Syrian Women Union that was founded in early 70's, 

has been the sole formal representation of Syrian women in national and international venues.  

More recently, some female academicians started making their voices heard, but it is too early 

to asses their impact.16 

 How does Islam, then, play a role in contemporary issues of democracy in domestic, 

national, and international affairs, such as the relationship with the US?  Why do we need to 

address US foreign policy, for example, in the context of Syrian women's grassroots 

movements?  The history, past and present, of the region is still build on conceptions or 

misconceptions of the role of Islam in balancing or offsetting any social and political act, 

even when the issues under discussion concern personal laws (such as, marriage, divorce, 

inheritance) of the 15%  Christian and population.17   Since it is hardly possible to find a 

discussion of any issue in Syria or any other Middle Eastern and Muslim countries without 

invoking a "monolithic" representation of Islamic religio-cultural and political factors, the  
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Islamic conceptual and pedagogical foundations for individual's self- identity and its 

consequent civic decision-making are called for. 

 

CONVERSING WITH THE GROUP 

 In January 1995, I attended one of the weekly study-circle of the group. The informal 

educator and activist leader, Ms. Hana, had just made her first public presentation at the 

Syrian National Public Library in the Capital, Damascus, about the role of women in the 

Qur'an. A rare occasion for women to address such issues  in such prominent public forum, 

made the work of this group more significant for understanding grassroots movements 

towards democratization.  It is instructive to note here that the Syrian government had just 

lifted curfew on public gatherings and events,  particularly study-circles in mosques.  This 

change of policy coincided with the dismantling of the Soviet Union, the Syrian  alliance with 

US and other Western governments in the Gulf War, the Syrian government involvement in 

the Middle East "Peace process,” and the US President Clinton's visit in the late 1994.    

 I knew of Ms. Hana and her earlier activism more than thirty years ago, before I first 

came to the United States as a graduate student after the 1967 Arab-Israeli war. Her group 

consisted then of five to ten women who were fed-up with the different trends of 

"democratic," modern, secular forms of governing, particularly the ways in which Muslim 

women's issues were being discussed-- often as a lip service to the intellectuals and religious 

elite.  The goal of Ms. Hana's group18  is for the members to do their own study of the 

primary sources of Islam and to apply them in their daily life. They started by individually 

reading designated chapters or sections of the Qur'an, meeting once a week, and discussing 

what they understood from their reading. As they began to build a consensus on their 
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understanding of the basic principles, they implicitly generated an integrative agenda for 

themselves, which have eventually became the agenda projected among other similar off-

spring groups, with the hope to achieve Muslim-Arab women's self-education about Islam.  It  

seemed to me when I first participated in these study-circles that the majority only rely on 

Ms. Hana's input.  As time progressed, however, I realized that they were making their own 

contribution, but out of the traditional respect  for mentors, they would listen attentively until 

the leader finished her presentation.  

 What is peculiar about this group is that very few of them obtained a college degree 

and, yet, they were able to combine historical and contextual interpretations of the primary 

text with the contemporary needs of Muslim women and their families to guide their action.  

Only few of them, however, seem to have been able to self- identify themselves as 

autonomous individuals irrelevant to their familial and historical situation. The continuous 

change in membership and the inconsistency in attendance made the work of this group looks 

ineffective in its early formation.  Now, a few hundred members strong with a variation in the 

level of formal education, their main concern still is that they practice what they have learned. 

 In addition to their weekly study-circle, they have one day of the week devoted to 

visiting and helping, on a voluntary basis, in the bathing and cleaning elder women and their 

rooms--changing sheets and towels, and using cleaning tools bought by the group as well--

who live in a government-run old people home. Another day is devoted to collecting any aid 

they can receive unconditionally from  contributing families --money, food, clothing, etc.-- 

and distributing what they collect via visitations to needy families. Their way of distribution 

is not a  one-time charity-like work.  Rather, it is well-studied and well-planned procedure of 

informal contacts, through family relatives or friends.  As volunteers, they form a one-on-one 
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working relations with the donating family (s) and the women in the recipient families toward 

building these women's own agenda.  The main agenda is self-learning of some skills--from 

managing household to educating self and others in Islam. The purpose is to benefit the 

society, but also to gradually change the perception about their role--in the immediate and 

extended family, in the neighborhood community, and in the society at large--from the 

limited household care-takers to agents of change. 

 I attended other meeting with the group during its monthly study-circle. About 25  

self-selected women were in one of these meetings in 1995 at one of the member’s home.  

Most of these women also attend the weekly study-circle in the mosque. The nature and the 

content of discussion, however, are different. The monthly meeting is geared more toward 

self-evaluation of the activities and issues facing the group, in addition to planning for special 

occasions (e.g., marriage, birth, death, holidays, children’s activities) for the individual and 

the collective membership.  The monthly meeting can be described as similar to an executive 

board meeting, with the difference that these women exchange their role of leadership 

informally.  By the default of taking on the responsibility of benefiting others, these women 

neither call themselves, nor are they officially registered as chairs of committees. It is a 

common knowledge among the group that a particular member takes care of certain tasks, and 

that she can draw-on other women’s resources when the latter express their availability.  

Sometimes, she requests their participation even when they do not volunteer for their own 

tutorial benefit. 

 In this special monthly meeting, I introduce my work with North American Muslim 

women, and suggested as a means of brain-storming that each member reflects on her 

involvement with the group--a PAR Strategy.  Ms. Hana started by talking about how her 
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perspective on Islamic interpretation has changed from the time I knew of the group almost 

30 years ago. She claimed moving from a one-sided view into an open dialogue. This claim 

was partially evident in the responses that I gathered from the 25 women when I went around 

asking each one--in the group setting--what was in her view the most pressing issue that the 

group had hoped to resolve. The variation in their answers was in the way each have 

expressed her own interpretation of a single issue.  Though this was a testimony to their 

participation in their individual and group decision-making, the recurring issue of concern 

was evident of how international agenda  had dominated their discussion. As the issue of 

"Islamic dress" surfaced, for example, and as I challenged them of its priority, their openness 

in critiquing their own views, elaborating on certain sources as evidence was instructive, 

though not very promising.  

 A middle-aged relatively new member stated: When I first joined this study circle 

about five years ago,  no one told me that I should practice the wearing of 'Hijab' (veil),19 

because I was already practicing it. I wanted to know the basis for it, so I studied the related 

verses from the Quran and the Prophet's traditions.  I became convinced afterward that if I 

accept Islam as a way of life, then wearing a modest attire is not an issue for discussion, nor is 

it a matter of making me more or less "backward or dependent." To the contrary, I feel that if 

I am to be an active member of the community, and if I want to be able to come to the 

mosque regularly and participate in the activities, Hijab would facilitate my activism and 

communications. I would not have to worry that others will see me as a woman only [ a sex 

object].  They will respect me for what I have to say and do, not for what I ware.   
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 Another young member in her early twenty told me later that she could not understand 

why she had to justify her life style to others, especially outsiders: Even when I wear blue 

jeans, I am questioned about my way of dressing. 

 Though I do not consider the form of dress central to Muslim women's education and 

emancipation any more than the centrality of Western women's attending a church or a 

synagogue to their 'liberation' movement, the fact that the issue of Muslim girls' education in 

Western countries was reduced to the fight over whether or not a girl in France or a teacher in 

the US or Turkey should be allowed in the classroom with her head-cover made such a 

conversation among Syrian women in 1995 indicative of other factors, such as external 

identification of the Muslim women’s issues. 20   It is ironic that most of these women in this 

particular study-circle were not aware of the above events in the Western countries, given the 

limited information in Syrian media, but  the issue of the dress kept surfacing.  I think this 

surfacing resulted mainly from an earlier incident in Syria in which some political elite's 

group. Being discontent with the mushrooming of women’s “religious groups” and their 

adaptation of the ‘Hijab’ as the form of dress, some of this elite group started pulling head-

covers of these women in the streets. Their excuse then was that such practice was against the 

revolutionary measure of the governing party strive to liberate women. In response to the 

“religious elite” group, the government condemned such incident, but the discussion never 

ceased, nor the increment of women’s practice of the form of dress. 

 The rationale among the group for the modest dress was different from other rationale 

that  I  have heard and read about among religious and secular groups of women--be it in 

North America, England, France,  Egypt, etc. These Syrian women were not discussing, nor 

concerned with the symbolic, political stigma that was attached to the “veil.” 21  Rather, their 
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concerns were mainly of how to understand the Qur’anic principle of modest dress--whether 

for male or female--and to explore the different interpretations in order for each member to 

reach a satisfactory solution with which she feels comfortable. 

 What concerns me as an educator, specialized in curriculum development in Islamic 

and Arabic studies, is how these women in the group were interpreting the global emphasis on 

Muslim woman's attire--by Muslims and non-Muslims--and what implications such 

interpretations have for these women’s own readings of primary sources. Detailed 

circumstances that surround discussions of texts, whether concerning issues of dress or any 

other issue, have significant consequences for self-understanding of Islam. Whether the issue 

is the nature of the decision-making process or their ability to defend their legitimate place in 

the mosque, what matters most is that we recognize self-realization and self-identity as 

indicators of democracy among this group. A “fresh” reading of Islamic texts proves the 

biases in prior interpretations and practices as well as the irrelevance of some the above 

Western concepts and approaches. The following incidents illustrate the realization of the 

meaning of Islam in their own individual and familial lives. 

 In that same year, February 1995, this group of women  had started meeting in a 

newly established mosque after they had convinced its  appointed leader to open the mosque 

for them two hours before the Friday congregation in order to hold their study-circle.  The 

mosque leader had secured the approval of the board of directors (all males) to designate a 

special space for this group of women to hold their study-circle and to join in the Friday 

sermon with other women who frequent the mosque, undisturbed by male worshipers. 22  

Hardly a month has passed for this study-circle arrangement, when the mosque leader 

announced at the end of one Friday sermon that the women could not come to the mosque any 
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more given that there was not enough space for the multiplying number of males who 

frequent the mosque during the fasting month of Ramadan. 

 This first incident did not seem to be of concern for most of the attending women, as if 

they have become used to such sudden fluctuation in decisions of mosque “authorities.”  As I 

happened to be in attendance then, the incident was a signal of opening a new front for 

struggle, not only because I have been researching and arguing literary and actively similar 

rationales among Muslims in North America, but because this same leader had, only few 

weeks earlier,  proudly announced that he was making space for women's participation in his 

mosque.  It is instructive to note here that the Islamic spirit of Friday gathering  and sermon is 

not limited to the congregational prayer, but intended mainly to gather each local community 

to discuss its affairs. That is why there is a mosque in every little community, even in the 

remote rural areas.  Yet,  some Muslim societies have started--in response to intruding 

cultural and ideological forces--preventing women from frequenting the mosques on Fridays 

with the rationale being fear of "unnecessary"  exposure to outside ideas.  At later times, the 

rationale became that of "unnecessary" intermix between men and women. Such practice 

transformed with time into a rule, and many contemporary conservative leaders, as Keddie 

(1992:47) suggests, are reading such rules back into the Qur'an or books of Hadith.  Worst 

yet, this “reading back” now claims that woman's attendance of Friday gathering is not 

obligatory on women, classifying women with children and the mentally disable as not being 

responsible for such religious requirement. 

  The mosque leader happened to attend one of my public lectures on Muslim women's 

human rights at the Damascus American Cultural Center--at which about ten women from 

this group were in attendance--, and have refuted my argument as unfounded, giving the 



 
 

19 

example of his mosque.  I was arguing then that Muslim women Islamic right to deeper 

knowledge of Islam was denied by not being allowed active participation in religious affairs, 

part of which is Friday gathering.23    It is further instructive to note here--according to what 

was related to me after being back in the US-- that many religious leaders (predominantly 

males) were privately opposing the sudden openness in  publicly discussing Muslim women's 

issues. These leaders started to criticize--at the pulpits--the "importation of 'Western' ideas of 

permissiveness, particularly in the name of discussing Muslim women's human rights and 

liberation by  'Western trained women' at the American and British cultural centers."  These 

oppositions, ironically, were taking place at the same time when the government-supported 

Syrian Women Union was holding workshops and other preparatory events for their 

representation in the, forthcoming then, September 1995 International Women's Conference 

in Beijing. 

 What made such dualism and shifts in discussions and the giving or holding space for 

women in public domain significant is that such incidents were not limited to Syria. As an 

insider-outsider observer, 24  I was able to specifically track-down how certain issues are 

reflecting the 'hidden agenda' or the “hidden curriculum” behind this shift.  The second part of 

the mosque incident and the rest of the conversation within the group, along with the 

variations in the responses to such manipulations will explain. 

 At the end of the collective prayer on that same Friday in February, 1995, I thought 

that I should intervene, suggesting to meet with the mosque leader immediately and offering 

my support if they choose to act.  After some hesitation, Ms. Hana and another woman 

volunteered and the three of us went to the leader. At the end of ten minutes of arguments and 

counter arguments with the leader,  the other woman used the argument of women’s praying 
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at the great mosque in Mecca.  I followed by saying: "you have only two choices, either you 

work the issue with your board of directors or we will be praying next Friday on the 

sidewalks around the mosque, bringing our own rugs to conduct our "obligatory Friday 

prayer" as the Quran and the Hadith  evidence dictate. 25    As we left the mosque, Ms. Hana 

looked as if she was bewildered by the course of events. Two days later, Ms. Hana told me 

that the women will be able to retain half of the space and conduct the study circle as usual.  

When I asked her how she managed to reach such a solution, she told me that an opportunity 

developed in which she was able to talk to the leader alone.  I managed to attend one of the 

study-circles before leaving Damascus that year, but I was discouraged by the site of the 

dividing curtain. I felt as if such a solution would send wrong messages about women's place, 

women's Islamic education, and women's emancipation.  True, such messages are still 

prevalent among many "religiously" oriented women's groups, but other incidents that I 

experienced in Ms. Hana's study-circle, and that I will summarize below, suggest different 

results. 

 As I reflect back  on the above incidents and other directly and indirectly related 

events, I realize that Ms. Hana was not bewildered by the mosque incidents.  Rather, she was 

experienced in the existing social and political circumstances of the time that her apparent 

hesitation was neither because of inability to respond, nor a matter of succumbing to males' 

decisions.  Her action was actually a result of 'wait-and-see' strategy.  She has known the 

leader and other religious leaders along with the social and political context to the effect that 

she realized that the best strategy was not to be publicly too assertive too soon.  This analysis 

was affirmed by her response to my discontent with a new leader of the same mosque, when 

he addressed women's role as being the instigator of temptation on one Friday in 1997.   As I 
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questioned the group about not responding to such views--implying  as if they were 

complacent-- Ms. Hana responded: We know that this man is fair, so we have to be patient 

even when, sometimes, he sound as if he is against women. 

 The question of women's democratization among this group, therefore, is not whether 

or not these women take their place in the public explicit decision-making process. Rather, by 

their ability to privately argue their case and their ability to understand the circumstances that 

surround each particular decision-making process and each issue, and to work with the 

circumstances to secure that their voice is being heard and their place is being preserved.    

Had the outcome of the mosque incidents have been different, one might argue as to whether 

or not such process remains a democratic one.  These women response is: as long as we are 

able to reflect on our own strategies and are free to pursue or drop them, self-realizing our 

role in the process that affects our own lives and benefit other women, we feel that we 

maintained our Islamic, civic rights. 

 I learned, in 1996 that Ms. Hana and another certified member of the group had also 

established a nursery school on the same basic principles of learning with each other and 

acting together on what they have learned. Few of the certified educators  in the study-circle 

also became teachers in Ms. Hana's school. 26   When Ms. Hana was questioned about her 

bias in selecting only the teachers who practice the modest form of dress by another group in 

a 1997 forum, she explained her school motto: I recruit my teachers on the basis of believing 

and practicing the following three principles;  (a) no child should be afraid of speaking and 

communicating, especially with adults,  (b) all children should be able to learn and feel  

loved, and  (c) all of us believe and act within the premise that we are all equal and that there 

is no master but Allah.   Since modest dress is one teaching of the Qur'an, teachers are 
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expected to have it reflected in their appearance and behavior  like any other moral rule. She 

added, I do not know why I should rationalize the principles with which I would like to run 

my school, while others who use different motto's are not questioned about their bias. Perhaps 

the issue of modest dress still occupy a certain stigma in some of these women’s self-

identification, but these women--in the group-- are not defensive about it, nor do they present 

endless politicized or symbolic arguments.  

 During the third year of my project, in 1997, I attended more of Ms. Hana's study-

circles.  Perhaps, I was driven to attend more because I wanted to learn more from them. At 

one study-circle,  Ms. Hana mentioned the 1995 mosque incidents, commenting: I would have 

never had the courage to go public if it was not for her, referring to me. Her statement 

reminded me of another event in which a prominent male Muslim scholar of Islam suggested 

that a Muslim woman's piety dictates that she does not argue in public, nor join the "western" 

women's agenda and way of liberating.  Ms. Hana’s statement, however, seems to refute such 

perception of the Muslim woman's piety even though she uses the strategies of 'wait and see' 

and private persuasion.  One needs to know the various meanings of piety of Islam to be able 

to understand Ms. Hana’s  and her group perception and course of action. 27 

 For example, at the above study-circle, after Ms. Hana finished explaining some 

resources on the issue of individual responsibility and the meaning of Taqwa ( piety or the 

balance in the human affairs) in the Qur'an, I challenged the group to come back the next 

session prepared to tell their individual stories as to how they were able to apply what they 

have learned about the subject.  I was overwhelmed by the competing stories the next week, 

but most of all, I was taken by surprise when a sixty-year old woman, Fatima, privately at the 

end of the session showed me a list of her own findings of the different contexts of Taqwa.  
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She said:  I found that my application would be better if I start by learning about the contexts 

in which this word, Taqwa, appears in the Qura'n, so I made this list.  Fatima humbly handed 

me her only copy  of the list. I have referenced her findings every time I  am thinking about 

the Islamic view of equilibrium in human affairs in my research work.   Though, it was a 

simple listing of the occurrence of the word, it was the result of her own research to find a 

meaning for her own action. 

 Whether we call it democracy or theocracy, Fatima's account was not a response to 

those who philosophize or politicize Islamic teachings or realities, nor to those who advocate 

or suppress the discussion of women's human rights.  What concerns us here is that some 

women, like that sixty-year old Fatima in Damascus, had made their own choice, and realized 

their own identity and contribution as agents of change.  For Fatima, this was the essence of 

the democratic principles in Islamic life, even when she did not have a special training and 

even when she did it differently, she has made her own decision as how to approach the issue. 

   For me as a participant action researcher, I have gained new mentor and a friend.  

Fatima seems to share my views of self-identity, but more importantly , I have learned from 

her that critical thinking can happen even when one does not have the training for it, if she 

chooses to do it.  Once a woman self-realize her role in the group, her collective participation 

in the group may help her make a difference in the pedagogy of Islamic education. Certainly 

Fatima was that woman--she has been a part of the group for many years-- and she was able 

to make an effective individualized constructive contribution only when she complemented 

self-realization with self-identification. Such a contribution also has further educational 

implications for Islamic participatory dynamics and for the democratization of the women's 

grassroots movements that operate within the Islamic framework.  As important,  this 
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contribution will make a difference in  understanding other grassroots movements toward 

women's spiritual, moral, intellectual, and political autonomy. 

 

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS 

 If we try to understand the above narratives within the context of Jessup's (1874) 

remarks of  "seventeen years of American missionary in Syria" (then, Greater Syria),  we can 

begin to see where the confusion about the role of outside intervention in relation to internal 

politics concerning women has taken place. Issues of democratization, particularly among 

women's grassroots movements are older than these interventions. The present 'personal law' 

and its perceptions that were generated as a result of such interventions along with the 

dualism in internal politics--concerning women's involvement in the decision-making 

process--are good examples. 

 The European introduction of the concepts of women's education and "liberating" 

from illiteracy, ignorance, poor health and so on was seen by Jessup as the base for the 

introduction of "democracy" in the land "of the Arabs." Jessup writes: "The remarkable 

uprising of Christian women in Christian lands to a new interest in the welfare of woman in 

heathen and Mohammadan countries, is one of the great events of the present century." (vi)  

One only needs to ask the Jessups of today why is it that American and Syrian women are still 

struggling with issues of democracy despite the claim that Syrian women were "liberated" 

with the help of "their American sisters"?   If we look at the American and Syrian women's 

continuous struggle, we would recognize the lack of understanding of Syrian and other 

"Mohammadan,"  "Arab" and "oriental" women. We would also realize that even American 

and other Western women's struggle is not being understood by those who claim the role of 
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"saviors" when these "saviors" still maintain the perception of women's  role within the 

domestic proxy and the morally dependent . 

 Similarly, when  Houghton writes: " my purpose has been to write a book ..., I trust 

the following pages will be of special value to those Christian ladies of America whose 

sympathies and efforts are enlisted in the work of elevating Oriental women through the 

power of Christian education," (5)  I wonder why it is that the majority of these Oriental 

'educated' women are still illiterate, particularly after the introduction of Western missionary 

and universal schooling 200 years ago! (Barazangi, 1997)    Furthermore, why  is it that a 

good number of the American women have deserted Christianity and religion in general in the 

19th Century in order to elevate themselves to liberation, while other Oriental women were 

told that they could only be elevated through Christian education?  Finally, why is it that 

some contemporary 'Western educated' Muslim women began to desert Islam when they are 

told by Muslim clergy that Islam is a liberating religion? 

 As I read some sources by Muslim male authors of the 19th and 20th centuries, 

emphasizing Muslim women carrying the 'torch' of chastity and morality to preserve the 

Muslim family and society and the world's social fabric, I become more convinced that the 

same problem underlies issues of women and democracy every where. These issues take 

different forms and shapes, but the basic assumption or perception that surround women's role 

and women's place in the democratic process are the same.28    Women are not being 

realized, nor  have they realized themselves as autonomous intellectual and moral citizens. 

The slow strategies of ‘wait and see’ and the 'private persuasion' that Ms. Hana uses is, 

perhaps, part of the problem.  Furthermore, thinking of women's participation in the decision-

making process as only a problem of democratization process may never lead to 
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understanding the problem in-depth, nor to finding subsistent, permanent solutions to 

recognizing women as individual humans. 

 Merryl Wyn Davies (1988) asks: "Is this increasing realization of interdependence [in 

the modern world] matched by an increase in mutual understanding?"  As Muslim males 

themselves now cannot be economically independent nor involved in the governing process, 

the best strategy , as suggested by one female lawyer, is to prepare these women with some 

coping skills. 

These  problem solving skills, I assume are merely social skills to negotiate the immediate 

familial and community environment,  but these women will never become equipped to 

negotiate the interaction of global  and internal policies.  As Piaget's social theory (DeVries, 

1997) indicates, a person who is not autonomous morally (i.e., being able to make an 

independent sense and choice of the value of reality) cannot cope cognitively, and hence 

cannot cooperate fully, nor can she be constructive intellectually.  In other words, non-

autonomous person may not be able to become an agent of change, but will remain the object 

of change.  Thus, be it a good-will outside intervention, affirmative action, or private 

persuasion, they will not make a subsistent change alone because the woman herself is still 

not realized as an autonomous being.
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ENDNOTES       Nimat Hafez Barazangi 

1. I would like to thank Jill Bystydzienski, Mary Katzestein and Jotinder Sekhon for their 

invaluable comments and suggestions. 

2. I address 'Islam'  here as a worldview that encompasses the religious belief and cultural 

melieu. For the Islamic view of gender justice, see my "Vicegerency and Gender Justice"  in 

Nimat Hafez Barazangi, et al. eds., 1996. Islamic identity and the Struggle for Justice. 

Gainesville, University Press of Florida.  pp. 77-94. I argue that the Islamic concept of justice 

begins with the elimination of particularlism--between males and females--in the religious 

responsibility, as all humans are given the trust of vicegerents of God.  

3. See Barazangi, Nimat Hafez. (forthcoming 1998) "Muslim Women's Islamic Higher 

Learning as a Human Right: Theory and Practice" in Webb, Gisela, ed. Windows of Faith: 

Muslim Women's Scholarship-Activism in the United States. Syracuse University Press. 

4. See further discussion of individual and social justice in Barazangi, Nimat Hafez. (in 

review) “Literacy and Women's development.” 

5.  See my "Muslim Women's Islamic Higher Learning as a Human Right: Theory and 

Practice" in forthcoming Gisela Webb, ed. 1998. Windows of Faith. I argues that the Quran 

itself mandates access to and acquisition of "higher Islamic learning" --deeper knowledge of 

the primary religious sources--implying the ability to choose in order to live out the "trust" 

God has given to human beings--women and men. 

6.  It is ironic that a well-known Syrian contemporary "liberal" thinker, Sadik Al Azm, 

dismisses all religious thought as reactive, non-critical (Arab Studies Quarterly, 1997, 19, 3: 

118). Had he observed closely what has been happening in these study-circles, particularly 

those run by women, he would have realized that some of these women are confronting what 
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he calls "the superstructures of thought, culture, heritage, and religion." (P 115)  The 

difference between his vision of such confrontation  and of “religious thought” is that these 

women are confronting these structures, beginning with the household and familial,  not with 

the state nor the corporate.  In addition, these women’s concern is not merely “economic, 

political and social accomplishments, as the Arab liberation movement hoped to,” but mainly 

attitudinal change about females role even within the same “reactionary religious groups.” 

7.  For further analysis of the concept of self-identity of Muslim women and the role of 

international organizations and the universal human rights documents in women's 

'democratization' process, see my "Muslim women's Islamic Higher Learning as a Human 

Right: The Action Plan" in Erika Loeffler Friedel and Mahnaz Afkhami, eds. 1997. The 

Politics  of Participation: Muslim Women and the Beijing Platform. Syracuse: Syracuse 

university Press. I argues, that without self-identity and self-realization, the work of these 

organizations and documents will not produce a lasting sustainable effect because women are 

not taking charge in defining their identities and their problems. 

8.  I am referring here to the myth that Leslie Peirce (The Imperial Harem. Oxford University 

Press. 1993: 6) points to as a "source of serious misunderstanding about the nature of 

Ottoman [Muslim] society. That is the erroneous assumption that the seclusion of women 

precluded their exercise of any influence beyond the physical boundaries of the harem itself. 

The harem is [mistakenly] seen as a woman's world--domestic, private, and parochial.”  

Pierce, adds that the Western notions of public/private dichotomy" is challenged by [Western] 

feminist scholars, but its relevancy is not questioned when applied to non-Western cultures. 

9.  See Edward Said. 1979. Orientalism. New York: Vintage Books.   Also see Ella Shohat 

and Robert Stam (1994. Unthinking Eurocentracism. London: Routledge Press).  Shohat, 
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herself an  "oriental Jew," discusses parallels between Hollywood's European and American 

"discovery/civilizing of native people" narratives with the depiction of indigenous Arabs in 

Zionist narratives embodied in Israeli films.  See also Ella Shohat, "Columbus, Palestine, and 

Arab-Jews: Toward a Relational Approach to Community Identity" in Benita Parry, Keith 

Ansell-Pearson, and Judith Squires, eds. 1997. Cultural Readings of Imperialism: Edward 

Said  and the Gravity of History .  New York: St. Martin's Press.  

10. See Leila Ahmad. 1992. Women and Gender in Islam.  New Haven: Yale university. Pp. 

134-143. 

11.  See Philip Hitti. History of Syria. Translated to Arabic as Tarikh Soryya wa-Lubnan wa-

Filastin by George Haddad and Abd al-Kareem Rafiq. Beirut, Dar al-Thaqafa, 1958: 2 

volumes.  I have intentionally chosen the translation because the translated title (The History 

of Syria, Lebanon, and Palestine) is more expressive of the shift in the state of affairs. 

12. For further discussion of PAR approach (s) and their incorporation in the Islamic 

framework see my argument above about individuals justice vis-à-vis social justice (note 4). 

13.  See, for example, Hanan Lahham. 1989. Min Hadi Surat al-Nisa (The Guidance of 

Chapter "The Women" of the Qur'an). Damascus: Dar Al-Huda. 

14.  See, for example, authors like Thurayah al-Hafez, Ulfat Idelbi, Siham Turjuman, some of 

whose work (e.g., Turjuman.1994. Daughters of Damascus) only recently was made available 

to the English readers. 

15.  See  Cornelia Al-Kahlid. "Women in Syria: Achievements and Obstacles." Forthcoming, 

Middle East Journal.  Al-Khalid also states that all Syrian women's achievements during the 

last three decades accords with  article (45) of the Syrian constitution (1973) which stipulates 

the state's support of every opportunity for women's full contribution. Though these 
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achievements are significant, I am still skeptical of yet another sift in Syrian women’s 

identification by others. 

16.  See for example, the works of Bouthaina Shaaban, Najwa Qassab-Hasan,  Amal ‘Abd Al-

Rahim, and Cornelia Al-Khalid. 

17. The history of the present mixture of 'Islamic,' Swiss, and French laws that are called 

'personal laws'  or Shari'ah--a loosely used term, confusing the Quranic and Prophetic 

Shariah, i.e., guidance, with various interpretations--cannot be detailed here. See, for 

example, Aziz Al-Azmeh, ed. 1988.  Islamic Law: Social and Historical Contexts. New York: 

Routledge.  For women's views on Islamic law, see Maysam al-Faruqi, "Women's self-

identity in the Quran and Islamic Law"  in the forthcoming Gisela Webb, ed. 1998. Windows 

of Faith (note 3). 

18. I am naming the group after Ms. Hana because she was one of the first to volunteer to 

hold the study-circle in her home. Also, the group at present is refereed to as such, and she 

almost always leads the discussion. 

19.  For analysis of this wrongly used expression, 'Hijab' (veil),  both among Muslims and 

non-Muslims, in Arabic and in English, to describe Muslim women's modest attire, see Nimat 

Hafez Barazangi.  1989. "Arab Muslim Identity Transmission: Parents and Youth."  Arab 

Studies Quarterly, vo. 11, no. 2&3, Spring/Summer, 1989: 65-82. 

20.  See, for example, Michel Machado. "Muslims in France: Jacobinism Confronts 

Islamism" in Tamara Sonn, ed. 1996. Islam and the Question of Minorities. Atlanta: Scholars 

Press. Machado states that "the mounting hostility between Jacobinism and Islamism reached 

a crescendo in 1989 over the issue of veiling." pp. 66. 
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21.  See for example, “A Veiled revolution” (videorecording, produced by Elizabeth Fernea 

and directed by Marilyn Gaunt, New York, NY: Icraus Films, 1982). 

22. The traditional practice has been that males and females, with the exception of immediate 

family members in the privacy of their home, should pray in separate groups. 

23.  See further discussion of this issue in my  two articles on Muslim 

Women's Islamic Higher Learning as a Human Right, passim. 

24.  My use of the “insider-outsider” expression here has a dual purpose. The first, is in 

reference to the practice of “women teaching women and benefiting them” as  Chamberlain 

(1994) stated above.  The second, is in reference to being able to gain confidence of the group 

as “one who understand their cultural and religious intricacies,” (the insider) but at the same 

time I am assumed to help bringing the “outsider’s” views to bare on their need of critique 

and self-evaluation. 

25.  I happened to have just finished an extensive research work on the subject of whether or 

not women were obliged to attend the congregational Friday prayer like men.  The evidence 

clearly indicates that the Qur'anic and the Prophetic tradition affirm that there is no 

particularlism in the religious rights and responsibilities of males vis-à-vis females. Yet, as 

explained earlier, certain practices became the principles, instead (see my 1996, “Vicegerancy 

and gender Justice.” 

26. I visited the school during my 1997 trip to Syria, and all I could say about it here is that I 

would like to go back and learn more from  Ms. Hana, who has a high school diploma only, 

and from her colleagues. 

27. See Nimat Hafez Barazangi's analysis of piety (Taqwa) in  Muslim Women's Higher 

Islamic 
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28.  See Leila Ahmad for further analysis of these domains, passim. Also See, for example, 

Khaliijah Mohammad Salleh. The Role of Men and Women in Society. Islamic Horizons, 

January/February, 1997:57.
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Barazangi, Nimat Hafez. Parents and Youth: Perceiving and Practicing Islam in 
North America. In Barbara C. Aswad and Barbara Bilgé, (Eds). Family and 
Gender Among American Muslims: Issues Facing Middle Eastern Immigrants 
and Their Descendants. Temple University Press (1996): 129-142. 

Abstract

This chapter examines how some Arab Muslim youth and families in North America 
perceive themselves both as Arabs and as Muslims in the context of Canadian and United 
States societies. Parents are concerned with how best to transmit the Islamic ideological 
and Arab cultural heritage to their children. One of their problems derives from 
differences among Arab Muslims, who come from varied national origins and hold 
several interpretations of the Islamic view, not all of which are based on the Qur'an; as a 
result they also have different nationalistic attachments to their understanding of Arab 
heritage. A second problem arises between immigrant parents and their American-reared 
children. The children may participate in American culture to a greater extent than their 
parents, and they are constantly faced with the conceptual need to accommodate 
potentially conflicting points of view. Effective identity transmission requires the 
determination of the nature and extent of the different interpretations held by parents and 
their children and of the way these interpretations are reflected in their practice of Islam 
and association with the Arabic heritage.

Book Description: 

Since the beginning of the twentieth century, Muslims have been immigrating to the 
United States from nations such as Lebanon, Yemen, Palestine, Turkey, Iran, Pakistan, 
and Bangladesh. Previously underrepresented in ethnic studies literature, these nearly 
four million descendants of previous immigrants and the new arrivals have settled in 
large numbers in Los Angeles, Chicago, New York, Detroit, and other North American 
cities.

From the social and historical conditions of the Muslim migration to a range of issues 
affecting Muslim American life, the contributors provide new and valuable information 
on topics like intergenerational conflict about identity and values, intermarriage, religious 
and community involvement, gender and family structure, education, the needs of the 
elderly, and physical and mental health problems, including AIDS. In the final section, 
some of these issues are given a personal dimension through the life stories of several 
immigrants who relate their own experiences of adjusting to life in America. 
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� MUSLIM WOMEN'S ISLAMIC HIGHER LEARNING 

 AS A HUMAN RIGHT: THE ACTION PLAN  1 

 

 By:   NIMAT HAFEZ BARAZANGI 

 

ABSTRACT 

 How do we expect the Muslim woman, collectively and individually, to identify 

with Islam as revered teachings and to act within its parameters, and to accommodate 

new human knowledge, be it that of a local Mufti's (clergy) injunction or a human rights 

advocate's recommendation, while neither Muslim societies nor human rights advocates 

recognize her self-identity as an autonomous spiritual and intellectual being?   Accessing 

Islamic higher learning (deeper knowledge of the Islamic primary sources, the Quran and 

the authentic Hadith [prophetic tradition]), is argued to be the means by which the 

Muslim woman self-identity is recognized as a trustee.   Relying solely on others' 

interpretations to guide her spiritual and intellectual needs is by itself an evidence that the 

Muslim woman's right to understand, to consciously choose, and to actively act on her 

choice of Islam is being compromised.   Muslim Woman's deeper knowledge of the 

Islamic primary sources is significant to defining her relationship to God and to others. 

   

 Muslim woman's understanding of "human rights" within the Islamic worldview, 

based on pedagogical reading (the art of learning and teaching) of the Quran is  
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significant.   I derive the rationale behind the demand for woman's educational rights 

from the Islamic worldview.   The methodologies of the discipline of education and the 

strategies to implement the platform for action--that define the parameters for the Muslim 

woman's human rights--are grounded in that worldview.   Examining her role as a human 

entity in the Quran does not merely concern the Muslim woman's "free choice;" it 

concerns her ability to maintain the pedagogical dynamics of Islam to effect a sustainable 

change in history.   Self-realization of Muslim woman can only effect a sustainable 

change in history when that self-realization unfolds the meaning of trusteeship.   The 

Quranic intention of trusteeship or vicegerency (AL-khilafah) (2:30) eliminates the 

replacement of the individual trusteeship by proxy.  

 The intent of this essay is to make a pedagogical interpretation of the word and 

the script of the sacred, analyzing empirical data concerning Syrian Muslim women's 

perception of Islam regardless of their educational level.    Such an interpretation is to be 

a meaningful exercise to women living in the post-modern era and to produce an action 

plan for the Muslim woman to regain her identification with Islam.   One of the Quranic 

intentions in entrusting human beings with individual rights and responsibilities toward 

themselves, each other, and the universe is to bring a balance between the sexes.  The 

interpretations of these rights and responsibilities, therefore, need to stem from efforts to 

exact the balance between polarized perspectives that have dominated, for instance, the 

fields of Muslim women's studies and of human rights activism.  

 The strategic implications of this chapter lie in : (1) presenting a pedagogical 

paradigm to rethink and to act within the balanced perspective of Islam and its primary 

source, the Quran, away from the many layers of "taqlids" (following precedence) and 
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from Western rationalization of Islam, (2) facilitating for Muslim women the strategies to 

realize their identity and to re-learn Islam in its clear, transforming meanings, and (3) 

interpreting human-rights activists' concerns within the Quranic concerns for a just 

human society, where justice means balance and fair play in the order of things, and a 

sustainable change of women's role. 

Introduction 

 The topic of Islamic higher learning as a human right was instigated by my work 

with North American Muslim women (Barazangi, forthcoming). �2��  It is both rewarding 

and humbling to know that as a Muslim woman I am able to build bridges between two 

apparently "clashing cultures" that I have equally experienced, the Syrian and the North 

American.   Yet, I strongly believe that I was only able to do so because I have changed 

the paradigm of understanding my identification with Islam, and not merely through my 

higher secular education.   Only when I realized my identification with Islam was I able 

to conceptually accommodate and socially integrate the two cultures.   As I speak in the 

voice of a middle-aged Muslim woman, who for at least three decades has been 

observing and searching for bridges to cross the dichotomy between the ideals and 

realities of Muslim women's education on the one hand, and the polarized views of 

Muslim women's identity, on the other, I was only able to reflect and to maintain the 

pedagogical dynamics of Islam when I consciously adapted both my thought and action 

to the Quranic paradigm  

of seeing Islam in its simplest, and yet most direct form.   I therefore expanded my long-

term activist scholarship with North American Muslim women into Muslim women's 

education in general, and the situation among Syrian women, in particular, to understand 



Barazangi 4 

the educational practices among Muslim women within the context of the historical 

interaction between the Western secular and missionary and the contemporary Muslim 

dogmatic systems of education.   This understanding may shed light on the process that I 

believe was responsible for the Muslim woman's inability to reflect  on, and be conscious 

of, her belief and action and, hence, may lead to solutions.   My earlier findings suggest a 

more acute problem than mere access to educational institutions--secular or religious, 

basic or higher. Thus, deeper knowledge of the sacred may pave the road to reversing the 

historical process, or at least changing the paradigm of Islamic and of Muslim women's 

studies, and of the Muslim woman's role. 

 One of the primary goals of the Islamic revelation is justice (‘Adl) as the basis of 

human interaction.    Justice is established by recognizing the individual's conscious, 

informed choice to reject or realize the divine will as represented in the words of the 

Quran and to make it the basis of a creative action.    According to the Quran (2:30), God 

has entrusted (gave Al-Khilafah/ vicgerency/ trusteeship to) all humans with the divine 

will (Shari`ah/ moral guidelines).   This step was necessitated by a higher order of moral 

action: freedom to fulfill or not to fulfill the will of Allah (The God).  Moral will is not 

moral unless it is freely willed and completed by a free, informed agent.  And justice in 

Islam is based on this ethical moment of choice that encompasses the whole of the human 

thought and actions.  The belief in One God, al-Khilafah, and justice must be realized in  

action and change of perception. (Barazangi, 1996: 77-78)   But before this can happen, 

the listener to or reader of the Quran must avoid preconceptions and see "in Islam the 

unfolding of something unique, which has to be understood in its own terms." (P.J. 

Stewart, 1994: ix) 
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 If the present stance of human rights advocacy is to realize the woman's "active 

participation in all spheres of public and private life" (The UN Covenant, 1996:7), then 

human rights are established by recognizing that the Muslim woman--regardless of how 

she is defined or defines herself (Lazreg, 1994:2)--can actually participate only within a 

particular ideological context of her choice.   For her, the unique authority of the Quran, 

the position of the prophet as the greatest man, and the strength of the Muslim family 

(Stewart, 1994: xiii)  constitute the enduring frame for the constancy and flexibility of 

Islam over time. 

 Two prerequisites, therefore, are needed to fulfill the human rights declaration, 

represented in the Beijing platform for action, within the Islamic conception of justice: 

First, that the Muslim woman’s self-identity be acknowledged by both Muslims and non-

Muslims before we can expect her to be an agent of change instead of a receiver of 

change.   Second, that the Muslim woman participates in interpreting her own choice 

before we claim that a free choice of identification with Islam is actualized.   In essence, 

to fulfill the purpose of human existence as the trustee which Muslims see as a Quranic 

mandate (Sura 'chapter' 2:30), a Muslim woman should at least be acquainted with the 

Islamic system and its methodologies (Al-Manhaj/Al-Shari`ah) (Barazangi, 1996:91-92)  

before she can turn the article of faith into action.   This acquaintance is not to be limited 

to those who are literate, nor to those who read Arabic or to those who acquire higher 

degrees in secular or religious institutions in the Western sense of literacy and higher 

education.   To the contrary, understanding Islamic guidance and the Islamic worldview, 

relying mainly on the transmitted oral tradition that varies in its language of 

communication, is as simple as the ability to recite and know the meaning of the article 
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of faith stripped of the many layers of translations and meanings that might be class-, 

ethnic-, or knowledge-biased.  This does not imply to be cut-off from previous 

knowledge and tradition,  but rather to keep that knowledge and tradition in their right 

place as secondary sources.  Nor does it imply a denial of the centrality of Arabic to the 

believing Muslim spititual immersion in Islam because Arabic is the only language of 

prayer, even when the praying individual does not understand the Arabic lexicon.  The 

language of the scripture becomes important not only as a tool of expression but as a 

means of uniting the individual with God, once the basic message of the scripture was 

communicated in the individual’s own language. 

 To move the Beijing platform from a plan into strategies of action for Muslim 

women, each prospective participant needs to understand the platform's purpose and  

ramifications within the context of her chosen identity before we can claim a "people-

centered sustainable development" (UN.Covenant, 1996:7) that will alleviate the present 

human conditions of injustice.   Here is where I argue that full access to Islamic higher 

learning, that is, deeper knowledge of the Islamic primary sources beyond the ritual 

religious acts, is the basis for the Muslim woman to effect a change in history.   Trying to 

approach Muslim women's human rights from this pedagogical approach may help 

clarify some of the structures underlying life and thought in Islam, without which no 

Muslim woman, or man can change yet remain identified with Islam.  The fact that many 

Muslim women rely solely on others' interpretations of the scriptures and the word to 

guide their basic spiritual, intellectual, and physical needs is by itself evidence that the 

Muslim woman's right to understand, to consciously choose, and to actively act on her 

choice of identifying with Islam is being compromised.   Full access means that she takes 
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part in the interpretation of Islamic teachings as well as the platform for action to 

maintain the dynamics of Islam, rather than being limited to maintaining the human 

reproduction, the Muslim family structure, or the individual human rights as suggested 

by others.   Human rights and Islamic identity are not given, but are gained by the 

individual’s conscious efforts towards self-realization.  

 For a woman to realize herself as a Muslim, she first has to understand that her 

basic human right is to reject or accept Islam in its fundamental combination of faith and 

action.   To consciously choose to identify with Islam means to realize the  

relationship between faith and action, the standard whereby action is to be judged lies 

outside of human, in the divine will.  For a Muslim, the centrality of the Oneness of God 

and humanity means that Allah is perceived as the core of all values and the source of 

knowledge. To know the divine will, human beings are given two things: revelation--a 

direct disclosure of what God wants them to realize on earth (the law of nature, the  

system); and rational ability (sense, reason, initiation) necessary to discover the divine 

will unaided.  For God’s will is imbedded not only in causal nature, but also in human 

feelings and relations.  Humans must exercise moral sense to discover God’s will.  A 

human being begins his or her life with Fitra (natural endowment) (Quran, 30:30).  

Individual destiny is exactly what each person makes of it.  If one relates Fitra  to the 

most frequently recited verses in the Quran (1:1-2; “In the name of god, Most Gracious, 

Most merciful; thanks be to Allah, the Guardian of the World”), the method of 

objectifying the Quranic principles becomes clear to the individual without the need of 

others’ interpretations. (Barazangi, 1996:78)   Such a strategy can be applied to any 

group of women irrespective of their level of education and regardless of any social 
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factor that could bias their access to the meanings in the text.  This strategy was 

instrumental among early Muslim women who realized that by accepting the Oneness of 

God they were able to question the social constraints that surrounded them, including 

some of the Prophet Muhammad’s earlier injunctions.  This is evidenced in Surat 

(Quranic chapter) Al-Mujadalah (58:1) and in Asma bint Yazid’s and Hind Bint `Utbah’s 

questioning the Prophet on the comparative roles and rewards of men and women at the 

time when these early women were giving their own vote (bay`ah) to the Prophet and 

acceptance of Islam. (Ibn S`ad, 1904)     These early women were not taught critical 

thinking by any one.  It was their conscious choice to relate to the meaning of the 

Oneness of God as the core of values that made them critical even of the Prophet’s 

interpretation of the verse about women’s voting (Quran, 60:10-12).  

 My findings among both North American (Barazangi, forthcoming) and Syrian 

women and their families are a proof of this point.  These findings indicate that a higher 

level of formal, secular or religious education does not correlate with Islamic higher 

learning as I explained above.   It, instead correlates with a wider gap between male's and 

female's understanding of Islam.   The males tend to see Islam as something that gives 

them superior power and knowledge over others despite their definition of Islam as 

'submission to the will of God,' while the females see Islam as a protective power by 

being totally submissive to the will of God as interpreted mainly by the males.   In 

addition, higher education (both religious and secular) has not changed the problematic 

attitude about the female role in Muslim societies.   The Muslim woman is still viewed, 

and views herself, as a mother, a daughter, a sister, and a wife, but rarely as having an 

autonomous trusteeship in line with the Quranic intention of  Al-khilafah (2:30). 
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  In the Islamic worldview, deciphering the signs, or ayat of the Quran is, as 

Schimmel (1994:114) and Rahman (1980:1) assert, something that is endowed in human 

existence: "And we should show them our signs in the horizons and in themselves" 

(41:53).   What prevented women from deciphering the Quran in the last few centuries is, 

in my view, the introduction of the perception that the act of deciphering of the sacred 

requires special preparation and is limited only to the elite males.   For example, when I 

was trying to derive the meaning of 'taqwa' (consciousness of Allah) from my 

interviewees both in North America and Syria, I asked them to tell me how they could be 

both pious to God--'piety' is the general translation of 'taqwa'--and to other humans at the 

same time.   A  21 year-old female college student said: "As women, our first role is to  

attend to the family, and hence our piety to God is only possible when we pray and fast, 

while our piety to others is shown by accepting and fulfilling our role." Clearly, she had 

accepted a view of piety that showed a heavy male bias, and resulted in gendered 

meaning of the term.  This biased meaning, it seems, has lead to the injustice committed 

against women when they were denied the direct role of the trusteeship, al-khalifah, and 

the ability to play their own moral role. ‘Taqwa’ in Islam is the only distinction between 

individuals (Quran, 49:13).  It is this criterion, set by God, that the individual is judged 

by when he or she strive to maintain an equilibrium of the moral limits of God and the 

ethical limits of the individual.  The ability to play one’s own moral role and to be freely 

willing to strive for the equilibrium are what make the ability to accept or reject the 

trusteeship meaningful.  

  Ever since that interview, I realized that approaching Muslim women's 

emancipation from an educational and developmental stand-point needs another 
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dimension, namely,  perceptual and attitudinal change.   The implications of the above 

statement are more far-reaching than a mere mistranslation of the Arabic word 'taqwa.'   

They imply that (1) this woman assumes that one can only be pious or conscious of God's 

presence when she performs the religious rituals, while Islam intends the conscious 

realization that "the standard whereby [human] action is to be judged, lies outside of 

[human]" (Rahman, 1980:29);  (2) to be pious is to be silent, while Islam affirms that to 

be silent when injustice is taking place means to be impious (Quran,  5:9); and (3) to be 

silent is a woman’s sign of consent to a marriage or any other matter that a male in her  

household may insist on, while Islam explicitly affirms that a marriage contract (orally, 

or by written signature) is a condition for the consummation of the marriage (Quran, 

4:24).   Such a realization makes "conscience" as central to Islamic identity as love is to 

Christian identity when one speaks of the human response to the ultimate reality, the 

merciful justice. 

 Educational, historical, anthropological and sociological studies of Muslim 

women rarely show interest in the spiritual and��intellectual autonomous development 

that has more far-reaching meaning in Muslim women's struggles for justice than mere 

“equality,” such as, e.g., equality in education.   Even recent studies in human rights and 

their implementation among Muslim women have little to do with the women's own 

realization of their role in understanding the Islamic belief and social system.   Before 

introducing her to other concepts outside the sphere of her beliefs, such a realization is 

critical to effecting real and participatory change.   Without  realizing that the 

paradigmatic sphere of her own perception of her own role is in contradiction with the 
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system that she believes as 'Islam,' a Muslim woman's changing of her role by another 

outside paradigm will only bring a temporary solution. 

 

The Content of Islamic Higher Learning 

 The Quran, as Rahman (1980:1) suggests, is a document that is squarely aimed at 

the human being: Originally it was intended as a "Guidance for humankind" (as in 

‘hudan li'l-nas’ [2:185] and numerous equivalents elsewhere).   The issue in Islamic 

higher learning, therefore, is not access to secular or religious higher education, but of 

allowing  

the Quran to speak for itself to the individual to be a person’s guide.  Schimmel 

(1994:114) asserts that by listening to the primordial sounds, one understands why sound 

could be regarded as creative power.   This deep significance in the recitation of the 

divine word and of its meanings, even if the listener does not know Arabic (Hiskett, 

1995:37), has become virtually unavailable to Muslim women in the last few centuries 

because women were largely deprived of attending and participating in such activities.   

This deprivation  was the result of the many layers of interpretation which had 

accumulated to the point where some contemporary extreme Muslim groups consider 

women's voice to be a public `Awra, lack of chastity.  

 The pedagogical question now before us is: "How can we facilitate for the 

Muslim woman the means to reconstruct her identification with Islam by accessing 

deeper Islamic knowledge that allows her to actively recite and listen to the Quran and to 

translate the Islamic religious and cultural concepts into action?"  
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   Muslim women have largely been deprived of the opportunity to have direct 

access to the Quran and to reflect on it.   Being viewed as a dependent of men, the 

Muslim woman's experience of God became a distant belief mediated through her male 

household, an Imam, or saint once Islam took on an institutional structure of faith.   The 

first strategy then is to facilitate her direct access to what the Quran has to say (50:33, 37) 

in order to let  the belief in God's existence as a rational belief become clearer in her 

mind and in her heart.   Without such direct access, the proxy structure will remain 

standing in the way of her trusteeship, al-khilafah.  

 A Muslim woman at present may believe in Islam, in God, in the Prophet 

Muhammad, and in the Quran, but deep inside likely will be troubled by the conflict 

between her awareness of and belief in the unseen (2:3) and her inability to directly 

experience God as the guidance, the Merciful.   The "functional existence of God" that 

Fazlur Rahman (1980:1) asserts calls for the individual herself to reflect on the meaning 

of 'Allah' in her own life in order to be at home with the concept of God and the centrality 

of God in her own existence.  

 The belief in the Prophet Muhammad is troubled by the fact that he is a man.   

The cognitive dissonance that a Muslim woman experiences trying to accept the 

prophethood of Muhammad and his manhood may be the result of her inability to 

separate Muhammad the Prophet from Muhammad the man.   Though the confusion 

seems to exist in the minds of most contemporary Muslims because of the idealization of 

the prophet over the centuries, it is a more acute problem for women because their 

suppressed Muslim identity was due to the claim of male superiority and guardianship.   

Idealization prevents living one's trusteeship fully.  
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 The Quran, was in effect marginalized by the many layers of interpretations and 

by being recited only during certain rituals.  It lost its aim of being God's guidance of 

human behavior through direct contact (see Ibn Sad’s, 1904, account of the early Muslim 

women. He devoted an entire volume of his Al-Tabaqat  to women).   As this aim 

receded in importance behind rituals, woman's identification with Islam became 

particularly ritualistic, atomized, confusing, and ineffective.   In addition, the interaction 

between  

European missionary systems of knowledge, and the view of some Muslim philosophers 

resulted in "preaching orthodox religion to the masses and a kind of rationalist, natural 

law deism to the elite"  (Keddie, 1995:26).   This historic change in teaching the Quran 

affected women's Islamic higher learning negatively.  Such learning deteriorated further 

since the introduction of universal schooling, with separate curricula for males and 

females (Barazangi, 1995:406-407): home economics and child care were the core for 

females in the 'Third world' even beyond the 1960's (Sims, 1991:226).   Islamic 

education, referred to in the Quran (3:110) as the process of shaping character within the 

Islamic worldview.  Based on the Quranic dictum, "Read in the name of the Creator... 

who taught [human] by the pen" (96:1-4), which means that to read is to learn and to act 

as guided by the Book, Islamic education evolved from this kind of comprehensive 

training in the first Islamic community in Medina (c. 623) to a course of study on religion 

or its inculcation in social mores. 

 After the introduction of secular and missionary educational systems in the 

Muslim world, women's education suffered more because women were largely prevented 

from participating in either of the educational systems because Muslims, largely men, 
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feared cultural hegemony.  Later on, the curriculum in the few girls' schools was limited 

to memorization of some verses and fiqh (jurisprudence rules) of purity and prayer, and 

home economics.   While for males, it was the study of usul al Fiqh (the foundations of 

jurisprudence), the art of recitation, and other Quranic and related sciences. 3 

 Islam as a belief system and a worldview permeates individuals' thoughts and 

action.   Higher learning in Islam is this direct, deep contact with Islam's basic principles, 

primarily in its oral form and, consequently, in interactions of the sacred word and text 

with daily life.   A Muslim woman who, for example, recites the verses "in the name of 

Allah, Guardian of the world, the Merciful, the Magnificent" (Quran, 1:1-2) tens of times  

in daily prayers without relating to their significance as defining the human relationship 

to God and to others, may not be able to realize herself as a Muslim.   This phenomenon, 

it seems, is one of the main reasons that Muslims in the last three centuries, mainly in 

gender relations, have been missing the Quranic reminder of three main points of these 

verses: (1) that everything except God is contingent upon God, (2) that God's might is 

essentially a mercy, and (3) that both these aspects entail a proper relationship between 

God and humans and consequently also a proper relationship between humans (Rahman,  

1980:2-3).   I argue that because women were prevented from direct involvement in 

Quranic studies, beginning with the art of listening and recitation and ending with the 

science of interpretation, they in effect are not practicing Islam as a pedagogical system 

of the trusteeship.   As a result, women do not realize themselves nor are they being 

realized as Muslims in the full meaning of the word.  

 The introduction of universal schooling to Muslim societies could not change the 

attitudes about women’s education nor about women’s Islamic higher learning.  Western 
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feminists, like the rest of Western societies in general, may have partially benefited from 

the secular universal education because of the already “sharpened minds” resulting from 

medieval Christian theology. (Rahman, 1982:15)  Yet, even when contemporary Western 

feminists have taken the interpretation of the scriptures in their hands, they could not 

change the widely accepted Christian concept that Eve is created of Adam’s rib nor the 

perception of female morality, evidenced in the “New religious right” backlash.  It took 

Western feminism, which early on had rejected Judeo-Christian religious and cultural 

concepts, less than twenty-five years to realize that it was not religious concepts as such 

that were at fault but rather their Androcentric interpretations.  Now, even when Western  

feminists discuss these spiritual and religious factors from within their own faith and with 

the new tools and creativity, with very few exceptions such as Elizabeth Schussler 

Fiorenza (1990), they may not be able to contribute to the religious debate because, in 

Rahman’s words, secularism has destroyed the sanctity and universality (transcendence) 

of all moral values.  Any reconstruction of these universal values within the secular 

framework will demand a grounding in a particular perspective and, consequently, 

relativism will continue to haunt any set of human rights standards no matter how just it 

may be.  Muslim women, on the other hand, may still benefit from the prevalent 

acceptance of Quranic moral values as the standards (no matter how ill-practiced).  These 

standards may help Muslim women to differentiate between communicating the 

worldview of Islam, on the one hand, and interpretation the specifics of this worldview, 

the Quran within its own terms, on the other,  without trapping the latter in secularism.  It 

is the marginalization of women’s “religious” higher learning that Western feminists 

have ignored early-on in their own movement, and that is still largely unrecognized as 
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fundamental to social change when they outreach to women in societies where 

religiomoral  worldviews prevail.  

 For example, in Western  societies, secular, universal schooling system may have 

helped Western feminists to overcome classism in accessing knowledge, but they could 

not change the conception of women as derivatives. Universal schooling, on the other 

hand, did not help Muslim women to overcome any biased social construct.  That is why 

contemporary female graduates of Shari'ah schools, such as Al-Azhar--the oldest Islamic 

university in the world--are not members of Muslim councils (Majalis Al-Shura) and 

other similar religious bodies, as are their Muslim male and Western female counterparts. 

� Also that is why, after 200 years of secular education and about 50 years of UNESCO’s 

war on illiteracy, Muslim women still could not change the misconception surrounding 

their social role as did their counterparts in contemporary Western societies who 

introduced the systems of universal schooling and modern feminism?   Had Western 

feminism been equipped to discuss these factors as part of the general paradigm of 

Islamic studies, of Muslim women's studies, and of area studies, we may have a less 

polarized views and a paradigm of the study of Islam and of Muslim women different 

from the present static, dogmatic Muslim and the atomized, secular-based Western 

paradigms. 

 Without placing the Beijing platform for action within the framework of women's 

Islamic higher learning, I argue that we may be able to translate some of its articles into 

realistic gains for some Muslim women, but we may not be able to objectify the Islamic 

concepts as intended in the Quran away from their social and narrow ritualistic meanings, 

nor enact the sustainable and effective participation that the platform recommendations 
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suggest.   Formal education and universal, secular schooling alone will not help bring 

about a profound change in the self-understanding of women.  The recent reports on 

Syrian females' gains in third level education attest to my argument.   For example, the 

UN World's Women 1995 reports that the percentage of Syrian females per 100 males 

enrolled in third level education was 68 in 1990.  The Syrian Arab Republic National 

Report to the Fourth World Conference on Women in September 1995 also indicates that 

female enrollment in Syrian universities in 1980 was (26.12%), increasing to (39.08%) 

by 1993.  Also, female university graduates in 1980 was (27.33%), rising to (35.97%) by 

1993. (National Report. Damascus, 1995:15)  Though the statistics indicates a significant 

increase, when I probed deeper into the actual impact of these and other gains, my 

findings, confirmed by other studies conducted by Syrian women ( Abd Al-Rahim, 1996; 

Sha'ban, 1995; Al-Hussaini, 1995;  and Lahham, 1995), suggest that the same 

hypocritical attitude towards women's liberation still exists at the individual, religious 

and political levels, locally, nationally and internationally: woman's first role is being a 

wife and a mother.   This attitude becomes more acute when the Syrian government, like 

other governments that claim secular administration, gives male graduates of Shari`ah 

schools and other religious figures prominent public status to preach a religious rhetoric 

against  

women's public participation under the disguise of protecting the social fabric, and at the 

same time feminizing the teaching profession, claiming gender sensibility.   Arnot (1993) 

argues that feminizing the teaching profession reinforces old gender attitudes.   

Meanwhile, none of the female graduates of the religious schools fill any of the public 

preaching positions nor serve in the Muslim councils that produce different fatwas ( 
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injunctions) against women's right to self-realization.   This situation became worse when 

some of the extremist women's religious groups were allowed to develop their own study 

groups, preaching different and segregated roles.   The Syrian government did not allow 

large gatherings for many years until the early 1990s and still maintains a one-party 

political system.  Though some may argue that these extremists groups show increasing 

women's participation, their gender politics in the gender market that is endangering the 

real gains in women's human rights issues.   The issue is not merely having women’s 

participate in interpreting the divine will, rather, the issue is in whose interest is the 

interpretation, and by what methodology, paradigm, and framework. 

 What complicates the matter further, in Syria and in other Muslim communities, 

including in North America, is that Muslim and non-Muslim polarized groups continue to 

speak for Muslim women, reinforcing the misconception that Muslim woman cannot 

"self-identify" her needs and course of action.   As these groups speak at each other, the 

majority of Muslim women are caught in-between, with no real solution on hand.   Only 

a few of the universally-schooled women, so far, are able to speak in their own voice, but 

fewer yet realize the two prerequisites of identifying with Islam: self-identity through 

active participation in the interpretation process.  

 The Quranic Chapter ˜Al-Nisa’ (The Women)" opens with the verse: "Oh, 

humankind (al-Naas), be conscious of (ittaqu ) Allah (your guardian) who created you of 

a single soul 'nafs wahidah' and created of it her mate 'zawjaha’.” 

 If we accept this verse as apropos to understanding the Islamic stance on women, 

a Muslim woman who identifies with Islam is an essential part of the interpretation 

process of Islam.   That is because human nature is distinguished by its soul 'nafs' 
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(Rahman, 1980:17):  In Islam, there is no separation between mental and physical being, 

and soul implies the totality of the person and her disposition, or the close relation 

between human heart and mind) which realizes the existence of God through its relation 

with itself and nature.   The compelling richness of these meanings in the Quran, as Abd 

Al-Rahman (1987:34) wrote,  is what allowed generations of Muslims to find yet new 

interpretations. Yet, once a non-Quranic framework of interpretation was introduced 

and/or once a particular interpretation was enforced as the ultimate one, such as Al-

Ghazali's acceptance of the Greek, Christian, and Hindu concept of separating human 

nature into the mental and the physical (Rahman, 1980, 17), both the richness, and the 

ability of Muslim individuals to realize their direct relation to these meanings were lost 

(Abd Al-Rahman, 1968: Vol. 1:18).   We see, for example, how the concept of Adam and 

Eve from the Judeo-Christian tradition has influenced the prevailing translations of the 

above Quranic verse (4:1).   The feminine marking of the word 'nafs' was changed to 

imply both sexes and translated into 'person' (Ali, 1946).   The feminine pronoun attached 

to 'zawjaha  (her mate)' was changed to a masculine and translated 'his mate,' and 

eventually the order of creation was reversed to imply that Eve was created of Adam's rib 

(Smith and Haddad, 1982), despite the fact that the concept of Eve does not exist in the 

Quran.  

 The question, therefore, is  how is it possible for a Muslim society to provide the 

individual identity when almost half of the society, the women, is paralyzed or not 

actively participating in realizing the Quranic meaning and guidance?   As Islam is 

affirmed to be both a belief and a social structure that is not based on submission but on 
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action (Garaudy, 1983:179), being a Muslim requires active participation and not mere 

acceptance of teachings.  

 By the same measure, how can we assume that the Muslim woman has regained 

her human rights without her direct involvement in the interpretation and implementation 

of the platform for action.   History indicates that she was stripped off these rights many 

times under the disguise of Muslim laws, of state sovereignty, or of the many standards 

in interpreting human rights. The strategy, therefore, is that she herself generates the 

meaning within the framework of self-identity with Islam while maintaining the core 

concepts of Islam, and that we recognize that meaning as the operating principle for 

action. 

 

The Locus of Islamic Higher Learning 

 By understanding the meaning of 'taqwa' (being conscious of Allah) when 

identifying with Islam, Muslim women can counter the claims of males to being 

women’s spiritual and intellectual guardians and the claim of superiority of certain class, 

race, national or cultural views.   Mutual guardianship and equality in the decision-

making process, particularly in religious and cultural matters, are more in harmony with 

the concept of developing individual autonomy and self-identity than is merely pushing 

for equality in the distribution or resources, for example.  

 The strategy here is to ask Muslim societies to explain the claim of no-separation 

of religious and political domains that has prevented them from ramifying or validating 

the application of the platform, in light of the fact that at least one-half of their 

population, the female half,  is expected to practice the religion by proxy instead of 
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consciously exacting the divine will by choice.   In addition, how can these societies 

explain this claim when some of them do not allow women to vote despite the fact that 

voting (bay`ah) is one of the fundamentals in rejecting or accepting Islam and the human 

trusteeship?   Furthermore, how can they claim no separation when all but few of these 

societies exclude women from their Islamic councils while women are members of 

parliament in some of these societies? (UN. From Nairobi to Beijing, 1995: 211).   We, 

the human rights advocates, also need to ask ourselves a similar question as we try to 

forge special strategies for Muslim societies.   How do we define Muslim societies vis-à-

vis non-Muslim societies?   Muslim societies and we, as part of these societies, will have 

three choices in answering the above questions: 

 a. Change the misleading interpretation, for instance, that men are in charge of 

women's moral and intellectual well-being, as is the case with the generally quoted 

interpretations of Quranic verses 2:228 and 4:34, and change the claim of the universality 

of human rights since the human rights principles do not address the specificity of what 

constitutes self-realization and its full meaning (Islamic higher learning vs. models of 

higher education).  

 b. Decline the claim that Muslim societies are acting within the Islamic Shari`ah, 

or 

 c. Change the Shari`ah or what is translated into English as 'Islamic law.'  

  

Since choice "c" is neither acceptable nor possible for a Muslim woman who has chosen 

Islam, we are left with two choices. The simplest and the more practical for a lasting 

effect is choice "a."  
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 The claim of men’s moral guardianship of women mainly is based on the 

concepts of� ˜Qawamah “ and�˜Daraja “, i.e., responsibility towards and a degree or an 

edge in verses 4:34 and 2:228 respectively.   In order to interpret them, we need to put 

them in the contexts of their Suras (chapters) as well as in the context of the Quranic 

concept of  Vicegerency (Al-Khilafah) and the meaning of God in such verses as "in the 

name of  

Allah, Guardian of the universe, the Merciful, the Magnificent" (1: 1-2).   The Qawamah  

in 4:34 only implies the domestic and financial obligation vis-à-vis the woman's 

biologically essential role of procreation.   The variation in the Daraja  among men and 

women in 2:228 only indicates an added responsibility for the male when he initiates the 

divorce process.   Elsewhere (Barazangi, 1996:87) I have suggested that the relationship 

between the meanings of verses 4:34 and 2:228 and Islamic justice and human 

Vicegerency is summarized in verse (4:32) “ Do not enviously wish for that which God 

proffered on some and not on others. Men and women, to each belong the works they 

have personally accomplished.”   That is, although Islam regards men and women as 

created for different but complementary biological and domestic functions, it does not 

specify these functions, nor generalize them to other intellectual and social roles.   For 

the claim of universality of human rights,  this implies that we have to accept the 

particularity of the Islamic conception of justice and human relationships when we 

extend the Beijing platform for action to Muslim women. 

   Nasr (1995:463) argues that the sacred law (Shari`ah) in Islam involves not only 

principles but also their application to daily life in the form of legal codifications.   This 

argument is valid as long as we understand Al-Shari`ah as that which is outlined in the 
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Quran and explicated in the prophetic authentic tradition.   The argument loses strength, 

however, once Shari`ah is extended to include the different juristic and contemporary 

interpretations as part of the sacred.   As Renard (1994:32) suggests, the Quranic 

principles explain not only the need and priority of Islamic higher learning, for example, 

but the unity of Islamic philosophy despite theological and historical diversity.   It is also 

true that the concept of absolute transcendence has profound implications for one's 

understanding of both divinity and human dignity.   That is, each individual needs to be 

informed--in his or her own capacity and language “On no soul God place a burden 

greater than it could bear” (Quran, 2:286)-- and understand before he or she can practice 

Islam.  Collective action, however, requires mutual consultation and consensus to reach a 

collective understanding.  But, we have to guard such an understanding from becoming 

limited or replaced by the legal codifications, particularly when Muslim `Ulama 

(religious scholars) try to impose one legal code in their attempt to guard the Shari`ah 

from Western rationalized interpretations.   That is, legal codifications are merely human 

interpretations in specific social and historical conditions, and do not retain the same 

level of sacredness as the principles or the rules of interpretations that facilitated these 

codes.   Moreover, to accept legal codifications as absolute contradicts the central 

dynamic of the Quran: that it be understood in its simple pristine form and be open for 

interpretation at all times and places by capable females and males regardless of their 

ethnic, class or racial composition.  Legalized codes cannot substitute for Muslim men 

and women’s agency in the interpretation of the transcendent. 

 Neither, however, can a blind acceptance of  Western rationalized interpretations 

of the transcendent as the only scientific, rational one be made into a universal principle.  
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For example, the varied meanings of human dignity and human development, for 

instance, do not retain the universality of the basic human rights principles, because they 

are national-specific and therefore, cannot justify claims of their universality within the 

human rights.  In such claims we substitute the particular Western world view of the 

secular nation-state for a gender-specific one.   Similarly, the claim that changes in the 

economic conditions by themselves will help women's is limited and limiting.4   For the 

UN secretary general (From Nairobi to Beijing, 1995:1) to write the passive statement, 

"the world has experienced far-reaching economic, political and social changes" without 

qualifying it with regard to the agency behind such economic changes in the developing 

world is misleading.   Most of these changes were imposed by the developed countries' 

economic policies and views of development, particularly women's development.   Thus, 

the strategy for regaining agency for women in the developing world, Muslim women 

being among them, is to change the attitude that woman's agency is merely a productive 

one, whether in the home, the farm or in the free market.   A woman's agency is 

recognized only when she has the opportunity to express her views and share in all 

decision-making processes. 

 

Islamic Higher Learning in the Platform for Action 

 Islamic higher learning is fulfilled only when we have facilitated the development 

of the Islamic view of an autonomous spiritual and intellectual individual.  

 My ‘reading’ of the Quran and the Hadith indicates that Islam established five 

basic principles to permeate the life of an autonomous individual who can make moral 

and intellectual choice in a just society:  
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 1.  The creation of male and female of a single soul  (Al Nisa', ‘The women’ 4:1).  

 2.  The individual right and obligation to learn, Iqra, 'be educated in' the 

teaching/legislation' (Al-Alaq/Iqra'  ‘The Clot/ read’ 96:1-4).   `Aisha, the Prophet's wife,  

and major transmitter of his tradition said: "Modesty did not prevent the women of Ansar 

from learning". 

 3.  The individual right and responsibility to accept or reject Islam [ Baiy`ah,  

‘voting’]  (Al-Mumtahana,  59:12).   The Prophet Muhammad dedicated a special day for 

women to discuss Islam with him and to vote on his message and on accepting him as a 

Muslim community leader.  

 4.  The individual receiving and dispensing of inheritance and property (4:7). 

 5.  The individual membership in the Islamic sisterhood and brotherhood with no 

distinction of sex, race, class, or ethnicity (Al-Hujurat, 49:10).  

 Within this Islamic perspective of social organization and of education as a means 

to approximate the ideals of a just society, we can specifically address the role of women 

and women's education for gender justice in Muslim societies.   Islam's strongest 

argument in favor of  Tawhid (Oneness of God) is that the believer does not have to 

resort to the abandonment of logic in order to maintain her faith.   Furthermore, if Allah 

created the universe in order to be known, as the Islamic teachings assert, "it is necessary 

that human beings be given the capacity to recognize and understand the Truth that 

brought about their existence." (Cornell, 1994:66).  

 Similarly, the platform for action's strongest argument in favor of women human 

rights is the individual maintenance of freedom of choice.   Thus, we, human rights 

advocates, cannot assume this maintenance without recognizing the specificity of self-
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identification of Muslim women.  Otherwise, human rights maintenance may sound as if 

Muslim women are asked to abandon their agency or to resort to abandoning their beliefs 

to be able to maintain their basic needs and human dignity.   Several studies show how 

external intervention without women's deep knowledge of what is "Islamic," for instance, 

has deprived women of their agency.   Badran (1995:107) suggests that such intervention 

could reinforce further cultural resistance and the use of women as rallying points of 

cultural authenticity.  Thus,  human rights advocates may need to change the paradigm of 

implementing the platform for action, and cannot assume that the implementation in 

Muslim societies is just another “case study” within the same philosophical and 

methodological framework. 

 Muslim women have to be reinstated as agents of their education and outline 

priorities themselves, beginning at home and ending at the mosque.   This reinstatement 

can be facilitated by:  

 1.  Changing the paradigm of Islamic studies both in Muslim and Western 

societies and reexamining the claimed universality of human rights declaration.   Islamic 

simplicity dictates that each believer could and should be able to understand the 

teachings in order to perfect the practice of the system.   The idea of ranking and 

restricting interpretations to certain gender, class or ethnic groups contradicts the Islamic 

recognition that God is the only Guide and the All-Knowing.   Thus, to think of Islamic 

studies exclusively in terms of scholarly and theological specialties is as misleading as 

the claim by secular human rights advocates that religion and religious interpretation 

could be limiting women's freedom of choice.  
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 2.  The Mosques have to be open to girls and women; women and girls must be 

encouraged to frequent mosques not only for special sermons; they must be told that the 

belief that Friday prayer is not obligatory (wajib) for them is a misconception (Barazangi, 

1996).   Schimmel affirms that Khutba (Friday sermon) and Friday prayer are a duty for 

the community and that women could act as preachers.  For this, an example is Maymuna 

al-Wa`iza (d 1002) in Baghdad.(1994:133).  

  Furthermore, we have to focus on Muslim women’s agency  to counter the 

general misconception that Muslim women are passive and totally oppressed.   From 

within their families, Muslim women run kinship networks and neighborhood networks. 

They influence local politics. Singerman's story (1995) shows how powerful the Egyptian 

women who run such networks have become politically and economically.  Eickelman  

and Piscatori (Singerman, 1995: xi) even suggest that the study of politics in Muslim 

societies can be done outside the state institution and by non-elites, and that governments 

accord these networks de facto autonomy .  I argue that we count on women to work for 

better control of their lives from within their families rather than be revolting against 

their families and communities.  

 3.   Membership in  Islamic councils has to be open to capable Muslim women 

who are learned in Islam.   In the past, Muslim women were narrators of Hadith, for 

example, that made them an important part of the Isnad process (ascription of an 

uninterrupted chain of authorities on which a tradition is based), and were involved in the 

interpretation of the Quran (Siddiqi, 1993:105, 116-123).   It is therefore totally 

unjustified to bar women from  Islamic councils today, especially if we keep in mind that 

oral instruction was, and still is to a certain extent, the rule not only in teaching of Hadith 
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but also in other Islamic sciences and arts, and that this applies even more so to the 

interpretation of Islamic philosophy.   In Schimmel’s view, when one keeps in mind the 

Sufi insistence upon oral transmission of classical texts for 'reading the white between the 

lines of the written text' one realizes the equal importance of such reading to the reading 

of the actual letters. This Sufi viewpoint also helps us understand why Shah Walliuldin of 

Delhi remarked that the books of sufism are elixir for the elite but poison for the normal 

believer.(1994:130)   Such a remark, in my view, could also be used to criticize 

Walliuldin's approach to the education of the believers.   That is, instead of preventing 

the normal believers from reading Sufi books, Walliuldin should have made efforts to 

uplift the Islamic education of these normal people from less valid and less rational 

readings of Islam affected by the preachers and extremist Sufis to a higher learning of 

Islam. 

 By extension, the only way to demystify Muslim women and to correct the wrong 

images of them as passive and helpless is by opening human rights agencies where 

Muslim women speak for themselves, even if their perspective differs from the normative 

perspective of these agencies.  

 4.   Muslim men and women have to be coached to rethink Islam and to act within 

a balanced perspective of Islam and its first source, the Quran.   This perspective has to 

put in their proper place the many layers of taqlids (following of precedent) and 

interpretations, as well as Western rationalizations of Islam.   By dispelling the extremist 

mystics' and other elites’ claims that there are hidden meanings that only a select few can 

know, the Quran can become comprehensible (Rahman, 1982:137)  to even an illiterate 

person (Adhami, 1996:39).   To educate the preachers, women should attend the mosque 
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regularly and counter preachers' unfounded claims with clear arguments.   Similarly,  

Muslim women have to be involved in debates of the Islamic concept of justice in the 

face of outside influence.  Such debates and encounters do not necessarily call 

exclusively for educating women theologians.  For example, the woman who protested 

the second Caliph, Omar Bin al-Khattab’s imposition of certain restrictions on women’s 

frequenting the mosque was acting from her simple understanding of the core of Islamic 

message: trusteeship to all. 

 5.  Muslim women have to be encouraged and given the means to educate 

themselves and others and to define their own identity as autonomous spiritual and 

intellectual beings.   Such education must be facilitated by discussing alternative 

interpretations of themselves and their place in the community of believers. 

 In this enterprise, community leaders have to be involved to provide an 

environment for inquiry and learning, and for building consensus around each step of the  

platform. Community-based education that could be similar to already existing models, 

such as the Kuttab, the school-like place where boys and girls were, and in many rural 

areas still are, taught the Quran, and basic literary and math skills, and the Madrasah, the 

college-like place providing higher Islamic education for male and female students. 

(Barazangi, 1995:407-408) 

 Human rights activists’ concerns have to be interpreted within the Quranic 
understanding of a just human society, where justice means balance and fair play in the 
order of thing.  Educating human rights advocates in the Islamic concept of justice ought 
to be as important as educating local and state governments in human rights.    
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NOTES 

1.   This chapter and the research that led to its conception would not have happened 

without the special efforts and encouragement of my husband, Muawia Barazangi.   Also 

his comments and suggestions as well as those of Rahel Lidda Hahn and Gisela Webb 

were invaluable.  Erika  Loeffler Friedl’s editorial suggestions made this essay clearer. 

 

 2.   See Barazangi, Nimat Hafez,   "Muslim Women's Islamic higher learning As a 

Human Right: Theory and Practice," forthcoming.   It should be noted here that this 

forthcoming work, under preparation for publication, was presented first under the title 

"Muslim Women's Islamic higher learning Is a Human Right " at The Middle East 

Studies Association Annual Meeting in Washington, D.C., (December 6-10, 1995).   The 

sub-title "Theory and Practice" was added when the present work "Muslim Women's 

Islamic higher learning As a human rights: The Action Plan" was conceived as a sequel 

to the original topic.   Certain concepts will overlap in the two pieces, no doubt. 

 

3.   Salnamas for Sham Province: 1870-1890 'Ottoman Sultans' Decrees for Syria 

Province'). No. 3 (1296-1297 A.H.), p. 150). 

 

4.  Sims'  (1991) interpretation of Western models and the legacy of foreign aid in the 

form of home economics and women's domestication since World War II is a good 

example of the views that predated the UN declaration of human rights. 
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I.   INTRODUCTION 

 Ziadeh and Winder (1957:20) wrote: "The most characteristic feature of the Arabic language 

is that the great majority of its words are built up from (or can be analyzed down into) roots each of 

which consists of three consonants or radicals.   By using these radicals as a base and by varying the 

three vowels and adding prefixes, infixes, and suffixes, according to certain patterns, the actual words 

are produced." 

 A team of computer scientists, linguists, and Arabists at the Higher Institute of Applied 

Sciences and Technology (HIAST) in Damascus, Syria have capitalized on this feature of the Arabic 

language, namely the root system, and developed a computerized knowledge base for Arabic 

language as a first step towards building an "Expert System of Arabic." 2  They have, so far, created 

both, the data-base for lexical structures (dictionaries) and the rules for Arabic morphological and 

syntactical structures.   These structures are part of a knowledge base for a potential Expert System of 

Arabic and, hence, we refer to them as "ESA knowledge base" or "ESA." 3 

 ESA is utilized in this  project to develop computerized curriculum with Arabic as the 

environment.  This curriculum proposes a paradigm shift for both language learning and acquisition, 

and computer assisted instruction (CAI).  It places the learner at the center of the curricular process 

and the computer as the medium of the curricular design.  The goal is to relief Arabic learners from 

the “traditional” focus on grammar (structure or form) and from the present dichotomies in foreign 

language learning and Arabic as a Foreign Language (AFL), in particular.  Alosh (1997:2-8) 

summarizes these dichotomies as sources of tensions: innovation vs. regularity, written vs. Oral/aural 

material, learners’ latitude vs. Teachers’ lock-step expectation, and structural vs. functional 

techniques. 

 We have considered these tensions and other issues related to CAI, and grouped them under 

the five determinants of Arabic computerized curriculum listed below.  The focus of this long-range 

project is how computer simulation of natural Arabic settings may aid learners in consciously sailing 

through these tensions and issues. The immediate objective in this paper, however, is how computer 

may aid learners’ acquisition and transfer of higher order thinking and language skills or, as Lantolf 

& Appel (1994) suggest, to enhance a conscious learning process of Arabic. 

  Another goal of the project that is discussed elsewhere 4  is how computer simulation may 

aid, and be informed by  the human  learners, instructors, researchers, curriculum developers, and 

knowledge base builders in formulating a new paradigm for computerized curriculum in the Arabic 

environment.  Shahri et al. (1997:442) discuss how Neuro-Fuzzy Compliance control may capture the 

non-linear, complex physical phenomenon, such as compliant motion by observing the actual human 
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physical motion at each step of a task. They call this process, “the ability of skill acquistion [by the 

artificial intelliegent control] from human expert.”  The aim of this  

 

project is to maximize this exchange in human and artificial intelligent interaction for more 

consciounsous learning.  

 In this computerized curricular design, simulations and scenarios, in Di Pietro's words (1987), 

are used for language learning and teaching, and, hence, are the base for learners' interaction with the 

contents and the structure of Arabic as a system. We  do recognize that computer simulation and 

expert systems do not capture, what Clancey (1997:3) calls,  the “situational knowledge or 

cognition.”  That is why we are proposing a paradigm shift in language learning and Computer 

Assisted Language Learning (CALL).  In our paradigm, we maintain the interest, as Clancey 

suggests,  in the “collection of facts and rules in an expert system,” and capture the “full flexibility of 

how perceptions, actions, and memory are related in the brain.”  We call this collective, integrated 

process a metacognitive learning, moving beyond the behaviorists stimulus-response process that 

relies on teaching grammar and vocabulary  (see Figure 1).  

  The learning structure in this curricular design combines both some principles of computer-

assisted instruction (CAI) with the intelligent tutoring system (ITS) in a principled way.    Although 

provide interaction-centered structure,  available CAI models alone do not allow for learner’s flexible 

interaction since they largely rely on pre-determined input and consequences.   In addition, CAI 

models generally assume the behaviorist stimulus-response learning approach, while computer-based 

curricular design requires careful theoretical and methodological analyses similar to what was 

outlined by Gay and Mazur (1989).  Conversly, though ITSs provide knowledge-centered structures, 

they alone do not  allow learner’s perceptual input.  

 We begin by introducing the research project, explaining the five determinants and 

summarizing the emperical study that informed the evolution of the research-based computerized 

curriculum of Arabic.   The first application of this curriculum is the interactive multimedia AFL 

module, “Arabic Self-Learning.” 

 Second, we describe how the basic character of the ESA system lies in the fact that its 

algorithmic, computerized lexical, analytic and derivative parts are linguistically based on the Arabic 

root system , and how this is especially beneficial to the AFL learner. 

 Third, since  the learner is the center of the curricular process, we discuss how the process of 

building the Arabic Self-Learning prototype allows for interfacing with ESA as well as access to 

other culturally-based computerized material (texts, graphs, videos). 

 We conclude with some of the findings and their pedagogical implications.  The catalyst of 

these implications will be to understand the relationship between language learning patterns and 

strategies and the actual learning of AFL as pereceived by the learners. 
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II.   RESAERCH-BASED COMPUTERIZED CURRICULUM 

 Some principles of the Conceptual Change theory of learning (Barazangi, 1988; Posner 1983; 

Strike, 1979), such as the plausibility of the new conception, constitute the underlying  

 

epistemological and methodological foundations that guide this research.  Combined with the 

Participatory Action Research approach (Greenwood et al., 1993), these theories, approaches and 

notions produce a pedagogical program that is research-based.  In this program, learners become 

researchers of their own learning process. The following five determinats represent the research 

questions, purpose and the findings related to the AFL module.  Since the present forum does not 

allow a dtailed description of this research, we will only summarize some of the steps to orient the 

reader as to what we mean by the research-based computerized curriculum. 

 

A. The Practical Research 

   The purpose of this research and computerized curriculum activities is to facilitate the 

acquisition of Arabic efficiently.  Though efficiency may result in speed of learning, it is intended 

here to make learners aware of their own metacognitive strategies while learning Arabic.  

Metacognition means learners’ awareness of their own cognition (interaction of procedural and 

declarative knowledge) in the specific language-learning environment (interaction of the Arabic 

language system and its uses). Making metacognitive strategies explicit is assumed to help learners 

understand, and eventually eliminate or change their own “non-efficient” learning strategies.  Making 

AFL learners’ metacognitive strategies explicit through computer simulation of Arabic is also 

assumed to aid researchers, computerized curriculum developers, instructors and learners of Arabic to 

moderate the discrepancies in the instruction and acquisition of AFL. By shifting the focus from the 

tensions in foreign language learning and/or acquisition , as described by Alosh (1997:2-8), into the 

participatory learning process, the paradigm for AFL and for foreign language learning, in general, 

may shift.  Participatory learning means that learners have a stake in identifying needs, devising 

meaning and form, and designing tasks as well as self-assessment constructs.  Meanwhile, instructors, 

curricular developers, linguists, and computer specialists collaborate with the learners to facilitate 

Arabic Self-Learning. Hence the name of the AFL module prototype. 

 

B.  Arabic as a Foreign Language (AFL) Learners’ Participatation 

 The preliminary AFL prototype and research design were based on a pilot study findings, 

working with (7) students who were involved in learning AFL at both Elementary and Intermediate 

levels.  This empirical aspect of the research was conducted to help in formulating and evaluating the 

two stories/lesson plans of the AFL prototype. 
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 Resulting from the pilot study,  and based on what learners were instructed in the elementary 

Arabic classroom, the AFL prototype was developed.  The design assumed that learners who have (3) 

weeks of instruction, or the equivalent introduction to the sounds and alphabet in elementary Arabic, 

should be able to use the prototype successfully. The pilot study 

   

 

was followed by an evaluative study directed towards making learners’ strategies explicit. The pilot 

study was conducted with the (7) learners of AFL during the Summer and Fall of 1994 at Cornell 

University.  The principal investigator, the first author, applied a participant observation method in 

the Arabic classroom. She also conducted individual interviews with each of the volunteering seven 

students at the end of the Fall semester, 1994. 

 During these observations, she recorded some of the learners' interaction with the instructor, 

focusing on repeated patterns in their attempt to communicate in Arabic.   During the interviews she 

probed each learner about his or her learning strategies as outlined by Oxford (1990), focusing on 

how each learner was strategizing their deployment of Arabic.  At the end, she held a focus-group 

interview with some of the learners to probe them further about certain strategies. 

 The principle investigator also conducted informal interviews with the instructor at different 

intervals after certain participant observation sessions, focusing on some aspects of the instructor's 

approach to teaching AFL, such as his integration of the spoken dialect (Educated Levantine) and the 

written Modern Standard Arabic (MSA), and his perception of proficient learning and of “errors” that 

learners encounter as they attempt to interact in Arabic. 

 The evaluative study was conducted with (14) AFL learners--4 of whom were from among 

the 7 in the pilot study--in the Fall of 1995-96.  Arabic Self-Learning software prototype was 

developed during the Spring and Summer of 1995.  The prototype was designed to be used for  

independent self-learning as complementary and/or as part of a classroom setting with instructors as 

facilitators. This prototype was also designed to serve, and has been used by the principle investigator 

as a diagnostic tool to answer the remaining research questions. These answers are being incorporated 

into the determinants of the computerized curriculum of AFL in the United States, and hence the 

names, evaluative study and research-based computerized curriculum. 

 

C.  Five Determinants of the Computerized Curriculum 

   Arabic Self-Learning prototype is designed to examine the interactivity of five determinants 

in the field of computerized language learning of Arabic as some American learners become aware of 

their own metacognition of Arabic. These determinants are: 

 1.  Procedural  and declarative knowledge of Arabic, 5  including issues of Arabic diglossia, 

or  what Alosh (1997: 9) calls “multiglossia” (MSA and dialects), and form and function. For 
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example, the challenging diglossic properties of Arabic, can be turned into a positive outcome instead 

of a dichotomous polarization.   Arabic diglossia lends itself easily to the introduction of multiple 

representations in language learning/teaching functions; the spoken (voice, in dialects and MSA), the 

written (text, mainly in MSA), and the cultural context (video, in dialects and MSA).   Through these 

interactive processes, a learner may be able to understand the relationship between the written and the 

spoken, as suggested by Biber (1988), on one hand, the  

 

different dialects, and the relationship between the dialects and between them and MSA, on the other.   

Once such processes are understood, the learner will be able to transfer knowledge of these 

procedural principles to other linguistic functions in different subject and contextual areas. 

 2. Text comprehension and textual reproduction (reading and writing), individually 

reproduced and socially contextualized (speaking and listening), and the relation between them.  

Learners will acquire understanding and application of procedural knowledge of Arabic as a means of 

communication and also as a subject matter (grammar and/or literature).  Also,  Arabic can be taught 

in the context of other subject areas (e.g., math, history).   This means that learners need to 

understand and acquire the systemic structure and functions of Arabic in order to apply them in new 

contexts.  Thus, Arabic grammar will become the supportive rather than the central skill to be 

acquired. 

 3.  “Natural” and “classroom” language, including issues of  access to “authentic” resources,  

of literary and socio-anthropological evolution of Arabic, and the history of teaching and learning 

Arabic. This kind of learning, as described also in determinant (2) above, is called conscious learning 

to mean acquisition and transfer of higher order thinking skills. (Lantolf and Appel, 1994: 1-32)   It 

calls for a change in the conception of the structure and function of school/college as an organization, 

in the conception of teachers'/instructors' roles and behavior in the classroom, and in the conception 

and planing of curriculum, as well as learning outcomes among students. 

 4.   “Instruction” and “self-learning” or acquisition, including issues of learners’ latitude to 

manage their learning vis-à-vis teachers’ tolerance to change their role and the paradigm of Arabic 

language teaching. In self- learning model, teachers and instructors will be promoting learning and 

the use of problem-solving skills in one subject area (Arabic) and the subsequent transfer of those 

skills to problem solving in other subject areas.   Successful transfer means that students are learning 

and understanding the linguistic and cognitive concepts underlying the problem-solving procedures 

and can then apply those same procedures appropriately in different contexts. (Mandinach, 1994)  

Consequently, classroom dynamics will also be different. 

 5. “Computer-assisted language learning programs of AFL , therefore, give way to 

computerized curriculum in the Arabic language environment, including functionality, proficiency, 

the purpose of learning, prior language learning patterns, and perceptions of computerized learning. 
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 In this paper, we briefly analyze one aspect of the fifth determinant: the effect of previous 

knowledge and language learning patterns. 

  

D.  The Research Pedagogical Questions 

 Through their participation in the pilot and evaluative studies,  AFL learners presented some 

answers to the following research questions: 

  

 1. How does a non-Arab adult accommodate Arabic language structural and communicative 

attributes into his/her schematic patterns(s) of acquired languages other than Arabic?  More 

specifically, what kind of learning patterns and strategies expressed during the exercise in the two 

stories of the prototype, across the questions asked within each story, and across cases of learners? 

 2. Do these patterns relate to learners’ perception of computer-assisted learning? 

 3. Does a learner's gender and his/her goal of learning the language make a difference? 

(Swann, 1992).  Also, what are the specific learners' patterns of deploying Arabic gender case-

marking? 

 4. Do the above patterns relate to learners' response concerning their use of metacognitive 

strategies (centering, arranging and planning, and evaluating their own learning) and to their 

awareness of their own learning process? and How? 

 5. Is there  a direct interference and what is the learner's strategy (ies)?  In other words, what 

is the relationship between learners' prior language learning style and strategies and their deployment 

of Arabic.  Does the integration of MSA and the dialect (s) in the dialogue affect such a relationship? 

and How? 

 In this paper, we only briefly report on the fifth question.  Discussion of the effect of prior 

language learning patterns will be discussed in Section V. 

 

 

III.   EXPERT SYSTEM OF ARABIC (ESA) KNOWLEDGE BASE 

 Basing the 'artificial' computer language program on the characteristic features of 'natural' 

Arabic language (Barazangi et al., 1997;  Al-Bawab et al., 1994;  Al-Bawab and Al-Tayyan, 

forthcoming) gives the system a pedagogical credence for Arabic language consciously-enhanced 

self-learning.   More importantly, the ESA system contains the fundamental facts and assertions 

necessary to solve a specific problem in the Arabic environment. The ESA system may also serve as 

one of the theoretical foundations for computer-based curriculum development.  The primacy of 

Arabic functionality over grammatical structure in this system presents a fertile foundation for an 

interactive learning process that relies on the use of problem-solving strategies and reflective higher 

order analysis of these strategies, as suggested by Oxford (1992/93). 
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A.  From Computer-Assisted Instruction to Learning Through Interactive Multimedia (IMM) 

  Developers of computer-assisted instruction (CAI) and developers of intelligent tutoring 

systems (ITS) have promoted the use of computers in learning, and they have developed sets of 

principles of learning and application in computer instructional programs.   Yet, despite the fast 

introduction of computers in the classroom, several language educators are still concerned that 

computer technology is not like human instruction (Schofield et al., 1994). This is particularly the 

case when the developed software reflects a certain linguistic or pedagogical theory, such as  

 

"philosophy of efficient production, dissemination, and control of knowledge, and that such products 

may not provide flexibility for other perspectives to be introduced."  (Muffoletto, 1993: 1-2)  The 

same concerns seem to transpire in the teaching of Arabic, particularly when computerized programs 

are not directly accessible in Arabic.   That is, programming is usually done in English or another 

language and is applied to Arabic with only Arabic fonts and grammatical structures being integrated 

into the system. 

 By the early 90's, the use of interactive multimedia (IMM) began to provide answers to some 

of these concerns.   Latchem et al. (1993:11) present a definition and the use of 'Interactive 

multimedia':  An umbrella term for a range of videodiscs-, compact disc-, and computer-based 

systems that allow the creation, integration and manipulation of text, graphics, still and moving video 

images, sound and feedback clues for many diverse applications in education and training.   End-

users can control the links, determine the paths of navigation, set their own speed of information 

handling and construct the contents in accordance with their needs.  In addition, Ambron and Hooper 

(1988:36) ask what better way to have a multi-author work created, annotated and linked in text form, 

with graphics, timelines, and video, than what hypermedia systems offer. 

 Multiple authors, which is very critical for curriculum design, can add commentary to the 

same corpus at the same time.   The hypermedia systems can symbolize and organize links, and 

present visual rendering of the entire network of links, which is also important to links between 

teacher and students, on one hand, and between procedural and declarative knowledge, on the other.   

The greatest advantage of hypermedia systems is that a browser needs only a limited amount of 

learning to be able to use the program.  

 ESA as the Arabic "declarative" knowledge base provides the alternative perspective to 

computerized teaching without having to rely on other languages and their philosophical and 

linguistic underlying assumptions.   By combining ESA with IMM, the diglossic property of Arabic 

could also be partially resolved by integrating the spoken and written skills of Arabic learning, as 

discussed earlier in section II.C.1. 
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B.  Language Teaching and Learning Through Computers 

 Language teachers wanted to improve on language teaching labs and, thus, began the 

movement of adding computerized tutorial material to the audio-tutorial tapes known in the 1950s 

and 60s.   With the aid of computers, they introduced written exercises to taped language 

conversation scenarios in the 1970s. (Altman, 1989)   Video tutorial was introduced in the early 

1980s to present the cultural context of the target language. (Gay, 1987)   Thus, the paradigm for 

language teaching and learning, as shown in figure II, moved from a two-dimensional interaction in 

the traditional models into a three-dimensional interaction in video-inspired modles 6 (see Figure 2 ). 

  

 We propose moving the paradigm further into a four-dimensional interaction in the computer-

based model.   As new theories of language learning and acquisition were debated, several techniques 

and teaching strategies were under experimentation in classrooms (e.g., functional vs. Structural) .   

With the utility and accessibility of computers, and the invention of C-D ROM, computerized 

language instruction took a lead in combining all four representations (text, graphics, still and moving 

video images, and sound) into one integrated program.   With the recent emphasis on learner-centered 

curriculum, as suggested by Nunan (1992, 1988), the introduction of IMM, and the changes of 

language teaching and learning paradigm, computer-based language instruction became a computer-

based interactive strategy for communicative and grammatical learning. (Nunan, 1988:3) We have 

extended this move into the design of the AFL module by adding the interfacing link to ESA and 

cultural knowledge-bases.   Not withstanding the production of From the Gulf to the Ocean's laser 

video component (1989), almost every other computerized Arabic program, that we know of, relies 

mainly on written text, with some that have audio dialogue, such as the case in Kileen and Iskarous’s 

(1990) Electronic Al çArabiyah, and some that have added to the audio dialogue and digitized 

graphics, such as the case of Alosh and Alama's (forthcoming) Ahlan wa Sahlan. 

 

C.  The Interactive Multimedia and ESA 

 The Expert System of Arabic (ESA) not only provides the declarative knowledge, but could 

be used as an organizing principle.   Combining the Conceptual Change theoretical rationale with the 

functionality approach to language learning, and psycholinguistic with pedagogical knowledge of 

Arabic has transformed our paradigm of computer-based curricular and instructional design.  We call 

the combined scheme "Metacognitive learning" to indicate a reconciliation of the following three 

epistemological and methodological assumptions in addition to the assumptions underlying the 

educational hypermedia, and language acquisition and learning. They are: 

 1. Computer is the medium of curricular design, and the learner is the center of the curricular 

process. 
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 2. Programming language and the natural language (Arabic in this case) are integrated in the 

presentation of the concepts. 

 3. Language structure and other declarative knowledge are facilitators to procedural 

knowledge.  Thus, the instructional module(s) constitute both the subject matter (grammar, syntax) of 

the declarative learning, as well as the target of the procedural language (the application of the rules 

to solve problems linguistically or conceptually). 

 Conceptual change theorists assume prior perceptions of a concept as a determinant in the 

learning of new concept (s) (Barazangi, 1988).   Thus, meaningful, effective learning requires 

reflective (metacognitive) process in one’s own conception and practice of a particular concept.  As 

new concepts and meanings are introduced, or made directly accessible to the learners,  

 

learners reconstruct their own learning scheme and meanings, and create new activities and insights. 

 

 D. The Expert System of Arabic (ESA) 

 The development of ESA in Syria coincided with a wide surge of activities in the USA 

concerning the teaching of Foreign Languages in the early 80s, particularly  less-commonly taught 

languages, such as Arabic. 7  As interest in Arabic escalated with recent changes in global political 

and economic policies, further interest in learning Arabic also raised more concerns among Arabic 

instructors to find better means to teach a communicative, functional Arabic.   Coupled with interest 

in improving Arabic instruction as a first language, this project became a means to answer both 

interests. 

 The Expert System of Arabic (ESA) contains the knowledge base and inference engine.   

Unlike other Arabic computer programs, ESA through its derivation part, triggers the dictionary 

search that results in a display of the syntactical and morphological rules starting from the most 

general--such as listing of augmented and unaugmented verbs--and running through to the most 

specific--such as the combined conjugation rules of the letter Hamza (~), and idgham (i.e., 

gemination or doubling).   Through its analytic component, ESA is also distinguished by its ability to 

cue the user who does not have a sound knowledge of Arabic roots into the different possible roots of 

a word that he or she may input.   A Vax-11 computer was used to prepare ESA. A PC, and 

eventually a Macintosh, version is under construction now, taking into consideration learners needs 

and the interfacing modules of the curriculum.   A PC-Based Conjugation of Arabic verbs is 

accomplished using IBM PC compatible computer, and Turbo Prolog version 2 as a programming 

language. 

  The morphological and syntactical processing structures of ESA--the Derivative, which 

generates and produces vocabulary, and the analytic, which retrieves a root of a word along with its 

vocalization and prefixes or suffixes--operate independently as well as interactively.   Each part 
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guides the user through an elaborate multiple-box and multi-window sub-system, from defining the 

original letters of a root or entry in its different patterns and categories to specifying all grammatical 

and morphological forms and derivatives. 

 The ESA is comprehensive in that it uses entries from all available Arabic-Arabic dictionaries 

as compared, for instance, to Bishai's (1994) Dictionary that relies mainly on Muhit al Muhit.  And 

yet at the same time the System is capable of being very specific and accurate, possessing 7,280 roots 

that produce more than 11 million words, including over 23,400 verbs, (augmented and 

unaugmented) in different combinations of voices, tenses, vocalization, etc...  ESA also contains more 

than 200, 000 derived nouns--Bishai's Program, in comparison, has only 5, 000 roots, and his 

Dictionary only 50,000 total entries, nouns as well as verbs. 

  

  

 The ESA knowledge base, therefore, provides the concepts in addition to applications for the 

user.   For a learner-centered computerized curriculum, as shown in Figure 3, the accessibility of both 

the solutions and the principles that underlie them produces an integrated, comprehensive model of 

systemic thinking in Arabic. The long-range product of this project, the computerized curriculum and 

the instructional modules, should be understood in this new framework  (see Figure 3).  

 

IV.   EDUCATIONAL OBJECTIVES OF THE AFL MODULE 

 In the first phase of building the AFL module, the first author developed the Arabic Self-

Learning software prototype program for AFL learners to build their own scenarios, models and 

simulations on personal computers. This prototype was evaluated (used by learners) and the findings 

are being incorporated in the second phase of the curricular design. We present here only the first 

phase with  some pedagogical examples.   The prototype, in C-D ROM, is an interactive multimedia 

implementation based on the concept of consciousness enhancement (see Figure 4). 

 By viewing, listening and responding to the dialogue within the two stories of the prototype, 

learners went through a dynamic, analytic, problem-solving procedure and reflective analysis of their 

own learning strategies (Oxford, 1990).  During this exercise, the principle investigator, the first 

author, observed each learner as he or she  interacted with the prototype. Each  of the 14 learner who 

participated in the evaluative study spent between 45-115 minutes going through each story.  Every 

step of the learners’ interaction was digitized automatically on a specially designed Excel program for 

individual and collective evaluation. Also, audiotapes were provided to record the learners response 

in the drill and other interaction. These tapes also recorded the learner’s conversation with the 

principle investigator as she probed each learner to “think loudly” his or her mental process while 

going through the exercise. 
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 In the second phase (not reported here, in-progress) the findings from these multiple data will 

be incorporated to further develop the Arabic Self-Learning module. Once connected with the ESA 

and other knowledge bases, the module will  allow learners to interact with Arabic grammatical and 

lexical structures as the supportive skill rather than the central skill to be acquired. The module will 

also be connected to the culturally constructed uses of Arabic. 8  Such interactions enable learners to 

develop their own schema (Situational Cognition, or SC) of Arabic and determine their own learning 

activities. In Participatory Action Research (PAR) and SC, instructors and researchers become 

facilitators, while learners become researchers of their own learning and developers of their own 

activities. 9  

 Based on learners’ statement of purpose from learning Arabic, and other perceptions of 

language learning, the prototype was designed to further learners’ input. This input, represented 

above will help in furthering the development  of learning objectives of the AFL module. Figure  

 

4 represents one screen of the computerized interactive multimedia prototype.  Each part of the screen 

was designed as follows:  

 1. The video, consisting of live dialogue, is the center of the learners' interaction with each of 

the two stories (each story consists of five scenes, and for each scene 2-5 questions are raised). This 

interaction helps the learner recognize the meanings and the concepts within the new learning 

environment, Arabic language and discourse. 

 2. The questions and their purposeful answer choices are designed for specific educational 

objectives.  Purposeful answers are intended to help the learner evaluate her own understanding of the 

dialogue rather than merely find the "correct" answer.  Learners' instructions may be replaced 

linguistically and conceptually as the nature of the learner and her familiarity with Arabic changes. 

 3. Pausing the question in English is an indirect lead of the learner to the meaning of a 

specific segment in the dialogue.  For example, in story 1, Question 1: "This conversation took place 

in the city of?" repeats the meaning in “Hadha hiwar wa-yadoor fi bayt bi-madinat dimashq".  The 

goal is for the learner to recognize the whole meaning rather than rely on translating vocabulary and 

constructing sentences.   In addition, the interacting learner is able to distinguish sounds with every 

choice and, then, relate each answer by making sense of the context.  Thus, answering a question does 

not only mean giving the "correct answer."  Rather, it focuses on the ability of the learner to 

understand the meaning and to distinguish the sounds and texts even when the words appear similar. 

For example,  the three choices: Dimashq, DesMoines and Dallas all start with the sound "D."  Also, 

during the "verify" mode, the place of the purposeful answer is switched in order to make the learner 

aware of the variations in sound, text, and usage.  This is what we call the process of conceptual 

change.  That is, the learner finds herself before a different learning approach from what she is used 
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to, in addition to the new learning environment of Arabic.  The learner, therefore, recognizes her own 

strategies and attempts to modify or change the unhelpful ones. 

 4. While answering questions under each of the five scenes in each story, learners are given 

the opportunity to write comments (in Arabic or English) about their understanding of the dialogue, 

the question (s), and/or their mental processes and learning strategies.  The entire exercise helps the 

learner to indirectly realize the grammatical structure of the Arabic language. That is, through writing 

and modifying her own comments, the learner is able to reflect on her understanding and evaluate her 

own conception of the context, the concepts, and rules. 

 5. Stories, scenes, and questions can be accessed within and outside the exercise for a holistic 

understanding of the program. 

 

V.   IMPLICATIONS AND CONCLUSIONS 

 One finding, for example, suggests an answer to the fifth research question.  AFL learners are 

unable to realize at first that by moving from first to second person, unlike the English  

 

pronoun, the Arabic pronoun is split into feminine and masculine. Such an obstacle may be attributed 

to their inability to accommodate the new structure in their prior linguistic and cognitive scheme. This 

inability to accommodate the new structure not only produce inconsistent accuracy, but the pronoun 

split also raises few conceptual difficulties, such as how would learners  

recognize the gender, and consequently the case-marking of an utterance in order to affix the“proper” 

pronoun. Another conceptual difficulty lies in realizing the variation in the first and second person 

pronoun in relation to agency, for example. 

  The issue here is not limited to whether or not learners know the meaning, but whether or not 

they have access to Arabic functionality.  This access resembles that which permits the intuitiveness 

of native speakers, leading learners to the determinants in the gender of an utterance, and what 

variations there might be in its use. Thus, historical as well as socio-anthropological linguistics play a 

role in determining the level and the nature of the content in a computerized curricular planning of 

Arabic.  The matter is not only that of spiral difficulty and or level of proficiency, but also a matter of 

what and how much of other related knowledge one may or can include, and how to integrate it with 

learners’ need and interest  as well as with cultural themes. These latter issues could be addressed by 

the learner’s direct access to computerized knowledge bases of Arabic; be it of Arabic language 

system (grammar and structure, ESA) or literature, history, or math content (cultural themes), or of 

Arabic linguistic- or functional-based (communicative aspects) instruction. 

  The obstacle of splitting into feminine and masculine could also be explained by the 

difficulties in grammatical features, such as tense and aspect, in addition to agency.  Yet, given the 

simplicity of the dialogue in the prototype (consisting mainly of naming self or another person or 
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object) the prior-patterns factor seems a more likely explanation. The obstacle might also be 

attributed to learners’ inability to deploy the variation between masculine and feminine due to the 

phonetic ambiguity between MSA and the Levantine dialect. This is exemplified in the distinctive 

variation between  feminine (    ) and masculine (    ) “you” in MSA vis-à-vis the “hard-to-

distinguish” variation in the Levantine dialect  (see Figure 5). 

 In this figure, we explain  the interaction between previous knowledge and learning patterns 

with learners strategies in learning Arabic. The same explanation is being extended to understand 

learners’ attempt to relate what they hear in the dialogue (an educated form of Levantine, combining a 

Palestinian, Lebanese and Syrian dialects) and what they know of AMS pronoun properties. 

 Evaluative data are still being analyzed and validated.  Preliminary findings suggest negative 

effect of prior language patterns on the AFL learners' awareness of their own learning, and on 

learning within the Arabic environment.  The pedagogical implications of such findings is to make 

learners, through working-out the two lessons/stories in the prototype, more aware of the power of 

consciously using language learning strategies to make learning quicker, easier, more effective, and 

more fun" (Oxford, 1992/93:21). 

  

 One of the goals of the empirical research and curricular development processes is to 

understand these aspects of learners' strategy systems to assist learners in explicitly expressing these 

strategies and in drawing relationships to their own prior language patterns.  Such relationships also 

make learners aware of the power of consciously using language learning strategies.   This awareness 

is assumed to facilitate learners' integration of procedural and  

declarative knowledge of Arabic with problem-solving skills and underlying Arabic linguistic 

principles that guide their application to diverse contexts. 

   Two basic components are presently under construction  for furthering the expansion of this 

project into full curricular development activity.  One is modifying the AFL prototype according to 

the evaluative study results .  The other component is the development of two other modules for 

native adults and children. The development of the latter two modules will further test the theoretical 

and the curricular framework.  The research findings will provide further pedagogical implications for 

the framework and for the learners. 
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Foreign Language Module was partially funded by a Grant from the Consortium for Language 
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and development processes. James P. Lantolf,  Munther A. Younes, and Stephen Masiclat at Cornell 

University. Mansour Farah and Yaseen Al-Hafez at HIAST. We also like to thank  Roger Allen, 
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entire project report, and Mohammed Jiyad at the University of Massachusetts, Amherst, for his 

comments on this paper. 

 

2.  Marwan Al-Bawab, Muhammad Mrayati, Yahya Meer Alam, and Muhammad Hassan 

Tayyan. "A Computerized Morpho-Syntactic System of Arabic." The Arabian Journal 

for Science and Engineering, 19, 3, 1994: 461-480; and M. Mrayati. "Statistical Studies in Arabic 

linguistics." in MacKay, ed. Computers and the Arabic Language. (1990), 190-200. 

 

3.  The empirical research and curriculum development part of the project is being carried-on at 

Cornell University in Ithaca, New York.  The ESA development and the native, non-specialist 

module part is being carried-on at HIAST. Other members at HIAST are attempting to contribute  

to the ESA, see for example, M.Y. Al-Hafez, et al, 1992.  “Design of an Arabic Language 

Knowledge-Base as a Lexicon for NLP” in the   3rd ICEMCO Proceedings: 2. 4.1-17. 

 

4.   Details of theories--using principles of Arabic language development, Arabic linguistics, language 

learning and acquisition in general, computing, and computers in education--, methodologies and 

findings of the research will reported elsewhere (Barazangi et al., in preparation). 

 

5. See Anderson's definitions of the two types of knowledge and implications for computer 

simulations, and the distinction between the two types of knowledge with the implications for 

instruction as quoted in O'Malley and Chamot, 1990: 20-25 and 27-28. 

 

6. This figure is  a modification of two figures used by Rick Altman. The Video Connection: 

Integrating Video into language Teaching (Boston, MA: Haughton Mifflin Company, 1989), 2-5. 

 

7.  See for example, Rouchdy, Aleya, ed. The Arabic language in America (Detroit: Wayne State 

University Press, 1992); and Eid, Mushira. "Arabic Linguistics: The Current Scene" in Mushira Eid, 

ed. Perspective on Arabic Linguistics I: Papers  from the First Annual Symposium on Arabic 
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Linguistics. Amsterdam Studies in Theory and History of Linguistic Science, V 63 

(Amsterdam/Philadelphia, John Benjamin’s Publishing Company, 1990), 3-37. 

 

8.  Mohammed Jiyad,“Non-Conventional Material for Conventional Classroom: Teaching Cultural 

Awareness Through High Technology” in 1992, 3rd ICEMCO: 10.5.1-8) suggests teaching cultural 

awareness through high technology. 

 

9.  David Nunan (Collaborative Language Learning and Teaching. Cambridge: Cambridge University 

Press, 1992:10) emphasizes the redefinition of the role relationships of learners, teachers and 

researchers in such a collaboration. 
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ABSTRACT: 
 
 We discuss a research-based, computerized curriculum in Arabic.   Learning of 
Arabic language for native non-specialists(ANNS) at the college level is presented as one 
module of this curriculum.  Computer simulation of communicative  and structural 
Arabic are intended to facilitate metacognitive  learning or higher order thinking of 
Arabic  language learning strategies. 
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I. Introduction: 
  Educators and Linguists are concerned with the weakness of Arab students in 
their deployment of Arabic Language. This concern promoted educators (Barazangi et 
al., 1998) to re-think  present  educational curricula that rely on teaching grammatical 
structures of Arabic as the centre of language learning in all fields of instruction 
(Ibrahim, 1987). 
 This paper discusses the pedagogical framework of a research-based, 
computerized curricular design of Arabic as a communicative language and a subject 
matter. Teaching and learning Arabic language for native non-specialists (ANNS) at the 
college level is presented as one application of this framework, and as a prototype of its 
procedures. This prototype module is the second of three modules. The first module, 
“Arabic Self-Learning,” was developed at Cornell University for non-native college 
learners. The third module is for native children.  
 The framework of this project is based on a collaborative research and curriculum 
development  which aims at utilizing an Arabic computerized knowledge base 
(Barazangi  et al., 1998; Al-Bawab et al., 1994) for educational goals with learning of 
Arabic as an application.  The curriculum design is based on a literature search and an 
empirical research using principles of  Arabic language development, Arabic linguistics, 
language learning and acquisition in general, computing, and computers in education. 
Part of this research was conducted among native students at the Higher Institute of 
Applied Sciences and Technology (HIAST). 
 The module presented in this paper “Learning Of Arabic Language” is one of this 
project’s products, and is designed for native non-specialists. 
Instructors will be promoting learning and the use of problem-solving skills 
in one subject area (Arabic). The module will consist of several packages. The outcome 
of learners’ experience will be their intended, conscious integration of their procedural 
knowledge, declarative knowledge, problem-solving skills, systemic thinking, and the 
deployment of Arabic language skills. this experience is facilitated by language learning 
strategies. 
 
II. Basic Principles of Research-Based Curriculum 
 The purpose of this research and computerized curriculum activities is to facilitate 
the acquisition of Arabic efficiently. Though efficiency may result in speed of learning, it 
is intended here to make learners aware of their own cognition(interaction of procedural 
and declarative knowledge) in the specific language-learning environment (interaction of 
the Arabic language system and its uses). Making metacognitive strategies explicit is 
assumed to help learners understand, and eventually eliminate or change their own “non-
efficient” learning strategies. Making ANNS learners’ metacognitive strategies explicit 
through computer simulation of Arabic is also assumed to aide researchers, computerized 
curriculum developers, instructors and learners of Arabic to moderate the discrepancies 
in the instruction and acquisition of ANNS. By shifting the focus from teaching grammar 
into the participatory learning process, the paradigm for ANNS and for language learning 
in general may shift.  Participatory learning means that learners have a stake in 
identifying needs, devising meaning and form, and designing tasks as well as self-
assessment constructs. Meanwhile, instructors, curricular developers, linguists, and 
computer specialists collaborate with the learners to facilitate learning of Arabic 
language interactively. Thus, the ANNS module prototype. 
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 The ANNS module was developed at HIAST by a team of researchers and 
engineers, and is based on three intertwined aspects:  
 A. The educational aspect. 
 B. The linguistic aspect. 
 C. The informatic aspect. 
 
A. The educational aspect: 
 This aspect is based on the contemporary learning theory of conceptual change as 
outlined in Barazangi  et  al. (1998 and 1997). The goal of this theory and the research-
based computerized curriculum is to facilitate interactive Arabic learning at the 
metacognitive level. Barazangi  also relied on her empirical research that was conducted 
with learners of Arabic as a foreign language at Cornell University in 1994-1996, with 
learners of Arabic as native speakers at HIAST in 1995, and with Syrian children (2.5 - 4 
years of age) who were tested in imitating certain structures of modern standard Arabic 
and Syrian Spoken Arabic ( Lust and Barazangi, 1979). 
The results of the first study were utilized in designing the framework of the entire 
project: Research-Based Computerized Curriculum. For instance, it became clear that 
prior language learning does influence the learning of new languages or linguistic 
concepts. The findings of the second study with the NNS were utilized in designing the 
ANNS Module. For instance, the native non-specialist students learning was actually 
restricted by their pre-conceptions of Arabic language structure being confused with the 
local dialect and the traditional teaching of Arabic language. A good example is their 
weakness in applying the concept of “al Bina’ wa-al-çIrab.”  In This paper, we are only 
able to present the technical steps that Rebdawi used to develop the ANNS module. 
 
B. The linguistic aspect: 
 The observer of a lesson in an Arabic classroom may realize that the facts and 
concepts being exchanged in the classroom are of different nature. The teacher discusses 
syntactic, morphological and orthographic aspects depending on the questions, 
reflections and reactions of the students. The students may feel unable to justify the 
morpho-syntactic forms of the sentence that are being proposed. On the other hand 
discussions can be carried out in the classroom about the cultural content of the text. The 
teacher explains such cultural aspects and highlights some of them depending on the 
educational objectives. In order to simulate this realistic class process, the ANNS module 
is built in a way that stands far from the traditional schooltext structure. 
 The traditional approach is often based on the separation of the syntactical, 
morphological, orthographic and cultural aspects. Each of these themes are covered in a 
separate text, and is usually taught in a different course.  Also, syntactical, 
morphological, and orthographic knowledge are usually presented to students in the 
traditional way by giving the rule succeeded by some application examples. This 
approach forces the student to rote learn the rule as it was presented in old ancestral 
books, without comprehending the deep structure behind the particular rule, nor the 
procedural concepts of the rule.  
 ANNS Module to the contrary,  is designed in a way that simulate the inherent 
interaction between all the themes stated above, and is intended to give learner the ability 
to be the designer of the educational process. Our module permits learner to choose at 
any moment the desired theme, enables him or her to process step-by-step the 
relationships between concepts, and moving in-depth within the system. At this level, 
learner finds himself or herself modifying or changing his or her prior linguistic concepts 
after he or she had interacted directly with, and experienced the new concepts. 



LEARNING OF ARABIC LANGUAGE FOR NATIVE NON-SPECIALISTS   5 
 

 
 
C. The informatic aspect: 
 In order to eliminate the traditional concept of the course, the software 
implementation of the syllabic module is designed based on the concept of the package. 
Each package consists of a text combined with four units built upon this text: syntax unit, 
morphology unit, orthography unit, and culture unit. The text within the four units is 
supported by multimedia techniques (video and sound). 
 The prototype is developed on Macintosh environment. The portability to other 
environments (i.e. IBM compatible) is guaranteed by the used software development tool. 
On the other hand, the prototype is designed with the perspective to be linked with the 
knowledge base cited above. This will give more flexibility in manipulating Arabic. 
 
III. ARABIC KNOWLEDGE BASE 
 Basing the ‘artificial’ Arabic computer language on the characteristic features of 
‘natural’ Arabic language (Barazangi  et al., 1998; Al-Bawab et al., 1994; Al-Bawab and 
Al-Tayyan, 1996) gives the system a pedagogical credence for Arabic language 
consciously-enhanced self-learning. More importantly, the Arabic Knowledge Base 
(AKB) contains the fundamental facts and assertions necessary to solve a specific 
problem in the Arabic environment. The AKB may also serve as one of the theoretical 
functions for computer-based curriculum development. The primacy of Arabic 
functionality over grammatical structure in this knowledge base presents a fertile 
foundation for an interactive learning process that relies on the use of problem-solving 
strategies and reflective higher order analysis of these strategies, as suggested by Oxford 
(1992/93). We discuss the relationship of AKB to interactive multimedia, to 
morphological and syntactical processing system of Arabic, and to language teaching and 
learning through computers. 
 
A. The Interactive Multimedia (IMM) and AKB: 
 Arabic Knowledge Base not only provides the declarative knowledge, but could 
be used as the organising principle. Combining the conceptual change theoretical 
rationale with the functionality approach to language learning, and psycholinguistic with 
pedagogical knowledge of Arabic has transformed our paradigm of computer-based 
curricular and instructional design. We call the combined scheme “Metacognitive 
learning” to indicate a reconciliation of the following three epistemological assumptions 
in addition to the assumptions underling the educational hypermedia, and language 
acquisition and learning. They are: 
 1. Computer is the medium of curricular design, and the learner is the centre of 
the curricular process. 
 2.  Arabic computer language and the natural language (Arabic in this case) are 
integrated in the presentation of the concepts. 
 3. Language structure and other declarative knowledge are facilitators to 
procedural knowledge. Thus, the instructional module(s) constitute both the subject 
matter (grammar, syntax) of the declarative learning, as well as the target of the 
procedural language (the application of the rules to solve problems linguistically or 
conceptually). 
 Conceptual change theorists assume prior perceptions of concepts as determinant 
in the learning of new concept(s) (Barazangi, 1988). Thus, meaningful, effective learning 
requires reflective (metacognitive) process in one’s own conception and practice of a 
practical concept. As new concepts and meanings are introduced, or made directly 
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accessible to the learners, learners reconstruct their own learning scheme and meanings, 
and create new activities and insights.  
 
B. The Morphological and Syntactical Processing System of Arabic:  
 The morphological and syntactical processing system of Arabic -the Derivative, 
which generates and produces vocabulary, and the analytic which retrieves a root of a 
word along with its vocalisation and prefixes or suffixes- operate independently as well 
as interactively. Each part of the system guides the user through an elaborate multiple-
box and multi-window sub-system, from defining the original letters of a root or entry in 
its different patterns and categories to specifying all grammatical and morphological 
forms and derivatives. This system is a part of the AKB under construction. 
 The AKB, therefore, provides the concepts in addition to applications for the user. 
For a learner-centered computerized curriculum, the accessibility of both the solutions 
and the principles that underlie them produces an integrated, comprehensive model of 
systemic thinking in Arabic. The long-range product of this project, the computerized 
curriculum and the instructional modules, should be understood in this new framework. 
 
C. Language Teaching and Learning Through Computers: 
 Language teachers wanted to improve on language teaching labs and, thus, began 
the movement of adding computerized tutorial material to the audio-tutorial tapes known 
in the 1950s and 60s. With the aid of computers, they introduced written exercises to 
taped language conversation scenarios in the 1970s (Altman, 1989). Video tutorial was 
introduced in the early 1980s to present the cultural context of the target language (Gay, 
1987). As new theories of language learning and acquisition were debated, several 
techniques and teaching strategies were under experimentation in classrooms (e.g., 
functional vs. structural). With the utility and accessibility of computers, and the 
invention of CD-ROM, computerized language instruction took a lead in combining all 
four representations (text, graphics, still and moving video images, and sound) into one 
integrated program. With the recent emphasis on learner-centered curriculum, the 
introduction of IMM, and the changes of language teaching and learning paradigm, 
computer-based language instruction became a computer-based interactive strategy for 
communicative and grammatical learning (Nunan, 1988). 
 
 
IV. Technical Steps in Developing the ANNS Module 
 Developing computerized curricula requires systematic design irrespect of the 
content and/or the educational principles and goals. We designed the interactive learning 
of Arabic language for native, non specialists, as follows: 
A. Selecting the intended concepts  and facts. 
B. Determining the educational method to relate these concepts electronically and 
     interactively. 
C. Selecting text and examples to deliver the concepts and facts. 
D. Determining the most suitable computer programming environment for the 
educational  
     objectives. 
E. Developing the overall design and the interfaces. 
F. Implementing the entire design. 
 
A. Selecting the intended concepts  and facts: 
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 In Order to select the intended concepts and facts, we have to make a topic 
distribution strategy, to divide the syllabic material into four units (syntax, morphology, 
orthography, and culture), and to have an equilibrium between the topics that are bundled 
in one package. Our observations led us to the conclusion that some topics are very long 
and complex, such as  inflection (al-çIraab) and indeclension (al-Binaa’) and depiction 
(Rasm) al -Hamza  Therefore, we adopted the principle that balances the level of 
complexity between the units. Consequently, when a topic to be treated in a unit is long 
and complex, we choose shorter and less complicated topics in the other units. This 
principle led us to build texts oriented toward the goal of the predominant unit. Some 
additional material are used to allow us to go into less complex topics. This choice 
permits us to avoid boring and artificial texts. 
 Accordingly, we decided to create predominantly syntax oriented text, inflection 
(al-çIraab) and indeclension (al-Binaa’) as a dominant topic. In the morphology unit we 
chose active participle (Ism al -Faaçil). In the orthography unit we chose imperfect noun 
(al-Ism al-Manqous) and in the culture unit we chose the cliché (Rawsam) and 
Arabization (al-Taçreeb) concepts. 
 
B. Determining the educational method: 
 As we mentioned before the module presented here is one of three modules that 
were derived from the Research-Based Computerized Curriculum (Barazangi et al., 
1998). This module, hence, reflects the educational methodology of the curriculum that 
relies on interactive self-learning to achieve metacognition. 
 
C. Selecting texts and examples: 
 We have composed a dialogue text in a manner to cover all the concepts and facts 
that were intended. The examples were designed to support such process. Some of the 
examples were derived from the text, and others were added as needed. 
 
D. Determining the programming environment: 
 Since we adopted the interactive multimedia as a medium it became necessary 
that we use effective and user-friendly environment for designing, developing, and 
implementing the module. In addition, this environment allows the program to process 
users’ input, to analyze it, and to give feedback. On the other hand we paid special 
attention in selecting the development environment to the portability factor that will 
allow the use of Macintosh or Windows. 
 
E. Developing the overall design and interfaces: 
 The four units were based on the text. Each unit focuses on a particular concept 
through certain words. The interface was designed to achieve consistency. Each user 
interface has a space for text, another for interaction, and a third that consists of active 
buttons to move between units. 
 
F. Implementing the design: 
 The design was implemented at HIAST using a Power Mac computer and an 
authoring system. 
 
V. Moving Through the ANNS Module 
 A. The first interface consists of the first section of the text, combined with the 
related video (Figure 1). The Learner may view all the text sections in order to be 
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acquainted to classical Arabic pronunciation, and to understand the dialogue through 
listening. 
 B. The learner may choose one of the units, interacting in-depth with the 
particular topic in a manner that helps recognition of the concept. When the learner fails 
to understand the concept, he or she is encouraged to try again without giving him or her 
the rule nor the answer. At the third trial  the program sends a help message, explaining 
the concept without giving the rule. 
 Assuming that the learner selected the syntax unit,  the program starts by asking 
the learner to find  in the text an interrogative particle (Harf Istifham) and an 
interrogative noun (Ism Istifham), then  the program moves to the next step for the 
learner to distinguish between  the concepts of inflection (al-çIraab) and indeclension (al-
Binaa’) , through the use of interrogative nouns. This step is achieved through examples 
consisting of interrogative nouns that has different syntactic function and nunation. 
 We assume that the learner has recognized by experience and observation the 
difference between two types of interrogative nouns. The concept is reinforced through a 
new screen presenting definition of the inflection and indeclension, distinguishing 
between inflected interrogative nouns  and indeclented interrogative nouns.  
 The third step is parsing interrogative nouns. Here, the learner may select one of 
the interrogative nouns that are highlighted in the text. Once he or she makes a selection, 
a dialogue box appears on the screen consisting of the sentence that contains the selected 
noun. A comment appears under the sentence with all the syntactic information that have 
been previously acquired by the learner . At that time, the learner needs to write the 
inflection venue (Mahal al-çIraab) in an edit box (Figure 2). 
 If the learner is not able to fill the edit box with the appropriate information, he  
or she could click the help button. At this stage the learner could view simple cases 
related to the particular interrogative noun (Figure 3). These cases allow the learner to 
practice and fill the needed information. The program assists the learner in analyzing the 
particular sentence as he or she move forward, explaining how interrogative noun 
develops, and the rationale behind the expression “inflection venue” ( Fi Mahal çIraab). 
The final step consists of special exercises. 
 The same educational principle is used within the other units. For example, in the 
culture unit, we present two concepts. The first concept is clichés (Rawasem) and the 
second is  Arabization (al-Taçreeb). Here, we explain only Arabization for the purpose of 
brevity. 
 This concept is presented through asking the learner to extract an Arabized word 
or expression from the text. As an example, by selecting the word “Telfaz”, the dialogue 
box ques the learner about the root of the word. The learner may enter what he perceived 
as a root and the program responds that the root does not exist in the dictionary. The 
program, then, asks the learner to write the common name of the word. The next screen 
shows the origin of the word in English “Television”, and how the Arabic Language 
Society of Cairo has decided its Arabization according to certain rules (AL-Shihabi,  
1988) (Figure 4 &5).  
 
VI. Implication and Conclusions 
 The implications of this project deals with developing human capital by 
improving the educational, linguistic, and language skills of learners at the higher 
education level within the Arabic computerized environment. 
 The module, presented as an application of the project, is the first step toward 
developing a comprehensive curriculum of Arabic learning for native non specialists. To 
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develop this curriculum we need to define its goals, the content, the vocabulary, and the 
text that facilitate the development of different educational packages and syllabic units. 
 On the other hand, interfacing this module with the Arabic Knowledge Base will 
facilitate for the learner the exploration of different Arabic language concepts through 
direct, interaction with the base. In addition, such future step may allow learners to 
develop higher order skills, including the deployment of the Arabic language. 
 Another future step is launching the module on the World Wide Web, allowing 
learners free interactive exercise and accessing other related cultural and scientific 
knowledge bases. Such free interaction may open the way to apply the entire curriculum 
within the Arabic environment to any other subject matter, not only to Arabic language. 
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This paper is intended to summarize and complement the two reports prepared 
by Bawab et al.,  the linguistic and technical team from The Higher Institute for 
Applied Sciences and Technology ( HIAST) headed by Dr. Muhammad Mrayati 
of the Scientific Studies and Research Center (SSRC) in Damascus, Syria.  The 
first, entitled "PC-Based Conjugation of Arabic Verbs," was presented at the Arab 
School of Science and Technology's Second Spring Session on Information 
Technology and Applications, sponsored by the United Nations Industrial 
Development Organization and SSRC in May 25-31, 1992.  The second (in 
Arabic), entitled "al Nidham al Sarfi al Nahawi li al çArabiyah bi al Hasib
(Computerized Conjugational and Syntactical System of Arabic)," was presented 
at the Second Conference on Arabic Computational Linguistics in Kuwait, 
November 26-29, 1989.

The objective of this paper is twofold.  One, to provide some suggestions 
concerning the educational applications of the Expert System (Nidham Khabir)
and one of its sub-program, the PC-Based Conjugation of Arabic verbs .  During 
my visit to the SSRC in January 1993, I was asked by the above team to develop 
these suggestions, based on my practical introduction to the system in addition to 
reading the above two reports.   Both, through the practical demonstration of the 
system by the team following prior discussions of the linguistic groundwork and 
information technology that underlie the system, and throughout the reading of 
the reports, I felt a need to make this work known to all users of Arabic.  Thus, 
the second objective is to share this significant achievement of the Syrian team 
with Arabic linguists, Teachers of Arabic and scholars of Arabic and Islamic 
studies.



Introducing the System

The entire system is called "Expert System of Arabic (Nidham Khabir)"  and is 
intended as part of a knowledge-based system of the Arabic language.  Vax-11 
was used to prepare the system, part of which is the PC-Based Conjugation of 
Arabic verbs that was "accomplished using IBM/PC/AT computer, and Turbo 
Prolog version 2 as a programming language." 1  The significance of the entire 
system is that its "output is characterized by thorough diacritics" and immediate 
and multiple applications such as: "language understanding, machine-aided 
translation, teaching, detection and correction of errors in Arabic word-processing 
systems."  Additional significant applications of the program, from educational 
perspective, will be listed in a later section of this paper.

The system, like classical and standard Arabic dictionaries and other 
computerized systems of Arabic such as Bishai's Computerized Arabic 
Morphology, relies on the root (lexical entry) of the Arabic word as the input.
Unlike the Bishai's Morphology program that is still not connected to Bishai's 
Computer Dictionary of Literary Arabic, The Expert System, through its 
production (Ishtiqaq) part, triggers the dictionary search that results in a display 
of the syntactical and conjugational rules from the most general, such as listing of 
augmented and unaugmented verbs, to the most specific, such as the combined 
conjugation rules of the Hamza (~)  letter and idgham (gemination or doubling).
The system is also distinguished, through its analytic (tahlil) part, by its ability to 
cue the user who does not have knowledge of Arabic roots into the different 
possible roots of any three-letter word or four-letter word that he or she may 
input.

The two main parts of the system, the Derivative (Ishtiqaq or generation and 
production of vocabulary) and the analytic (Tahlil or retrieval of the root with its 
vocalization, prefixes and suffixes) of the Arabic word, operate independently as 
well as interactively.  Each part guides the user through an elaborate multiple-
box and multi-window sub-system, from defining the original letters of a root 
(Maaddah or entry) in its different patterns (Awzan) and forms (abwab) to 
specifying all grammatical and morphological forms and derivatives. 

The system is comprehensive in that it uses entries from all available Arabic-
Arabic dictionaries, while Bishai's Dictionary relies on al-Muhit
al-Muhit only.  And, yet,  the system is very specific and accurate in that it has 
over twenty-one thousand entries of augmented, unaugmented verbs in different 
combinations of voices, tenses, vocalization, etc.., while Bishai's Morphology 
Program has 5,000 verbs only, even though the Bishai's Dictionary has 50,000 
entries.  It was intended as a man-machine communication system of Arabic, 
both in its spoken and written forms.  Thus, it provides lexical, morphological, 
syntactical and phonological analysis, synthesis and recognition of Arabic words.
Furthermore, it provides special entries of newly introduced Arabic lexical entries 
for up-to-date scientific and engineering concepts. 



In summary, this system combines morphological system with information 
technology systems, directed for the general user of Arabic whether to compose, 
to understand or to parse or produce different syntactical and grammatical 
structures,  as well as for a scientist or an engineer, learning Arabic, or 
translating from and to the Arabic language.

Comments and Clarifications 

The comprehensiveness of the system is very significant and opens many 
possibilities for future applications in understanding the language, for language 
development, acquisition, translation from and to Arabic, and  dictionary spell-
check as well as for discovering and correcting grammatical and syntactic 
mistakes.

I would like to draw the attention of the team to some weaknesses in the system 
from an educational point of view and how they may be modified into strengths of 
the system. 

 1. Introducing beginners to the system through the entire structural forms of a 
root (first window stating the different patterns and forms or Awzan and Abwab)
in 18 different boxes might overwhelm the user or heighten his or her curiosity to 
the point of looking into all possible patterns of a root, and eventually getting lost.
Developing a mechanism (such as contextual examples of the root in a maximum 
of three patterns or forms at a time) to introduce the learner to the appropriate 
pattern, according to his or her level of knowledge and the intended meaning 
may overcome this shortcoming.  This mechanism, if developed, enables the 
learner to move either within a particular pattern and its derivatives derivatives, or 
within the entire system concurrent with his or her need and purpose. 

 2. Developing a semantic structure part for the system , where different 
possible meanings of each root are produced, may serve the above mechanism 
as well as the entire system in a more efficient process of derivation and 
analysis.  That is, when a box of a particular pattern appears on the screen, a 
comparable box with the possible variation of meaning of the same root within 
the same pattern, but with different vocalization (tanween), embedded in a 
sentence will facilitate both understanding of the different grammatical, syntactic, 
and semantic rules as well as help the user assess and discover his or her 
mistakes.

 3.  It is not clear how the two parts, the Ishtiqaq and tahlil, are interconnected.
Can a user move back and forth between them? or are they only accessible 
mechanically to produce the needed derivative or analysis?  It will be very helpful 
for instructional purposes if the mechanical steps of derivation and analysis are 
made accessible to the user (i.e., appear on the screen, step-by step, as to how, 
when, and where, for example, a root acquires its prefixes, suffixes and 



vocalization).  This process will serve as a major teaching tool if designed for 
different levels of difficulty and complexity.  Since the system uses color codes to 
distinguish the root from its various patterns, and the latters from the different 
conjugations, etc., other colors or box configurations and shapes may be also 
used to indicate different directions of derivation or analysis.  Voice mechanism 
for simple, commonly used entries can also be added to instruct the young user
and/or the adult non-native as well. 

 4.  The entire system needs a help window which should explain the 
meanings, with examples, of patterns, forms, derivatives, etc..  This can be 
facilitated by using one root  only and showing all the changes that it may encore 
within the different patterns, their vocalizations, etc., step-by-step. Drills that 
allow the user to parse or produce numerous and various forms of the entered 
root may facilitate this process further.  This process also allows the user to 
discover  on his or her own all the options and the limitation of a particular root.
The user may also be able to retrieve a root from a particular form by analyzing a 
verb or a noun into its different parts.

 5.  The use of literary examples (i.e., a verb, a noun or a pronoun in a 
sentence) is essential to instruct the user into the different and possible semantic 
variations of the same root.  This is particularly helpful in the use of prefixes and 
suffixes vs. similar letters that are part of the root that has more than three letters 
(e.g., it is not clear why the verb çAsawa [p 12 of the Arabic report] maintained 
the alif after the waw in its third person plural past tense?  What makes it 
different from lam yaçswa in the apocopated (Mabniy or indeclinable) present 
tense, for instance?  The same is true for other analytic examples, where printing 
the apocopating or indeclining pronoun to indicate the variations is essential for 
the user to make a distinction between prefixes and letters that belong to the 
original root (e.g., [p.14] waçadat is:  either w +çAda +t  or waçada +t) but what 
are the semantic differences? 

 6.  Disinential infliction (çirab )calls for more details in the derivative changes 
of a verb with the different inflictions. Explanations, with examples, of how a verb 
may take the same suffix but has different meanings with different inflictions (e.g. 
Tardhayn could be addressed to a second person singular  or a second person 
plural, where its çirab varies).  How is the user expected to understand and 
distinguish the difference here? 

Educational Applications of the System

From an educational perspective, three modules can be drawn. They are 
intended to facilitate the Arabic language acquisition to both native and non-
native speakers through learner's experimentation and practice window.  By
installing within the system a user-friendly working window, and by developing a 
mechanism to show the user the reverse order of conjugation rules from the 



conjugation table to the lexical entry (.i.e. how the particular word had evolved 
from its root), comprehensive instructional programs may be developed.  An 
important aspect of these modules is that they can be broken down at different 
steps of complexity from introductory to intermediate and advanced levels of the 
grammatical structures, depending on the nature and ability of the user.  To 
achieve this goal, the following steps may be taken within each module: 

 1.   First Module: An introductory level for a native speaker of Arabic
          who is either 3-5 year-old child who or a adult who is computer
          illiterate or unfamiliar with the Arabic grammar

            Arabic as a first language is introduced in the spoken dialect (using the 
voice device for pronunciation) with picture-letter association.  Touch screen 
mechanism may be used in place of the mouse or the keyboard to facilitate child 
play-like learning process.  Gradual integration of the Modern Standard Arabic 
takes place through story telling, video games, and computer-assisted video 
instructions.  This step is facilitated by instructions on the use of the mouse or the 
keyboard as well as the button  or cue system into the multi- box, multi-window 
program of Arabic root and its simple and most commonly used derivatives. 

    2.  Second module: An introductory level for a child or an adult who is
         non-native speaker of Arabic

         Arabic as a second/foreign language is introduced through formal/informal 
educational setting in an interactive culturally-oriented medium.  Modern 
Standard Arabic and its grammatical structure are woven progressively in the 
content of other subjects as well.   This step is facilitated by voice-interactive and 
word-association programs that lead the user into the multi-box, multi-window 
program of Arabic root and its simple derivatives. 

       3.  Third Module: An intermediate and/or Advanced level for a 
            learned2user

            Arabic grammar is introduced in this module in a literary form through the 
teaching of different sentence structure and the analysis of texts from different 
subjects.  The same types and modes of material used in the first and second 
modules can be modified to fit within this module, with the exception that the user 
may move directly into the next level of complexity of the lexical and 
morphological structure. 
Conclusion

These proposed conceptual and linguistic integrative curricular modules operate 
within the theoretical and empirical findings of child language acquisition,
language teaching, and bilingual education.   The universal principles of 



language acquisition may assist in constructing the teaching of Arabic in relation 
to other languages.  Conceptual learning is based on psycholinguistic and other 
developmental factors.   Contrary to the present methods of Arabic instruction 
and of the limited orientation of available materials, the proposed approach will 
enhance competency in all forms of the language.   Writing, reading texts, 
listening to and speaking in standard form are functions of well-designed 
curricular and instructional plans (as the experiment of Dr. Abdullah al-Dannan 
suggests)3.   These plans dictate the nature and type of material.   In addition, 
instructional material should produce some level of coherence with the society's 
predominant language and culture in order to support children's cognitive 
development and the adult learners' intellectual needs.   In line with the traditional 
methods of teaching Arabic--recitation of the Qur'an, memorization of poetry and 
Qur'anic verses, and chanting of children's songs and rhymes-- the proposed 
approach will maintain the sociolinguistic aspects of Arabic, particularly in the 
context of dialect-speaking and/or non-Arabic speaking environment without 
causing linguistic nor cultural, neither intellectual confusion.  By creating and/or 
separating existing learning environments, such as the home vis-`a-vis  the 
school for children or the literary and scientific vis-`a-vis the social setting for 
adults, neither the syntactic nor the semantic structures of the two languages 
(i.e., standard vs. colloquial or Arabic vs. English) get confused.  This ability to 
segregate, and yet move flexibly between the two languages produces clear, 
unmixed speech pattern and pronunciation in addition to clear conceptual 
understanding and use of the two languages. 

The application of the proposed approach, therefore, calls on developing material 
during the process of lesson planning and through constant piloting and 
evaluation by all concerned; the linguistic and technical team, the 
teachers/parents or language instructors and the curricular designers.   The 
learner will also have some control and manipulation of the material, particularly 
the computer-assisted video instructional devices.   Meanwhile, available 
traditional material may be used selectively to assist in early stages of planning 
and application. 

1. Introducing beginners to the system through the entire structural forms of a 
root (first window stating the different patterns and forms or Awzan and Abwab)
in 18 different boxes might overwhelm the user or heighten his or her curiosity to 
the point of looking into all possible patterns of a root, and eventually getting lost.
Developing a mechanism (such as contextual examples of the root in a maximum 
of three patterns or forms at a time) to introduce the learner to the appropriate 
pattern, according to his or her level of knowledge and the intended meaning 
may overcome this shortcoming.  This mechanism, if developed, enables the 
learner to move either within a particular pattern and its derivatives derivatives, or 
within the entire system concurrent with his or her need and purpose. 

 2. Developing a semantic structure part for the system , where different 
possible meanings of each root are produced, may serve the above mechanism 



as well as the entire system in a more efficient process of derivation and 
analysis.  That is, when a box of a particular pattern appears on the screen, a 
comparable box with the possible variation of meaning of the same root within 
the same pattern, but with different vocalization (tanween), embedded in a 
sentence will facilitate both understanding of the different grammatical, syntactic, 
and semantic rules as well as help the user assess and discover his or her 
mistakes.

 3.  It is not clear how the two parts, the Ishtiqaq and tahlil, are interconnected.
Can a user move back and forth between them? or are they only accessible 
mechanically to produce the needed derivative or analysis?  It will be very helpful 
for instructional purposes if the mechanical steps of derivation and analysis are 
made accessible to the user (i.e., appear on the screen, step-by step, as to how, 
when, and where, for example, a root acquires its prefixes, suffixes and 
vocalization).  This process will serve as a major teaching tool if designed for 
different levels of difficulty and complexity.  Since the system uses color codes to 
distinguish the root from its various patterns, and the latters from the different 
conjugations, etc., other colors or box configurations and shapes may be also 
used to indicate different directions of derivation or analysis.  Voice mechanism 
for simple, commonly used entries can also be added to instruct the young user
and/or the adult non-native as well. 

 4.  The entire system needs a help window which should explain the 
meanings, with examples, of patterns, forms, derivatives, etc..  This can be 
facilitated by using one root  only and showing all the changes that it may encore 
within the different patterns, their vocalizations, etc., step-by-step. Drills that 
allow the user to parse or produce numerous and various forms of the entered 
root may facilitate this process further.  This process also allows the user to 
discover  on his or her own all the options and the limitation of a particular root.
The user may also be able to retrieve a root from a particular form by analyzing a 
verb or a noun into its different parts.

 5.  The use of literary examples (i.e., a verb, a noun or a pronoun in a 
sentence) is essential to instruct the user into the different and possible semantic 
variations of the same root.  This is particularly helpful in the use of prefixes and 
suffixes vs. similar letters that are part of the root that has more than three letters 
(e.g., it is not clear why the verb çAsawa [p 12 of the Arabic report] maintained 
the alif after the waw in its third person plural past tense?  What makes it 
different from lam yaçswa in the apocopated (Mabniy or indeclinable) present 
tense, for instance?  The same is true for other analytic examples, where printing 
the apocopating or indeclining pronoun to indicate the variations is essential for 
the user to make a distinction between prefixes and letters that belong to the 
original root (e.g., [p.14] waçadat is:  either w +çAda +t  or waçada +t) but what 
are the semantic differences? 



 6.  Disinential infliction (çirab )calls for more details in the derivative changes 
of a verb with the different inflictions. Explanations, with examples, of how a verb 
may take the same suffix but has different meanings with different inflictions (e.g. 
Tardhayn could be addressed to a second person singular  or a second person 
plural, where its çirab varies).  How is the user expected to understand and 
distinguish the difference here? 
The objective of this paper is twofold.  One, to provide some suggestions 
concerning the educational applications of the Expert System (Nidham Khabir)
and one of its sub-program, the PC-Based Conjugation of Arabic verbs .

Notes

1.  All quotations are from the above two reports, unless indicated otherwise. 

2.  "Learned" here indicates a level of knowledge that qualify the user to move 
directly into the third module without the need for introduction to the computer 
operational steps, nor to the primary stages of the system, neither to the 
elementary level of the Arabic language. 

3.   Al-Dannan, Abdullah.  "al çibdaç wa al Llughah al çArabiyah  fi al Manahij al 
Madrasiyah (Creativity and the Arabic Language in School Curricula)"  Kuwait 
University, College of Education. No date or name of journal listed. 

al-Ahram Center for Translation and Publishing 1987; and Ads 1980) 

Though the East coast Consortium of Universities in the United States  decisded that instruction 
in the summer institute at Midelbury would be in Modern Standard Arabic for all four skills (Allen 
231-2), academic institutions in the United States and schools in the Arab world rarely teach 
speaking skills in standard or classical Arabic. 

Defense Language Institute. 1986. Master Paln for a Strategy of Excellence.  Monterey, CAL: 
Defense Language Institute. 

both classical Arabic philology (cf. Khalil 1993) and the relation of Arabic dialects 
to language development (Abd Al-Tawwab 1967), and on modern linguistics and 
learning theories (Freudenstein, et. al. 1986).

Abd Al-Tawwab,  Ramadan. 1967.  Lahn alçAmmah wa al tatwur al lughawi 
(Popular dialects and Linguistics Development). (Cairo: Dar al Maçarif).

Freudenstein, Reinhold, James, c. Vaughan, Ed. 1986.  Confidence Through 
Competence in Modern Language Learning. CILT Reports and Papers 25.
Selection of Papers from the World Conference of the International Federation of 



Modern Language Teachers in Helsinki, Finland, 1985. (London: Centre for 
Information on Language Teaching and Research). 

Freudenstein, Reinhold, James, c. Vaughan, Ed. 1986.  Confidence Through 
Competence in Modern Language Learning. CILT Reports and Papers 25.
Selection of Papers from the World Conference of the International Federation of 
Modern Language Teachers in Helsinki, Finland, 1985. (London: Centre for 
Information on Language Teaching and Research). 

Khalil, Hilmi. 1993. Muqaddima li Dirasat Fiqh al Lugha (Introduction to the 
Studies in Linguistics (Alexandria, Egypt: Dar al Maçrifah).

This integrated approach relies on the applications generated from knowledge of first and second 
language acquisition (Harley 1986, Kharma 1983), and applied linguistics (Hart 1987), and 
instruction by computer-based interactive video (Kenny, 1992). 

 NOTE 1 These CALI programs are largely template-based or rely on videodiscs.  Also, CALI 
programs either depend on dictionary for glosses, in which beginning students have difficulty 
determining the the entry form, or partial systems of Arabic morphology and dictionary, such as 
Bishai's 1992, that are not interconnected.  On the other hand, the Syrian system is 
comprehensive in its morphological and syntactical structures, and by being connected to a 
dictionary/lexical system at which a learner may access any root by mere entering a word in any 
form.  Also, being a knowledge-based expert system , it can operate as a data-base from which 
several programs can be derived even by the learners to fit their particular needs.

2. These approaches vary in their view of language teaching (e.g. audiolingual, individualized, 
total immersion), in their view of Arabic among other foreign languages (its level of difficulty, 
amount of time needed to be mastered), and nature and goals of skills being emphasized 
(speaking- vs. reading-skills and professional competence vs achievement-based programs) by 
different institutions that teach Arabic ( Allen 1992: 222-233). 

3. wrote about Arabic morphological analyser generator (Thalouth and Al-Dannan 1990) and

5.   One of the goals set by the Defense Language Institute (1991) is to add a cultural 
background in the training of teachers of Foreign language and to grant an associate degree in 
the field to its instructors of "less commonly taught languages," Arabic included.  Similar policies 
in academic institutions, represented mainly by  ACTFL (Allen, 1990 and Dandonoli 1991) and 
NCOLCTL, to develop language specific Language Learning Frameworks, including Arabic 
(Parkinson 1993) are another example of recent attempts to improve the standards of Arabic 
teaching/learning as a Foreign Language.  Parkinson (1992) also discusses the importance of 
computer-aided programs in enhancing language teaching in general.  One of the early sessions 
in 1980 of the Arab School of Science and Technology was devoted to computer technology.
Subsequent sessions (1983, 89, 90 and 91) were also devoted to computers, signals and 
information processing and applied Arabic linguistics. Furthermore, one of the school's basic 
goals is to encourage Arab scientists to return to [or connect with] their countries [or countries of 
origin] by providing them with opportunities to contribute to the school's activities and closely 
review the scientific resources of the respective country (Mackay 1990). 

8.  This aspect of program development could use knowledge and experience of previous work on 
Computer Assisted Language Learning (CALL), particularly the structural module developed by 
Ruschoff (1988: 107). In Ruschoff's structure, exercise modules are drawn from a knowledge base. In 



turn, the learners input their "previous knowledge, learning proficiency, learning style, and 
performance" into their own module. "Tutorial component" is generated and is imputed into the 
exercise modules.  I will elaborate on such a module by enhancing the communication circuit with the 
teacher input through interactive windows, and instead of having the total input feeding back only into 
the exercise modules, I would make the input-output interaction complete the circle further by 
including the knowledge base as well .

9.  Khaled (1984: Abstract) discusses the use of verbs as lexical items and grammatical forms and 
the form-function relationship in teaching English for special purposes (ESP) in nursing.  I further 
suggest  that the method of using linguistic analysis to select appropriate instructional materials can 
best be utilized in the learning of the language under considerations as well, and in designing 
curricula for that purpose. 
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The Legacy of a Remarkable Muslim Woman: Sharifa Alkhateeb 

By: Nimat Hafez Barazangi, Cornell University, Ithaca, NY.

American Muslim intellectual, activist, journalist, writer, and friend to all Muslim women, Sharifa 
Alkhateeb, passed away Wednesday, October 21, 2004 AD/7 Ramadhan, 1425 AH. 

Sharifa has been an advocate for Muslims and more specifically Muslim women nationally and 
internationally for the last 35 years.  She was the creator, co-founder, and president of the North 
American Council of Muslim Women (NACMW). 

As an active and effective grassroots organizer, she was a member of many national and international 
organizations.  She worked tirelessly as an investigative reporter for the English Saudi Gazette, covering 
children’s and women’s issues, as a speaker and consultant to US federal and state government agencies 
regarding Islam and intercultural relations, and to further interfaith relations and dialogues.  In 1998, she 
was the creator and director of the Peaceful Families Project --a nationwide survey of domestic violence--
funded by the U.S. Department of Justice.  She also trained Muslim leaders and Imams in issues of 
domestic violence within the Muslim community. 

Sharifa was also an involved educator.  She founded and presided over the Muslim Educational Council, a 
Mid-Atlantic non-profit organization educating public school staff and administrators about Middle 
Eastern Culture, Muslims, and Islam.  She co-authored the Arab World Notebook used in public school 
history classrooms nationwide.  From 1993-1997 Sharifa produced, wrote, and hosted a monthly 
television program for Virginia’s Fairfax County Public Schools (FCPS) called “Middle Eastern 
Parenting,” and was a diversity trainer for FCPS for five years.  

Sharifa was a caring friend, a wonderful wife and mother to her three daughters, and a continuous source 
of inspiration, energy and compassion.  When I met her in 1968 during a Muslim Student Association 
conference, I knew that I had met a life-long friend, colleague, and sister.  We started working together in 
the U.S., and later in Jeddah, Saudi Arabia, on journalistic investigations and reports related to Muslim 
youth and women.  Sharifa had a special exuberance about her, and was a constant source of new and 
creative ideas.  She was simultaneously involved in many projects, but would always find time for her 
friends and family – I have many fond memories of joint family weekends on the shores of the Red Sea. 

When she came back from Saudi Arabia in the 1980’s, her first priority was her dream of establishing a 
national women’s network.  By the early 1990’s, Sharifa felt that the time was ripe to call for a founding 
conference of NACMW, and, in 1992, the first national organization for American Muslim women was 
born.  As president of NACMW, Sharifa put Muslim women on the national map of women’s 
organizations.  She worked tirelessly to establish the first consultative database of Muslim women’s 
groups, activists, and scholars; she even started a crisis hotline for Muslim women in North America. 
It would take volumes for me to unravel her active history or to describe her selflessness and infectious 
positive energy, but I can certainly say that American Muslims have lost their First Lady.  
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WORLDVIEW, MEANINGFUL LEARNING AND PLURALISTIC EDUCATION:
THE ISLAMIC PERSPECTIVE 1

In this paper I attempt to bridge some of the needs and realities of American multicultural 
educational paradigms in the 1990s and the often ignored educational goals, principles, and 
assumptions in a liberal democratic society that aspires to pluralism.   I will argue that (a) 
multicultural paradigms are as essential to improving "mainstream" education as they are to 
furthering the education of different cultural groups and (b) plurality should be concerned with 
meaningful learning in both a particular and a multiple perspective and worldview.
 Using the Islamic2 worldview on life and education, I will present, as a case in point, the 
Muslims of North America (the United States. and Canada) to explicate the relation of meaning-
making to the learner's perspective.   I conclude that utilizing the learner's frame of reference in 
developing both particularity and plurality might be one of the solutions toward achieving 
pluralism as intended in the liberal democratic education.   Few strategic considerations are 
proposed to address the need of youths, parents, teachers, and experts. 
 Schools, and educational institutions in general, have the power to modify the social order; 
and they are expected to do so to perpetuate liberal democratic values.   Educational institutions, 
however, seem to have failed to reflect the multitude of worldviews and belief systems in 
education.   This is particularly evident during the last three decades, mainly because the order of 
priorities in policy making have been reversed from the philosophy of public education as 
expressed by John Dewey: 
     Under our political system, it is the right of each individual to have a voice in the 
making of social policies as, indeed, he has a vote in the determination of political affairs. 
If this be true, education is primarily a public business, and only secondarily a
specialized vocation. . . In the conduct of the schools, it is well for the citizens to determine 
the ends proper to them, and it is their privilege to judge the efficacy of results. 3

 But at present, even political affairs, which tend to be separated from social affairs in the 
liberal philosophy,4 are problematic.   Special interest groups outweigh the right of individuals to 
an "equal" vote just as individuals are losing their weight in the decision-making process 
regarding social affairs.   The entire framework of the democratic process in education needs to 
be reevaluated within the context of meaningful learning process.   This reevaluation calls for 
restructuring 5 the educational system by following liberal democratic principles that have no 
racial, ethnic, or religious dichotomies.6

 I discuss three paradoxical issues in the way liberal public education is currently practiced.
First, how can a pluralistic democratic society, in which educational institutions ideally should 
perpetuate liberal democratic values without one dominant view, exclude or underrepresent some 



worldviews and belief systems from the curriculum?   And how can American society continue to 
claim that liberal democratic values are the goal of education? 
  Second, how can educators, in a society that should open participation of communities in 
policy making, ignore the belief systems of some learners and still maintain that they are 
satisfying the need for pluralism and equity in instruction? 
 Third, how can an educational program be designed to facilitate communication among many 
worldviews in the context of the "mainstream" culture while program designers make little attempt 
to understand the basic philosophies underlying the different belief systems and worldviews in 
the society. 
 I propose an approach to pluralism within a liberal democracy that provides solutions for the 
mainstream educational problems and, at the same time, includes the worldviews of all groups 
without each group's becoming self-centered. Public dissatisfaction with the mainstream 
educational system has arisen because public education has not served its primary purpose of 
helping in the evolution of social values within a liberal democracy.   Furthermore, the education 
system has failed to include the values of different groups, whether ethnic minority or moral 
majority, beyond what I call a window-dressing approach--the superficial, token representation. 
 Confusing the principles of pluralism with a superficial multi-representation, often referred to 
as multiculturalism (rightly or wrongly), defeats the basic precepts of pluralism and poses further 
contradictions within pluralism's own tenets.   Practicing multiculturalism as a means of 
safeguarding the rights of different groups without realizing that multiculturalism enhances the 
"majority's" democratic values as well is a discrepancy of the ideals and practices in a liberal 
democracy.   The basic question in multiculturalism is not merely whether or not what is taught 
reflects "accurately" the different cultural strands in our society.   Rather, the more important 
question is whether or not what is taught makes sense to the different pupils of the "mainstream," 
as well as the pupils representing all the cultural views of our society and our world. 

DIFFERENT FRAMES OF REFERENCE
As educators, we have continued to operate within the old theoretical paradigms even when 

they do not make sense in the new social context, when their plausibility for providing credible 
solutions is weakened, and when superficial remedial changes in the educational system have 
proved ineffective.   Abdelmalek Sayad states: 
     "Minority" should not be confined to mere recording of a given situation, or worse, 
to the social categorisation it entails.   In this it behaves no differently from a whole
range of other terms (including "marginality" and "marginalization") one of whose
most objective effects is to bring about as naively and naturally as can be (at the same 
time as putting a name to something in the usual way) what amounts to a form of social 
classification.7



 Our present vision of educational structure and content cannot meet the needs of society 
because we have not made education the public business as Dewey suggested.   In Sayad's 
words, we have not concerned ourselves with the "sign of genuine change in the relationship of 
the immigration society to itself."   For example, the Muslims parents' and youths' perception of 
Islam and American culture, in general, are considered basic determinants for the adjustment 
and learning processes of these Muslims. Equally important, an educator working in a 
community with significant Muslim populations (100,000 or more) must understand how the views 
of both parents and youth have developed and how Islamic education 8 concepts are applied in 
the new American context as perceived by these Muslims of the 1990s.   Finally, the image of the 
Muslim population--which has been to a large extent in the American mind one of 
fundamentalists and terrorists--does not remain the same, mainly because the society at large is 
constantly changing, and its image of itself is different from what it was even a decade earlier.
This constant change in a particular group's image of itself and its representation by others, and 
in the society's own image of itself, is what I call particularity within plurality.9

 The relationship between the practice of multiculturalism and particularism seems to be 
misunderstood and calls for some analysis.  Diane Ravitch's and Arthur Schlesinger's10

assumption or "fear" that particularism should necessarily lead to ethnocentrism would be 
avoided if the needs of the particular group were not pushed to the periphery of the social 
structure or the margins of the educational milieu.   Sayad indicates, 
     Indeed, current usage of the term [minority] is evidence of the struggle for
"autonomy" waged by communities who see themselves as "minorities," much as
elsewhere the term "culture," and especially "popular culture," was used with
different shades of meaning to symbolise a struggle that went beyond a mere
quarrel over words (the "dispassionate" crusade for "culture").11

 In presenting the case in point of North American Muslims, I shall attempt to explain the 
effect of the frame of reference on learning, group particularity, and the perception of a liberal 
democracy and plurality within the different worldviews.   This case study is intended also to 
discuss the discrepancy between the ideals and practice of liberal democratic education, such as 
limited access to policy making while claiming open participation.   In addition, curriculum 
designers and educators rarely attempt to understand the underlying assumptions of different 
worldviews and belief systems. 
 As part of a larger study, a group of seventeen Muslim youths living in the United States and 
Canada responded to the following statement: "Muslims don't drink alcohol or eat pork because. . 
. ."   Their answers varied from "because they are prohibited in the Qur'an" to "because of health 
reasons."12   Two of the respondents were a brother and sister, and their response is the focus of 
analysis here.   The nineteen-year-old brother spent most of his formative years in an Islamic 
environment and the last five years in the secular United States.   He stated: 
     In order to refrain from something, there needs to be self-discipline, and the



inner conscious (Taqwa) is very important here.   Unless there is [inner] Taqwa
and faith, you probably would think that nothing would be wrong [to drink]. . . . 
We should always look to the future impact of our behavior, but unless you know
that there is something that pulls [one]back, this inner conscious, you will not
succeed in [making] people refrain. 

 The sister came to the United States when she was nine years old. She was fourteen at the 
time of the interview.   She stated: 
     They have a course in school about [alcohol and] drugs [abuse], but it is not the 
same as Islam states [about alcohol].   Here, they tell you that it could kill you, but
Islam prohibits it [alcohol] because it is harmful, whether you drive or not, and
also because it may lead you to other things that are prohibited. 

 The nineteen-year-old boy, in his answer and later on in the discussion, attempted to 
integrate three of Islam's basic principles (anyone who is drinking is prohibited from attending 
worship, alcohol obscures constructive acts, and faith is inseparable from conscious and 
constructive acts) in the context of the issue of drinking alcohol and its consequences for driving.
He emphasized that regardless of whether refraining from alcohol was related to prayer or to 
harming oneself or others, the decision had to result from faith and the inner consciousness of 
God as the guide who provides the criteria for right and wrong.   Without faith and inner 
conscious, according to this nineteen-year-old boy, a person will not be able to make on the spot 
judgments leading to appropriate action.   Although he was thinking within the Islamic frame of 
reference and way of life and according to the Islamic belief system's central concept of Oneness 
of the Deity (Tawhid)13 as the only source of value, knowledge, and authority, he was able to 
relate this particular concept of consciousness to the general philosophy that underlies the 
alcohol and drug education curriculum--responsibility for one's action. 

 The fourteen-year-old, however, having spent most of her formative years in a non-Islamic 
environment, understood the rationale for not drinking alcohol within the context of the rules of 
prohibition only.   Though she was able to analyze the difference between the Islamic and the 
Western rules and rationales about drinking, she was not able to connect the Islamic prohibition 
with Islam's central concept that God is the only source of value, knowledge, and authority, as 
her brother did.   This limitation in her ability to connect between the general philosophy of the 
course on alcohol and drug abuse and that of the Islamic belief is a result of (a) her inability to 
relate the particular meaning of alcohol prohibition in Islam to its general implications even in a 
secular society, and (b) to the fluidity of the guiding criteria for constructive and responsible acts 
within the secular philosophy of education. 
 The ability to connect the central concept of the Islamic worldview with Islamic principles and 
rules will be lost in the practice of the Islamic ideology and culture within the context of the 



pluralistic secular society of North America if educators, Muslims or non-Muslims, fail to 
recognize this essential particularity of the Islamic worldview.   From its earliest period, Islam 
bore a distinct difference from its Jewish and Christian sister faiths in that the Islamic community 
was a society in which religion was integral to all areas of life: politics, law, and society.   Thus, 
the individual Muslim who lacks the ability to connect between the worldview and the principles 
and values that direct action may also become confused concerning the criteria for constructive 
and destructive acts within the Islamic frame of reference vis-á-vis the liberal democratic frame of 
reference.   This lack may eventually result in a continuous conflict between guidance from the 
Muslim home and that from the secular school, particularly if parents are not aware of or clear 
about the Western secular philosophy.   Some Muslim youth in the United States and Canada 
have already developed an identity conflict 14  and  different perception of Islam as exemplified in 
the above siblings' understanding of the prohibition of alcohol.   Barazangi (1990, 1991) suggests 
that neither the home nor the school has been able to prevent and resolve the consequent 
problems because neither is aware of the roots of the conflict. 

CONNECTING THE PARTICULAR TO THE PLURAL
 Further analysis of Muslims' practice in the context of some paradigms of multiculturalism is 
in order to explicate the home-school conflict.   Muslims, particularly recent immigrants, attempt 
to teach their children the history of Islam and the principles of the Islamic belief system at home, 
or by sending them to weekend and/or full-time Muslim schools, thinking that by doing so they will 
preserve the next generation's ideological and cultural identity in secular North America.
Barazangi (1988) indicates that the young generation of Muslims, even those who are attending 
full-time Muslim schools, are identifying primarily with the secular culture and only secondarily 
with their parents' social customs and sentiments that are assumed to reflect Islamic principles.
In her attempt to lay the groundwork for community-based curriculum development and an 
integrative Islamic education program within the pluralistic, liberal democracies of the United 
States and Canada, Barazangi followed the indications of her findings--that any program on 
Islamic education should be based, first, on a dialogue between the particular cultural group (the 
Muslim community in this case) and the mainstream culture (the American and the Canadian) to 
develop deeper understanding of the Islamic perspective beyond mutual respect and 
appreciation.   Although the recommendations by Barazangi (1988, 1990 and 1991) were 
specifically for Muslims' education in North America, their implications are not limited to the 
Muslim community nor to religious communities, but to the American education process as a 
whole.   That is, the idea of teaching the history of a particular group by its members to guarantee 
the group's cultural survival is not a self-centered approach, but an essential approach to 
preserve particularity as part of the community.   However, mere teaching of history and some 
principles of the group's belief system does not automatically result in developing the particular 



worldview among the members of the next generation without understanding the underlying 
assumptions of the particular group and the larger culture. 

 Ravitch and Schlesinger argue that the "history taught to the children of the state must meet 
the highest standards of accuracy and integrity."   The two authors, however, "steadfastly oppose 
the politicization of history, no matter how worthy the motive" and state that "we are also united in 
our belief in a pluralistic interpretation of American history and our support for such shamefully 
neglected fields as history of women, of immigration and of minorities."15 On the other hand, their 
argument seems to limit the understanding of multiculturalism to the inclusion of the voices of 
women, of blacks and other minorities and to the broadening the perspective of teachers of 
history.   Ravitch seems to believe that such inclusion constitutes the presence of multiculturalism 
in the schools. 
 It is not clear, as some minority group would like to see happening, that the mere inclusion of 
other voices can change the "Eurocentricism" opposed by minority groups.16  It is clear, however, 
that these different voices are not being heard equitably -- to fulfill the premise that public 
education should provide access to information and conceptualization about perspectives other 
than that of the perspective of the predominant culture.   Even if different voices are included 
(whether indirectly, such as the Muslims' teaching their children the Islamic history as they know 
it, or directly, such as the inclusion of a unit on Islamic history in the social studies curriculum and 
making sure that it reflects the Muslims' perception of their own history), they will remain marginal 
as long as the worldview in which they are taught remains that of the predominant culture of 
secular Western society. 
 In addition, Ravitch and others who argue against politicizing the curriculum seem to have 
forgotten two important points.   First, the entire educational process and curricular objectives are 
based on political decisions.17   That is, the perpetuation of the governing social and political 
values of the liberal democracy in the next generation through public education is a process of 
politicizing the citizens. Second, Americanization through public education has not been a fully 
liberal democratic process that prepares the citizens for life in a pluralistic nation, in which the 
learner preserves and treasures his or her cultural heritage as a base for identity development 
and a holistic personality.   This unrecognized aspect of "American" education is evidenced in 
Schlesinger's statement:
     The U.S. escaped the divisiveness of a multiethnic society by the creation of a 
brand-new national identity.   The point of America was not to preserve old cultures
but to forge a new, American culture.   The new American nationality was
inescapably English in language, ideas and institutions.18

WORLDVIEWS IN THE LIBERAL DEMOCRACY
 Marginalization is the concomitant problem to the window-dressing approach to 
multiculturalism in American education.   In other words, Alexis de Tocqueville's notion of 



"equality in conditions" has been driving the American educational system despite his warning 
against individualism in democratic nations. He noted the tendency of democratic nations to 
make individuals less and less distinguishable from one another, "to reduce them to a mass of 
'sameables' under an increasingly powerful and impersonal government." 19   De Tocqueville was 
more concerned about the danger in the notion of "natural isolation" of the individual under 
conditions of equality, "an isolation which rendered him [the individual] dangerously powerless, 
although it was an isolation which the individual chose for himself."20   De Tocqueville identifies 
the central paradox, evidenced in the history of American education and in the "melting pot" 
notion, that the social conditions and psychology of an individualistic society tend to produce 
conformity at the expense of individuality.   Therefore, writes Sayad: 
     All other things being equal (as if they could be), one gets the idea that the only
possible criteria for separateness, that is to say, self-identity, are derived from
a few distinctive traits or speech or behavior (so-called, cultural differences) or
from ethnic considerations.  Like various other words that confer identity, status,
social rank, and simultaneously (merely, some would say) indicate, the term
"minority" is not a neutral word: it serves both as a cause and a weapon. 21

 The "nonassimilability" of some distinct characteristics of one group of immigrants (or of 
indigenous people) should not be cast in the classification of "ethnicity," "minority," or "religious 
fundamentalism."   These characteristics are not inherently fixed to all people of the same origin, 
nor are they static and unchangeable.   Worse yet, Sayad laments, "this kind of labeling brings 
about more separatism, that may or may not represent particularism, and further perpetuation of 
a fixed identity."22

 Were the issue of marginalization and, hence, the struggle for legitimacy and autonomy not 
being forced on the different cultural groups, the domination of the "minority" concept would be 
diminished.   Finally, variations in observable characteristics do not necessarily represent 
variations in the underlying assumptions and worldviews that govern particular individual and/or 
group behavior. 

In solving the questions that arise for Muslims in presenting their own educational values 
within the context of the Western educational systems of North America, four assumptions about 
the dominant Western worldview seem to be relevant: 
   (1) Western ideology assumes secularism--the separation of religion and government--a 
concept that is alien to Islam.   In multicultural societies, decision makers are not supposed to 
recognize one religion or belief system over another, even though their personal views and 
epistemology might be based on a particular belief system. 
   (2) God, Lord, or Creator may be considered by many Americans to be a religious entity that 
can be separated from other aspects of life and epistemological assumptions.  These 



epistemological assumptions contradict the basic Islamic assumption that God is not only the 
Creator but also the source of value, knowledge, and authority. 
   (3) The human being is the master of nature or himself and has full authority on earth to 
practice his or her functions in isolation from God.23   This idea also contradicts the basic Islamic 
proposition that the purpose of education is to understand natural laws so that the individual can 
serve as God's (Allah's) vicegerent on earth (Qur'an, 2:30). 
   (4)  Rules in Western ideology are the rules of humans (whether of the individual or the 
society); and authority is that of a human being over others, at least as practiced in institutions 
and in legislation.   Rules are drawn by policy makers on the basis of assumptions made by the 
political founders of secular institutions or by a philosophical view that ignores metaphysics and 
belief systems.24

 In the Islamic system, humans are only executors of interrelationships based on laws stated 
in the Qur'an (1:1-7).   The basic assumptions that underlie Islamic thought and its view of human 
knowledge and morality are in sharp contrast to the dominant Western worldview.   First, human 
knowledge is the product of human rationality plus revealed knowledge; and second, human 
learning, conception, and valuing should be guided by Allah (God) as stated in the Qur'an and 
according to the laws of nature.   These two assumptions represent the basic difference between 
the religious view--in the wide sense of the word-- and the secular view with regard to the relation 
between the belief system and knowledge. 

CREATING MEANINGS FOR MUSLIMS 
 Ethical philosophy and the reconstruction of religious thought in Islam are used here to 
articulate the religio-moral-conceptual dimension of Islamic rationality.   The intention is to 
explicate the metaphysics and epistemology of the youth, the parent, the teacher, and the 
"expert"25 with their interpretations of Islamic principles in the context of the secular liberal 
democracy.   The question of who the experts are in curricular development of a particular 
subject matter (Islamic knowledge in this case) is at the heart of multicultural issues.   This 
question is particularly meaningful within a pluralistic curriculum.   The educational implications of 
academic and communal debates that attempt to address this question, therefore, should focus 
on practical solutions and not be a theoretical intellectual exercise.   The pressing need here is 
how to assist the above-mentioned four categories of people who play a role in the educational 
process of North American Muslims. 
 First, Muslim youth need to understand the relationship between the religio-ethical dimension 
of Islam and the secular-ethical 26 dimension of American society.   The nineteen-year-old boy in 
the case study above seems to have achieved this relationship when he stated that regardless of 
the rationale behind the prohibition of alcohol, the main issue is the criteria or values by which the 
individual measures his or her own behavior.   This variation in the criteria for decision making is 
the base of particularity within the pluralistic society.   The criteria should be understood only 
within the frame of reference (the Islamic worldview in this case) of the particular group to make 



sense of the behavioral manifestations among members of the same group (the Muslims of North 
America).   Otherwise, it could easily be misinterpreted as "fundamentalistic" or "ethnocentric" 
behavior.
 Second, the individual Muslim learner--parent or youth--should become aware of the 
relationship between his or her own beliefs and the principles of the Islamic belief system.   This 
awareness may lead to understanding the philosophy of the discipline, Islam, and connect it to 
the learner's psychology in the new context, the Western vis-´a-vis the Muslim.   In the case study 
above, the fourteen-year-old girl was not able to make such a connection mainly because her 
frame of reference was not the Islamic but the secular Western philosophy and view of education, 
which emphasizes the utility of values and individual responsibility for the consequences of one's 
action (for example, it can be dangerous to drink and drive).  Though the fourteen-year-old girl's 
psychological makeup seems to have been formed within the Islamic faith, she deviates from the 
Islamic worldview because she only understands the Islamic prohibition of alcohol by relating to 
the immediate consequences of drinking.   Therefore, her "consequences" argument seems to be 
a Westernization of Islam, and she was not able to relate the psychology of the Islamic faith to 
the central concept of the Islamic belief system as a whole (the One God, who provides the 
principles and concepts about human life and the norms that guide it).   This inability to relate the 
psychology to the philosophy of a belief system (or the epistemology of a piece of knowledge) 
results in viewing the Islamic rule of prohibiting alcohol as similar to the Western rule that sets the 
drinking age.   In public schools the main objective of teaching about the dangers of drinking and 
driving is to prevent harmful consequences.   Both Islamic and Western rules of alcohol drinking, 
however, are perceived as similar by the fourteen-year-old girl because they both form a base for 
avoiding harmful consequences.   Yet, this young girl does not realize that harmful 
consequences, as viewed in the Islamic philosophy, extend beyond drinking age and drinking 
and driving.   This perception may eventually lead this fourteen-year-old, as it has led some other 
Muslims, to rationalize that drinking a toast is not a violation of an Islamic tenet -- the complete 
prohibition of alcohol because it is a directive of God who is the most knowledgeable about 
alcohol's effects on the mental ability).   This kind of rationalization is due to two shortcomings in 
the process of educating this young girl: the parents' inability to explain Islamic principles in the 
new context, and the inequitable access in the educational system to meaningful learning within 
particular and multiple perspectives. 
 Third, teachers or educators should realize the relationship between their own conceptual 
ecology and that of the learner within the various cultural, social, and ecological settings.   The 
father of the two siblings in the case study above, for instance, may protest that teachers lack 
sensitivity toward Islamic culture.   He may protest not because of the teachers' prejudice or their 
exclusion of "proper" instructional materials on Islamic culture/heritage but because of the 
teachers' inability to realize that their conceptual ecology differs from that of students such as his 
own children.   This problem does not belong mainly to the teachers, nor is it exclusive to Muslim 
parents.   Rather, it is a problem in the educational system as a whole because teachers are not 



trained to recognize these differences, in addition to their poor knowledge of Islamic culture and 
of other cultures.   This marginalization of the Islamic culture produces sketchy understanding 
and often misconceptions about Islam and Muslims' behavior.   As a result, teachers focus on 
behavioral expositions (social adjustment) as the lead factor in evaluating learning instead of 
focusing on creating meaning (conceptual adjustment) 27 and self-realization and actualization of 
the learner. 
 Fourth, the "experts" (whether Muslim community members or specialists in Islamic area 
studies) should realize how the applications of concepts within the Islamic system become 
transformed in space and time. Orientalists who study Islam as a religion, meaning faith and 
rituals, may not be able to appreciate the subtle discrepancy between the rationales of the 
nineteen-year-old boy and his fourteen-year-old sister.   The same could be true for Muslim 
"experts" who do not understand the Western philosophy of secularism and of education and its 
fundamental difference from the Islamic philosophy.   These Muslim "experts" cannot realize that 
the mere teaching of Islamic history and principles to the next generation of Muslims will not 
necessarily produce an Islamic worldview in the Western, secular context.   Even when Islam is 
taught in Muslim schools that have different environments from that of the larger society, the 
general philosophy of the rest of (non-religious) curriculum is imbedded in Western secular 
assumptions.   Thus, meanings of Islam and Islamic history and culture become modified in the 
new context. 

CONCLUSION: THE LEARNING PROCESS IN A PLURALISTIC SETTING
 The case in point of North American Muslims examines issues of pluralistic education for the 
particular group and gives a broader understanding of the North American cultural needs.   It 
symbolizes the central educational issues of pluralism.   The Islamic worldview is only one of the 
"different" worldviews to be accommodated in North American education, such as other Eastern 
cultures represented by Hinduism and Buddhism. 
 If we, as educators, do not understand the effect and the variation in the frame of reference--
the worldview of the learner--we have failed to provide meaningful learning for all pupils, and not 
only for those of the non-mainstream cultural groups.   Our inability to give meaning to schooling 
appears to be the core of the problem of American education, particularly during the last three 
decades.   Educators, especially those of us who are in the position of effecting policies and 
trends, have failed to modify our philosophical paradigms, the goals of education, and the 
curricular and instructional objectives so as to take into consideration the diverse social, 
anthropological, and conceptual needs of the society.   These needs (the awareness--felt or 
recognized--of belonging to a group related to a conceptual, territorial, linguistic, economic, 
ethnic, religious, cultural, and political historical or mythical past) have been, at best, 
marginalized.
 From the "mainstream" cultural viewpoint, as educators we have, in the name of pluralism, 
slid into accepting plural expressions of ideas, thinking that this is the way to celebrate 



differences.   Yet we have failed to realize that we accept these expressions only when they 
conform to one set of ideas and within the frame of reference that is considered "standard" or the 
"norm."
 As specialized professionals we have set the educational paradigm by reversing the order of 
priorities in public education, ignoring communities' input, and disregarding social and conceptual 
needs.   Regardless of what we call this single frame of reference, "Western," "American melting 
pot," or the "American milieu," and regardless of the individuals, this frame of reference has 
become solidified and more dogmatic.   This solidification calls for a change because the existing 
paradigm has lost its ability to provide lasting solutions the society as a whole currently faces. 
 Classroom implications of the above analysis represent only one complementary step to this 
article.   Future work, by this or any other author, need to explore community-based curricular 
and instructional design, teacher and administrator in-service-training, and textbook writing.



NOTES
1.   This paper was conceived during the author's 1990-1991 residency as a Visiting Fellow at the 
Department of Education of Cornell University.   The author wishes to thank those who 
contributed directly or indirectly to the consummation of this topic, especially John J. Chiment, of 
Cornell's Mathematical Sciences Institute, for his suggestions towards shaping my ideas into a 
practical approach to the problem. 

2.   Islam is viewed here as a belief system that constitutes a philosophical foundation of thought 
and action, incorporating religion (in the narrow sense, and as understood by the secular view).
Religion has five different definitions in Webster's Seventh New Collegiate Dictionary (1972).   I 
will use the first definition to denote the meaning of religion in the narrow sense: "the faith in, 
service and adoration of God or a god as expressed in forms of worship."   I will use the fifth 
definition to denote belief system: "an awareness or conviction of the existence of a supreme 
being, arousing reverence, love, gratitude, the will to obey and serve, and the like; as man only is 
capable of religion."  This definition is closer to the meaning of the construct "belief system" and 
to the Arabic word (al Din), denoting a worldview and a way of life in reference to Islam. 

3.   Dewey, John, Moral Principles in Education  (Boston: Houghton Mifflin Company, 1909),
v-vii. 

4.   Kenneth A. Strike, "The Moral Role of Schooling in a Liberal Democratic Society," in Gerald 
Grant, ed, Review of Research in Education  (Washington, D.C.:  American Educational 
Research Association 1991), 415, states that one central problem of liberalism is to find a 
principled way of separating life into a public sphere where the state may exercise authority and a 
private sphere where the state may not.   The need for such a way to separate public from private 
life is, in my view, what makes the present practice of the liberal education problematic, because 
it tends to neutralize its diverse meanings for the different individuals and groups, and, hence, the 
public become apathetic toward it. 
5.   Advocates of school and curriculum restructuring for true multiculturalism, such as Carlos 
Diaz, ed, Multicultural Education for the 21 st Century ( Washington, D.C.: National Education 
Association, 1992), provide important insights; but unless the need to restructure the
philosophical approach is realized, restructuring educational practices may not be as effective. 

6.   See Charles R. Kniker, "Accommodating The Religious Diversity of Public School Students: 
Putting the 'CARTS' Before the Horse" Religion and Public Education, 15, no. 3 (Summer 
1988):304-20, for the five purposes of common (public) schools and how teachers can deal with 
religious subjects within the parameters of these purposes. 



7.   Sayad, Abdelmalek,  "From 'Immigrants' to 'Minorities'" in Center for Educational Research 
and Innovation (CERI), Multicultural Education  (Paris: Organization for Economic Co-Operation 
and Development, 1987), 125. 

8.  Islamic education means "Islamic intellectualism, for it is the essence of Islamic higher thought 
that must provide real criterion for judging the success or failure of its educational system."
Fazlur Rahman, Islam and Modernity: Transformation of an Intellectual Tradition;  (Chicago: The 
University of Chicago Press, The Center for Middle Eastern Studies, No.15, 1982),  132. 

9.   See Nimat Hafez Barazangi, "Does Particularism Require Separate Religious Education? The 
Islamic Perspective." (In review) 

10.   Diane Ravitch and Arthur Schlesinger, Jr., "Remaking New York State's history curriculum." 
A Letter to the Editor by the Committee of Scholars in Defense of History, New York Times,
(August 12, 1990); and Diane Ravitch, "Multiculturalism Yes, Particularism No." The Chronicle of 
Higher Education (October 24, 1990), A44. 

11   Sayad, "From 'Immigrants' to 'Minorities'", 133-34. 

12.   Nimat Hafez Barazangi, "Perceptions of the Islamic Belief System: The Muslims in North 
America"  (Ph.D. dissertation, Cornell University, 1988).   The context of the discussion, here, 
was a focus-group interview, expanding on the dissertation's survey questionnaire item: "Muslims 
do not drink alcohol and eat pork because...."   During the interview, the author/investigator asked 
the Muslim youth as to how they can practice these teachings in a society that allows such 
practices.   When the course on alcohol and drug abuse was mentioned, the author asked the 
youth to explain if there is a difference between what is taught in the course and what is taught in 
the Qur'an. 

13.   "Tawhid" means unity of God and humanity, which entails unity of belief with all aspects of 
life and unity of one's personal value system with the understanding of Islamic concepts. (al 
Faruqi, Ismaíl R., Tawhid: Its Implications for Thought and Life. [Herndon, VA: International 
Institute of Islamic Thought, 1402 AH/1982 AC]). 

14.   Barazangi, Nimat Hafez, "Islamic Education in the United States and Canada: Conception 
and Practice of the Islamic Belief System." in Yvonne Y. Haddad, ed, The Muslims of America.
(New York: Oxford University Press, 1991), 157-77; and "The Education of North American 
Muslim Parents and Children: Conceptual Change As a Contribution to Islamization of 
Education." The American Journal of Islamic Social Sciences 7, 3 (December 1990): 385-402. 



15.   Diane Ravitch and Arthur Schlesinger, Jr.,"Remaking New York State's History Curriculum," 
op. cit.. 

16.   New York States, A Curriculum of Inclusion,  Report of the Commissioner's Task Force on 
Minorities: Equity and Excellence (Albany, New York, July 1989),111

17  Henry A. Giroux stands out in discussing the relationship of political and social discourse to 
curriculum development and to pedagogy.   See, for example, Giroux, ed., Postmodernism, 
Feminism, and Cultural Politics: Redrawing Educational Boundaries (Albany: State University of 
New York Press, 1991), particularly "Modernism, Postmodernism, and Feminism: Rethinking the 
Boundaries of Educational Discourse," 1-59 and "Postmodernism as Broader Pedagogy: 
Redefining the Boundaries of Race and Ethnicity," 217-56; H. A. Giroux and A. N. Penna, "Social 
Education in the Classroom: The Dynamics of the Hidden Curriculum," in  H. A. Giroux, A. N. 
Penna, and W. F. Pinar, eds., Curriculum and Instruction: Alternatives in Education   (Berkeley:  
McCutchen, 1981), 209-30. 

18.   Arthur Schlesinger Jr., "The Cult of Ethnicity, Good and Bad,"  Time, (July 8, 1991), 21; and 
"Report of the Social Studies Syllabus Review Committee: A Dissenting Opinion." in One Nation, 
Many Peoples: A Declaration of cultural Interdependence, The Report of the New York State 
Social Studies Review and Development Committee (Albany, NY, June 1991). 

19.   Cited in Jack Richon Pole, American Individualism and the Promise of Progress,   an 
inaugural lecture delivered before the University of Oxford on 14 February, 1980. (Oxford: 
Clarendon Press, 1980), 4. 

20.   Ibid. 

21.   Sayad, "From 'Immigrants' to 'Minorities'", 134. 

22.   Ibid. 

23.   See M. Arkoun, "The Islamic Consciousness: A Cultural Profile," Cultures 4 (1977): 66-93, in 
which he adds that in the early twentieth century the human heart transformed the "God of Worth" 
into the "growth of mind" as the goal and "social worth" as the criterion. 

24.   See K. A. Strike and G. J. Posner, "Types of Synthesis and Their Criteria." In Spencer A. 
Ward and Linda J. Reed, eds., Knowledge Structure and Use: Implications for Synthesis and 
Interpretation, (Philadelphia: Temple University Press,1983), 350, in which they state: 



"Empiricists from Hume to twentieth century logical positivists have cast considerable doubt on 
the possibility of doing metaphysics.  On the other hand, empiricism has had much of the flavor of 
a worldview, generating not just views of knowledge and science, but of psychology, ethics, and 
politics as well". 

25.   "Community 'Experts'"  refers mainly to community religious leaders and parents who may 
have professional qualifications and experience in different fields, though not necessarily in the 
field of education, and who have had formal or informal training in Islamic religious studies as 
taught in the Muslim world and are active in community affairs.   These "experts" usually become 
the decision-makers, appointed either by the community or through the recommendations of 
outside community supporters and donors.   "Area Studies 'experts'" refers mainly to non-Muslim 
area studies professionals who have had their training in Islamic studies as a discipline within the 
Western system of education. 

26.   "Secular" and "secularism," as derived from their definitions in the Random House 
Dictionary (1968),  are intended to refer to the ideology that assumes the separation of spiritual 
and mundane life.   This ideology is in reference to the institutional level and not to individual 
practice in the North American societies, specifically the United States and Canada.   Though the 
Canadian Constitution does not explicitly state the separation of church and state, the general 
practice of government and institutions indicates that authority rests with the legislatures who set 
the criteria for public institutions and individual behavior within these institutions. 

27.   See Nimat Hafez Barazangi (1989), "Arab Muslim Identity Transmission: Parents and Youth"
Arab Studies Quarterly, 11, 2 & 3 (Spring/Summer 1989): 65-82, for discussion of the difference 
between social and conceptual assimilation and accommodation. 



PARTICULARISM AND MULTI-CULTURAL EDUCATION:

Muslims Experience in the United States

by

Nimat Hafez Barazangi

Women's Studies Program, 391 Uris Hall

Cornell University, Ithaca, NY 14853-7601

 An elementary school Muslim girl responded to her mother with the phrase, "BUT MOM, ALL 

MY FRIENDS DO THAT!  WHY CAN'T I?" questioning the need to be different every time the 

mother said "No" to an activity the girl wanted to join neighborhood boys and girls in doing.    The 

mother often contradicted herself and allowed her daughter to play because she was not able to 

explain the rationale for being different.   The mother's spontaneous "No" response comes from 

the fact that in her home Islamic culture,1 children's activities are not usually separate from those 

of the family.   Also, children rarely played in sexually heterogeneous groups where she was 

raised (the Indian subcontinent).   Under the daughter's persistence, the mother gave permission, 

rationalizing to herself that a bicycle ride or video game with the neighborhood children would not 

affect the "Islamic" identity and values of her daughter.   The mother rarely interacted with the 

parents of her daughter's playmates.   She hardly knew who the playmates were or who 

supervised the play.   Her understanding of these neighbors' values and worldview came only 

from what she saw manifested in their external behavior and in the norms of the society at large.

The mother had contacts mainly with other mothers from her country of origin. 

 When the young girl reached puberty, her father, who rarely participated in decision making 

concerning his daughter's upbringing, told the young girl that she was to dress differently, she 

was no longer to have unnecessary conversations with boys, and she could no longer join in free 

play with her friends.   The girl resisted her father's orders, and the mother supported her 

discreetly against the father's wishes.   The mother thought that the father was being harsh and 

that there was no need to set such strict rules to ensure that the girl would develop the "Islamic" 

manners and the understanding of the "Islamic" religion as she, the mother, had been practicing 

it.

 When the girl became a high school student, she took swimming as one of the sport activities 

required in the physical education course.   She did not realize that close contact with the 

opposite sex, particularly in immodest clothes (a bathing suit in the presence of the opposite sex), 

violates a basic precept of the Islamic principle of modesty. 



TRADITIONAL VALUES AND PLURALISTIC EDUCATION

 The above vignette represents an educational problem and a contradiction in the process of 

perpetuating pluralistic values.   It is a problem that many pluralistic societies and immigrant and 

indigenous groups in these societies do not recognize until they see that the next generation has 

taken a different course of action from their own and that of their parents.   Very few parents 

realize that by the time a child asks "Why be different?" or "Why can't I?" his or her identity has 

already been formed within the peer group's worldview and way of life.   And very few educators, 

sociologists, and anthropologists are aware of the subtlety in the process of the "melting pot," 

despite claims that it has never been the intention of the mainstream culture and even when the 

different immigrant and indigenous groups attempt to combat it.   The girl in the above vignette is 

in effect questioning her mother's values, not understanding why her mother is particularly 

different in her way of dressing from other mothers in the neighborhood nor why she herself has 

to be different from other children. 

 It is true that the act of playing with a mixed-gender group of children poses no direct harm to 

the value system of a Muslim girl or boy.   It is also true that the milieu of those playmates is 

saturated with the values of the secular Western worldview that explicitly emphasizes the 

separation of religion from other aspects of life.   This observable Western hegemony is what I 

call the Western ecological system or the Western worldview within which our children in the 

United States are governed and their identities shaped.  Despite the fact that the constitution and 

the law of the land are based on the Judo-Christian value system, this paper deals mainly with 

the pedagogical aspect of Islamic particularism in the assumed secularity of the American 

pluralistic society. 

 It is true that if the father in the above vignette, for example, had not imposed certain rules 

when the girl was a certain age, she would not have realized that she has cultural roots and 

values different from her peers.   Although the father's intervention lacked the proper pedagogical 

strategies to achieve the desired outcome (i.e., for the girl to develop an "Islamic" identity), the 

girl would not have been able to find rationales for her own action as well as that of her father 

without this intervention.   In addition, when the parents knew that she was taking swimming as a 

physical education course and asked her to drop the course, she refused their request.   She 

resisted her parents' request mainly because she could not understand the specific rationale 

behind it, given the Western milieu that she acquired from the environment, and could not justify it 

before her peers.   The parents had never explained or oriented the girl toward their particular 

values and way of life in her early childhood.  They merely assumed that she will pick up these 

values by emulating her parents' restricted behavior and contacts with non-Muslims.  The girl 

questioned her mother's and her family's relationship with others because she did not realize that 

she belonged to a culture nor to a social order that differed from the "mainstream" and from those 



of her peers.   If she had not been asked to change her behavior, all other indicators--with the 

exception of some rituals--in her family's behavior told her that she was part of the dominant 

society's milieu.  

 The problem is both that of a girl who lost her parents' culture and of parents who did not 

know how to adjust to the society at large without completely assimilating in its culture, despite 

their relatively social isolation.2   Lacking this awareness, the parents also failed to transmit their 

ideological and cultural values to their daughter because they could not integrate their values 

within the new context and away from the social customs of their original country.   The problem 

is also that of a society that claims to believe in pluralism but assumes that every new member of 

the society will shed his or her cultural roots and replace them by the "forged new American 

culture,"3 whatever that may mean.

 The girl's resistance gradually developed into rejection of her cultural roots and identity, and 

she came into constant conflict with her family.   Consequently, despite her high academic 

achievement, her entire educational progress came to a halt when she dropped out of school.

Who is responsible for such a case?   Before addressing this question, the second part of the 

vignette is in order. 

 In the same community where the girl went to school, other Muslim families, realizing that the 

school's swimming requirement would pose a problem for their high school-aged children, 

decided to speak with the high school principal to reach an alternative solution.   The school 

district, located in a small university town, had changed its policy concerning physical education 

courses to comply with the spirit of the Fourteenth Amendment and now mandated coeducation 

in all physical education programs.   This policy was adopted without an open hearing or 

consultation with parents and community members.   It created a difficult situation for Muslim 

families and students, in particular.   The Muslim community, at the suggestion of one of its 

members who later acted as the liaison between the community and the school, initiated a 

discussion with school officials to reach a satisfactory solution.   The discussion resulted in 

separate-sex after-school swimming sessions with the teacher being the same sex as the 

students.   Most of the Muslim children and their families felt comfortable with this special 

arrangement, and all agreed to attend the after-school sessions, except the girl who had conflict 

with her parents. 

The entire vignette represents a paradox within liberal education, as well as a different 

approach to laying the groundwork for designing and implementing curricula for secular pluralistic 

society that may also satisfy cultural particularism without the teaching of a specific culture.   It is 

a paradox for the young girl who, by rejecting the authority of her family and their value system, 

not only lost her identity but also lost a consistent source of guidance.   It is a paradox for a family 

that failed to understand the new environment and to pass its culture to its offspring in an 



integrated manner.4  It is also a paradox for the society at large that gives little, if any, attention to 

the way education contributes to identity transformation.   This society seems to respond only 

superficially to issues of pluralism without attempting to understand them in depth.   The vignette 

points out a contradiction in educational policies that claim equality but do not treat all segments 

of the population equally.   Finally, the vignette shows how a Muslim community that wanted to 

maintain its cultural values in an integrative way and in cooperation with the society at large was 

able to find a temporary solution to a specific problem, and yet failed to prevent a young member 

from dropping out of school because of poor communication among its ethnic and national sub-

groups within the pluralistic society's worldview. 

PARADIGMS AND MEANINGS OF PLURALISM

 Paradigms about pluralistic multicultural education represent arguments either for 5 or

against,6 but rarely is there an in-depth analysis of the political and moral assumptions of 

education that bear on the issue of multiculturalism in our pluralistic society.   I contend that the 

present paradigms about multicultural education lack clear understanding of different frames of 

reference and different meanings of liberal democratic society within which each cultural group of 

the "pluralistic, liberal democracy" operates.  The rest of this paper , therefore, explores 

meanings of pluralistic and particularistic pedagogy in the course of arguing for the above 

contention.

 Pluralism or multiculturalism in the context of this paper means to value traditions and 

cultures other than those of the "mainstream" culture and to incorporate these traditions in the 

educational system by maintaining the following five principles: 

 1.   Pluralism cannot be satisfied by situational ethics or by accepting the notion that 

everything is as good as everything else. It requires a consistent dialogue among all groups 

involved.   It cannot be attained by simply adding social customs and strands to the curriculum.

Nor by the teachers' attempt to create tolerance among students or avoid the discussions of 

specific value systems.  Multiculturalism does not aim to avoid cultural conflict or dismiss charges 

of bias in opportunity.   In the second part of the vignette above concerning the swimming class, if 

a dialogue had not been initiated and the liaison person had not explained to the principal and to 

the physical education department head why mixed swimming is against the religious and cultural 

principles of Islam, the result would have been different.   In the course of the negotiations, for 

example, one of the physical education teachers suggested exempting Muslim students from 

swimming.   The problem with that solution is that the Muslim students would feel deprived of the 

privilege of learning a skill that the school district considered as an important objective in the 

physical education curriculum.   Hence the equity of instruction would have been questioned and 

protests or litigations could have resulted.  Yet, without following up the matter beyond this 



temporary solution, neither the Muslim community nor the policy-makers would reach a better 

understanding and, hence, a true pluralistic and inclusive solutions. 

 2.   Pluralism is the right of each individual to have an equal voice and participation in the 

making of social policies and equal access to meaningful learning.   The practice of these rights 

facilitates respect and appreciation among the particular cultural groups in a pluralistic 

democracy.   For example, the Muslim community's liaison member built her argument against 

exemption on the principle of the Fourteenth Amendment, that the society is responsible for 

providing equal access to learning in a pluralistic setting.   In addition, because the right of free 

religious belief and practice is protected by the First Amendment, the Muslim community could 

have claimed that the application of the Fourteenth Amendment obscured their equal opportunity 

to instruction and deprived them of their First Amendment right and the right to equal voice and 

participation in social policy making.   Instead, by applying the Islamic principle that the welfare of 

the group takes precedent over that of the individual, the Muslim community, by extending the 

principles to the welfare of the entire school community, reached an agreement with the school 

district for the alternative solution given that the number of Muslim children was too small to 

warrant a regular school session.   Teacher's role in such a situation is to communicate to the 

rest of the students the meaning and the implications of this Islamic principle and how it can be 

translated in different cultural settings regardless of its particular origin.  This may expose other 

similar principles in the students' diverse cultures and bring closeness instead of alienation to the 

Muslim students. 

 3.   Multicultural education is the continuous struggle to seek understanding and agreement 

among the particular groups within the pluralistic society.   The Muslim community, in the above 

case, accomplished the desired solution because one of its members understood the 

constitutional structure of the society and philosophical foundations of its educational system, and 

explicitly stated the Muslim community own value system and principle of modesty within these 

parameters.   Instead of demanding revision of the Fourteenth Amendment, the Muslims asked 

for an equal voice and participation in devising educational and instructional strategies to 

accommodate the principles embodied in the Fourteenth Amendment to their specific needs.

Teachers and administrators may capitalize on this piece of action and invite other parent 

communities to share their related, or not so related, concerns in the same manner. 

 4.   Critical pedagogy is the only means within a pluralistic society through which particular 

groups may protect themselves from being assimilated or from becoming, consciously or 

unconsciously, collaborators in the destruction of their own culture.   Each group should be able 

to make its own decision to practice alternative, separate ways of life.   In the above vignette, had 

the Muslim community not made a special effort to reinterpret the principle of modesty in the new 

context and to reach a consensus concerning the practice of their belief system, they would have 



lost in the negotiation over the physical education issue and would have been ignored as an 

element in the school district, and their culture would have been lost through total assimilation.

Also, had the liaison member not used constructive criticism, the community might have chosen a 

different means of communication that might not have been as satisfactory to the school district 

nor to most of the community members.  This process does not mean a compromise of some 

parents' belief system.  That is because the understanding and the preservation of the principle of 

modesty itself is at stake here and not the manner in which it is interpreted or applied.   Thus, 

some of these parents may had to change their perception of how to practice this particular 

principle, or Islam in general, in the new context, but it does not imply changing their value 

system or compromising their particularity. Finally, had the Physical Education Department head 

and the principal not given enough time to listen and to dialogue, the Muslim community could 

have filed a complaint for First Amendment statues and the relationship between the school 

district and the community would have deteriorated.  Whatever the end result might have been, 

neither understanding nor incorporation of the particular culture would have been achieved. 

 5.   Out of particular cultural traditions could come new and more comprehensive truth for all, 

including the "mainstream" group.   A pluralistic society should struggle to obtain such truth 

through a continuous dialogue.   The dialogue that took place between the Muslim community 

and the school district set a precedent for other groups to express their needs.   Given the small 

number of Muslims to warrant funding for the special swimming sessions, Muslim families agreed 

to have these sessions opened to non-Muslim boys and girls who also felt uneasy about coed 

swimming for personal, religious, and cultural reasons, and thus helped to bring to the surface 

values that appear contradictory.   Dialogues about different community values were organized.

Finally, the Muslim community's liaison member gave a public lecture on the subject, citing court 

cases concerning coeducational physical education practices and the arguments presented by 

the different contesting religious (non-Muslims) communities and explicating how it could be 

maintained in relation to the First Amendment without a need for a change in the law.   This 

public presentation and discussion also produced new awareness, particularly among the 

women's groups who supported the coeducation policy, about the needs of women who base 

their emancipation values on a different belief system and worldview.   This public awareness 

could become a rich ground for in-class debates on issues related to values and value systems 

without imposing a generic value system.

 The implications of the above five principles obviously call for reevaluating the democratic 

process in relation to education both politically and socially as suggested by Giroux 7 and in 

relation to multiculturalism as discussed by Barazangi. 8

PARTICULARISM AS A STEPPING STONE TOWARD PLURALISM



 Particularism is the practice of one's culture and the protection of particular cultural groups 

from ideological genocide and/or homicide.   Pluralism should try to prevent this ideological 

genocide.   Maintenance of an ideology, such as a cultural tradition, is not sought for 

"intergenerational dominance", or for "separatism," as claimed by some educational scholars and 

practitioners,9  but as a prerequisite for making a reflective choice regarding cultural coherence.

I do not mean to emphasize the differences between the "subgroup" and the "mainstream" group 

but, rather, the interaction between perceptions and practices of the democratic liberal principles-

-that are assumed to be operating in the pluralistic society-- based on these differences.   This 

emphasis also shows how a belief system and a worldview serve as determinants in 

understanding and applying the "liberal democratic" system and in curriculum development and 

education within a pluralistic setting. 

 Particularism is a necessary transitional stage for moving into an integrated, operating 

multiculturalism.   This is because each particular group needs to examine its frame of reference, 

its underlying assumptions, and its worldview so that it can recognize how it is different from and 

is similar to other subcultures and the mainstream culture.   E. Temime wrote:

For the establishment of minorities also depends on the transmission and reproduction of a 

past (actual or mythical).   The individual immigrant as an individual may be ignored. He is 

merely a foreign element of one kind or another, his presence being temporary.  [That same 

individual cannot be ignored for long, once he or she installs] a "family environment," passing 

on to others the traditions and values which are its own and those of the country of origin or 

country [or group] of reference.10

 This recognition of differences and similarities is necessary for there to be a true interest and 

will in "celebrating differences" and for building a meaningful philosophy of pluralistic democracy 

through true participation of each individual, and not only through majority vote.   This individual 

participation is nurtured by the community's particularism.   By allowing such particularity, we will 

be furthering the perpetuation of individuality and identity instead of individualism and 

egocentricism.   The end result will be to further a public philosophy based on shared common 

ground.   To the contrary, in perpetuating egocentricism, adds Temime, 

the school does no more than take account of the fact of minority status.  If it helps to 

emphasize that fact, it does not do so through the diversity of the education it offers, but

insofar as it is the reflection of a community and of rejections which it sometimes helps to 

highlight.   Its role might perhaps be to play down these rejections or get them into 

proportions. 11



 Muslim and non-Muslim, religious or secular educators, therefore, cannot satisfy particularity 

in education merely by preserving "minority" rights but by saving the "majority" from falling into a 

paradox within the democratic ideals and practices through the following principles: 

 1.   Particularism is developing a new paradigm for understanding the particularists' 

discourse without labeling it as ethnocentricism and without using it for cultural rank-ordering.

The high school principal in the vignette above could have used any number of excuses to ignore 

the Muslim community.   Yet, the community's presentation of its needs helped to develop a new 

understanding of Muslims, Islamic culture and education,12 which was self-evident and 

convincing enough that it would not have been easy for the principal to find excuses.  The Islamic 

concept "to you be your way and to me mine" (Qur'an,109: 6) clearly brings the particular 

character of Islamic life to surface.  It sets Islamic practice apart from other practices in a 

coherent parallel without forcing it to be a part, neither making it peripheral in the decision-making 

process.  Teachers may use this new information to elicit students' responses to the situation or 

to a similar situation.  This process allows for bringing to the surface, as well, any ill feeling that 

might have developed among the students because of their divided stance on the issue. 

 2.   Particularism is the responsibility of each individual within the community.   Also, in the 

process of cultural upbringing, particularism is a prerequisite to identity formation to avoid 

ideological homicide and to prevent the feeling of being marginalized.   The Muslim community's 

efforts were necessary for the adults to feel confident in their capability to transmit their culture13

to their offspring and for their children to realize their responsibility to follow their own belief 

system and worldview.   It  also signaled to the younger generation their role in preserving their 

identity and culture within the larger society. This signaling may direct Muslim students to react 

constructively instead of randomly to the issue, and it gives teachers ample opportunity towards 

understanding the community's needs through the students.   Thus, to view cultural education as 

a completely separate process from the rest of the educational process in the pluralistic society 

makes cultural education marginal. 

  3.   Particularism avoids conceptual assimilation and hence may minimize or prevent the 

feeling of being inferior or oppressed.   The school district in the vignette above will not be able to 

ignore the presence and needs of Muslim students in the future.   Since the swimming issue was 

settled, Muslim students have been recognized and, more important, have been asked to 

participate in particular events and to express their views on different issues.   Also, members of 

the Muslim community have been invited as guest speakers to different schools.   This mutual 

respect and cooperation would not have occurred without appropriate response and efforts by 

both the school district and the Muslim community.  Teachers may use these strategies to defuse 

future disputes among students' as a result of diverse expression of their values.   Yet, the 



question for the Muslim community remains not that of survival of Islamic culture in the Pluralistic 

United States, but it is a question of incummensurability of conception for the learner's needs 

given the general acceptance of separating religious from secular life.  Thus, the future task for 

the Muslim community is how to reinterpret the Islamic principles to allow for this transformation 

in practice without losing the uniqueness of these principles nor compromising the individual 

identity neither dividing the community on ethnic, linguistic or national grounds . 

 4.   Islamic particularism avoids cultural destruction and hence prevents the need for minority 

status and the cry for equal access.   Islam is a pedagogical system, before it was solidified in the 

existing juristic law or the social moral and ritual traditions.  It is based on the needs of communal 

living in a just society regardless of religious, ethnic, or geographical affiliation.  Muslims in the 

above vignette did not need to fight for minority status because they were operating from this 

principle of justice for all and because they were given the opportunity to preserve their cultural 

values and to apply them in the search for a solution to the problem.   In essence, the problem 

has been moved from the imperatives of the religious discourse and from the "moral model" 

discourse, in which the victim is blamed and viewed as responsible for its solution, into the 

Islamic discourse of mutual respect and consultation.  This discourse allowed for different 

individuals and groups to come to understand the problem in its particular framework first and 

then extend this framework to the broader context and take an active role in solving it.  Teachers 

can be better prepared by using similar tactics in a conflict resolution discourse.  That is, instead 

of exclusively using the majority vote process, as the western democratic discourse calls for, 

teachers may also use the consensus process, as the Islamic discourse calls for in dealing with 

particularism within pluralism. 

 5.   Particularism avoids individualism and egocentricism and hence prevents group conflicts 

and facilitates dialogues.   By providing special swimming sessions and by opening enrollment to 

non-Muslim individuals, the school helped eliminate the feeling of alienation among Muslim 

students or a feeling of reverse discrimination among the student body.   The special sessions 

were designed to provide equitable access to curriculum and hence could not have been 

interpreted as giving special privileges to a small group at the expense of others.   Thus, by 

capitalizing on the Muslim community's resourcefulness, the school district created 

empowerment for other groups as well.

CONCLUSION

 Islamic culture is never in tension with pluralism, as it represents pluralism in its simple 

statement that the religion is for all and God is the Guardian of all people.  Thus, it carries its 

particularity within its plurality by implying both the Unity and Oneness of God, and the unity of 

humanity, and, yet, preserving the individual responsibility within a communal mutuality.  Islam is 



not off limit even to those who do not believe in its message, since the belief in God is the belief 

in the mercy and benevolent of God for those who deny the existence of God as well, and not 

limited to the believers only.  Its plurality is satisfied by its calling for constant acquisition and 

dissemination of knowledge, religious and otherwise, to achieve both interreligious dialogue and 

a-religious communication with the rest of humanity.  Muslims, on the other hand, may be in 

tension with plurality unless they realize that the practice of Islam is not uniform nor limited to a 

particular context.  This limitation may be avoided by recognizing and valuing the plurality of 

Islamic culture before idealizing its particularity. 



NOTES

 1.  Islam is viewed here as a belief system that constitutes a philosophical foundation of 

thought and action, incorporating religion (in the narrow sense, and as understood by the secular 

view).  Religion has five different definitions in Webster's Seventh New Collegiate Dictionary

(1972). I will use the first definition to denote the meaning of religion in the narrow sense: "the 

service and adoration of God or a god as expressed in forms of worship." I will use the fifth 

definition to denote belief system: "an awareness or conviction of the existence of a supreme 

being, arousing reverence, love, gratitude, the will to obey and serve, and the like; as man only is 

capable of religion."  This definition is closer to the meaning of the construct "belief system" and 

to the Arabic word (al-Din), denoting a worldview and a way of life in reference to Islam. 

 2.  See the author's "Arab Muslim Identity Transmission: Parents and Youth"  Arab Studies 

Quarterly, 11, 2 & 3 (Spring/Summer 1989), PP. 65-82  for discussion of the difference between 

social and conceptual assimilation and accommodation. 

 3.   Arthur Schlesinger Jr., "The Cult of Ethnicity, Good and Bad,"  Time, July 8, 1991, p. 21, 

states: "The point of America was not to preserve old cultures but to forge a new American

Culture."   He further quotes President George Washington telling Vice-President John Adams: 

"By an intermixture with our people, [immigrants will] get assimilated to our customs, measures 

and laws: in a word, soon become one people." 

 4.   Integration indicates conceptual and not social process. For further explanation see the 

author's "Islamic Education in the United States and Canada: Conception and Practice of the 

Islamic Belief System," in Y.Y. Haddad (ed.) The Muslims of America. New York: Oxford 

University Press (1991), pp. 157-174. 

 5.   See, for example,  New York State,  A Curriculum of Inclusion,   Report of the 

Commissioner's Task Force on Minorities: Equity and Excellence;  (Albany, New York, July 

1989).

 6.   See, for example, Diane Ravitch and Arthur Schlesinger, Jr.,  "Remaking New York 

State's History Curriculum,"  New York Times, August 12, 1990. 

 7.  Henry A. Giroux, "Educational Leadership and the Crisis of Democratic Government."

Educational Researcher; 21, 4 (May 1992), pp. 4-11. 



 8.  Nimat Hafez Barazangi,  " Worldview, Meaningful Learning and Pluralistic Education: The 

Islamic Perspective"  In press . 

 9.  Kenneth A. Strike, "The Moral Role of Schooling in a Liberal Democratic Society," in 

Gerald Grant (ed.), Review of Research in Education.  Washington, D.C.:  American Educational 

Research Association (1991), pp. 413-83, discusses these views, indicating the central problem 

of liberalism in finding a principled way of separating a public sphere where the state may 

exercise authority and a private sphere where the state may not (415).

 10.   E. Temime,  "Commentary by E. Temime" on "From 'Immigrants' to 'Minorities' by S. 

Abdelmalek."  in Center for Educational Research and Innovation (CERI), Multicultural Education.

Paris: Organization for Economic and Co-Operation and Development (1987), p.137. 

 11.   Ibid., p. 140. 

 12.  Islamic education means "Islamic intellectualism, for it is the essence of Islamic 

higher thought that must provide real criterion for judging the success or failure of its 

educational system."  (Fazlur Rahman, Islam and Modernity: Transformation of an Intellectual 

Tradition;  (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, The Center for Middle Eastern 

Studies, No.15, 1982), p. 132. 

 13.   Christine E. Sleeter, in the Introduction to Christine E. Sleeter (ed.)  Empowerment 

through Multicultural Education. Albany: State University of New York Press (1991), states: 

"Many people discuss empowerment without ever discussing social change, what a better society 

would look like. . . . Many other people discuss multiculturalism, human relations, or 'at risk' 

populations as if oppression and collective power were irrelevant considerations or lenses of 

analysis" (p. 2). 
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Islamic Belief System,  in Yvonne Haddad, Ed. The Muslims of America. Oxford 
University Press, New York, (1991), pp. 157-174.

This is a pre-copyedited version of an article accepted for publication in the edited book 
The Muslims of America following peer review. The definitive publisher-authenticated 
version is available through Oxford University Press.

I. Introduction 
     This study examines the way immigrant Muslim parents and their 
Offspring perceive Islam and view its practice in the context of the 
Societies of the United States and Canada. 
     Historically and at present, the worldview of North American 
Muslims has generally differed from that of other groups who are either 
Natives of or immigrants to North America.  Yet not until recently has 
Any substantial research been done on the presence of Muslims in North 
America let alone on their learning patterns or the role of differing 
Worldviews in the education of their children. 
     Muslims may not be considered a minority ethnic group because they 
Neither have the characteristics of the term minority ethnic nor 
Constitute a single linguistic, cultural, or socioeconomic group.  
Study of Muslims simply as minority ethnics or national groups will not 
Help in understanding the variations in their attempts to maintain 
Their Islamic identity.  That is because, as Abdo A. Elkholy notes, "As 
Muslims in America are being assimilated, as Arabs, Turks, and other 
ethnic groups, many do not see the religious wrong in mixed marriage." 
     Elkholy's observation relates to communicating Islam in North 
America on two levels.  The first level is the way Muslims perceive 
themselves and hence identify with (a) Islam as a way of life, (b) 
Muslims as a religious group with which one may affiliate, or (c) 
nationality/ethnicity as an identity given to the Muslim subcultures by 
Western colonizers.  The Muslim's perception of his/her own identity is 
the cornerstone in his/her ability to adjust to the new environment 
while maintaining the basics of the Islamic belief system and to 
transmit that system to the next generation in an integrative manner.  
This perception of identity determines whether one's response is 
assimilation, integration, or withdrawal.  The second level pertains 
to the realities of the North American pluralistic societies and their 
implicit and explicit demands for individual conformity to societal 
"norms."  North American societies are established on a secular value 
system.  They may allow for different religious practices, in the 
narrow sense of the word, but may not allow for ideological and 
epistemological differences.  Therefore, Muslims will be assimilated as 
subcultural groups (Arabs, Turks, etc.) despite vigorous attempts by 



Muslim leaders and organizations to maintain the Islamic identity.  
These leaders have failed to recognize that assimilation will persist 
as long as people's identity is in a state of confusion between 
ideological (Islamic), religious (Muslim), and ethnic (Arab, Turks, 
etc.) attachments.  The clarity or confusion of one's identity is the 
key to the variation in Muslims' assimilation.  The degree of Muslims' 
religiosity, as suggested by Elkholy, is only a part in the question of 
identification.
     The effort of any Muslim community in North America to formulate 
an educational program that will transmit the Islamic cultural and 
ideological heritage to its children is viewed here more as a 
conceptual than a socioanthropological problem.  The contrast between 
the Islamic and Western concepts of life and education can be explained 
by looking at the variations in Muslims' conceptual ecology that 
resulted from the different education and acculturation they have 
received.  The term conceptual ecology is used to describe the 
individual's current concepts that will influence the selection of a 
new central concept.  This conceptual ecology is said to consist of 
important determinants of the direction of integration.  The ways in  
which Muslim immigrants integrate into their host societies may be 
discovered by analyzing North American Muslims' views on three 
subjects:  (1) the role of the concept of Tawhid (Oneness of God), (2) 
the role of independent thinking and sense of mission, and (3) the two 
basic features of Islamic conceptual ecology, intention (making a 
choice) and action (practicing that choice).  The idea of Tawhid and 
its concomitants (independent thinking and sense of mission) will 
always be used as measuring sticks at the individual, the 
interfamilial, and the community-formation levels. 
     On the individual level, for example, since Tawhid means that one 
is committed only to Allah (God) as the source of value, knowledge, and 
authority, every Muslim needs to question whether each aspect of his or 
her environment can be adopted as part of his or her own character as a 
Muslim.  This questioning applies to a wide range of issues, from the 
most essential to life, such as food, to the most sensitive but also 
most salient to the individual, such as one's ideological conceptual 
commitment.  In other words, how the individual Muslim questions these 
issues depends on how s/he perceives the following two elements in his 
or her own choice:  the ideology chosen consciously (i.e., not merely 
by being born to Muslim parents) and the general conditions of the host 
society in which one attempts to practice that ideology.  It is this 
conscious choice of Tawhid that helps the individual's intention to be 
objectified within the meaning and the spirit of the Islamic belief 
system.   

II. ASSUMPTIONS AND PROPOSITIONS 
     Four underlying propositions are central to this study and to the 
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contrast between the Islamic and Western worldviews:  (1) It is 
possible for North American Muslims, or any believing group, to 
maintain their view of life within a society that operates, or seems to 
operate, on a secular basis.  (2)  As long as a belief system does not 
remain merely as a set of assumptions but is objectified, as the 
Islamic belief system should be, the perception of such a belief system 
should be studied in context and not as a set of abstract codes.
(3) Shifting between paradigms, in this case from the Islamic view of 
life to its Western counterpart is also possible.  Basically, the gap 
between the two paradigms is viewed here as being resolvable by the way 
the issues are approached.  That is, instead of judging the values or 
the moral codes, symbols, or rituals that are being transmitted or 
discussed within the two paradigms, the investigator will address the 
transmission process of a generally accepted ideology by North American 
Muslims to their offspring within a context that these Muslims 
generally view as conflicting (in reality or in appearance) with their 
ideological or cultural heritage.  (4) This investigator's concern with 
the process does not mean that she underestimates the variations in the 
content and principles between the above two paradigms.  Yet the 
primary concern of this study is with the objectification of both the 
content and the principles in a certain context, and not with a set of 
verbalized values and/or moral principles.  Therefore, the study not 
only examines Muslims' expression of the principles but also 
investigates how these expressions are applied in practice, in 
different contexts, by different Muslim individuals or groups.   

     A.   Relevant Assumptions about Islamic Thought 
     The two basic assumptions that underlie Islamic thought and its 
view of human knowledge and morality are, first, that human knowledge 
consists of the product of human reasoning plus revealed knowledge, and 
second, that human learning, conception, and valuing should be guided 
by Allah as stated in Al Qur'an and according to Allah's natural 
laws.  These two assumptions represent the basic difference between 
the religious view--in the wide sense of the word--and the secular view 
with regard to the relation between faith or the belief system and 
knowledge.
     The related Qu’anic verses are the criteria for understanding the 
variations and contrasts in perceptions.  For example, if the concept 
of Tawhid--as the first postulate in the Islamic view--is perceived in 
the verse 39:38 as a predestined will and law, that perception will 
affect how one interprets Islamic law. 

     B.   Relevant Assumptions about the Western View 
     Four assumptions about the Western view are relevant:  (1) Western 
ideology assumes secularism--the separation of church (representing 
spiritual life) and state (representing worldly, mundane life)--which 



is alien to Islam.  Furthermore, under this assumption and in 
multicultural societies, the decision makers are not supposed to 
recognize one belief system over another, even though their personal 
views and epistemology might be based on a particular belief 
commitment.  Therefore, separation of church and state will be 
emphasized here on the institutional level and not on the individual 
level. (2) God, Lord, or Creator may be considered to be a religious 
entity that can be separated from other aspects of life, and common 
epistemological assumptions underline this worldview.  (3) The human 
being is considered the master of nature or him/herself; s/he is 
considered to have full authority on earth, to practice his or her 
functions in isolation from God.  Historical accounts not only 
provide evidence for separation of the spheres of knowledge but also 
contradict the basic Islamic assumption that the purpose of education 
is to understand natural laws so the individual can serve as Allah's 
vicegerent on earth.  (4) Rules become the rules of man (whether of the 
individual or the society), and authority becomes that of man over 
others, at least as practiced in institutions and in legislation.
Rules are drawn by policy makers on the basis of assumptions made by 
the political founders of secular institutions or by a philosophical 
view that ignores metaphysics and belief systems. 
     A distinction must be made here between the Western views of public 
policy (secular and compartmentalized) and of personal behavior.  In 
the latter, a connection between spiritual and mundane life is often 
advocated, usually respected, and sometimes achieved. Although 
pluralistic societies tend to subordinate particular ideologies in 
favor of egalitarianism, it is unrealistic to ignore the fact that Islam benefits to a certain 
degree from the secularism in North America 
that it finds so alien. 

III. SUMMARY OF METHOD 
     Members of forty Muslim families (170 subjects) of several 
national and ethnic origins were interviewed in five major cities in 
the United States and Canada.  This population was composed of 
immigrant Muslims and their children who were members of Islamic 
centers in Buffalo, Montreal, New York, Toronto, and Washington, D.C.  
The interviewees were mainly self-selected because they volunteered 
through the centers or personal contacts.  Attempts to reach 
non-participant/nonmember Muslims (i.e., community members who chose not 
to participate in the study or Muslims who do not frequent these 
centers) were not successful.  The difficulties in getting even the 
members to participate in the study attest to this problem. 
     In spite of the difficulties, thirty-one sets of matched data 
(fathers, mothers, and youth, 118 individuals in total) were secured.  
The cooperation of community leaders, center presidents, and mosque  
Imams made this study possible.  We will see in the data analysis that 
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the selection process may have skewed the mean scores of the entire 
population, particularly of the parents, toward the high end of the 
scale.  The scale ranged from 2 to 12, and the mean scores were between 
8 and 10.  The only criterion for participation was that the families 
have children between the ages of fourteen and twenty-two who were 
reared mainly in North America.  
     The choice of subjects was made to facilitate an intergenerational 
comparison in the perception of the Islamic ideology and to determine 
whether Muslim parents were able to transfer the basic belief system in 
its totality as a way of life.  The choice was also intended to provide 
an insight into the different practices of these Muslim families as 
influenced by the home country of the parents and the North American 
societies.
     These families were interviewed in small groups of fathers, 
mothers, and youth, and they completed two sets of questionnaires 
individually to elucidate the points we raised above.  The data were 
analyzed qualitatively and quantitatively to determine the variations 
in parents' and youths' perceptions. 

IV. DESCRIPTION OF THE POPULATION 
     Confidentiality dictates naming each community of families that 
were interviewed together with a Latin numeral without specifying the 
place.  Arabic numerals were assigned to those cities to conceal the 
communities' identities as well. 

     Community I 
     Contact with this community, as well as with Community II and 
three other families that were interviewed separately, was through the 
local office of the well-established (but not center-oriented) Islamic 
Circle of North America (ICNA).  This organization was started by Indo- 
Pakistanis, but its membership includes Muslims with other national 
origins.  The basic feature of this organization is its effort to 
disseminate information, distribute literature, and help in 
establishing study groups and network circles.  This organization 
relies on its membership and donations from individuals to finance its 
activities, which extend indiscriminately to all interested centers, 
mosques, or study circles. 
     Only three families from Community I participated in this study.  
The fathers were professional, and the mothers were highly educated.  
These families live in a prestigious suburb of metropolitan City 1 that 
has an estimated 30,000 to 40,000 Muslims living in different sections 
of the city.  Regular Sunday meetings are held in the leader's home.  
The wife of the leader (who coordinated the interviews) also conducts 
after-school Qur’anic and Islamic studies once or twice a week for the 
children of these and other Muslim families in the neighborhood. 
     This community belongs to and participates in the activities of 



one center whose membership, as I gathered from the interviews, 
consists of roughly two hundred upper-middle-class families, most of 
who are of the same ethnic background.  Though it became apparent from 
the interviews that there is some friction between Community I and some 
of the families who belong to the center on certain issues 
(particularly those pertaining to children's upbringing), the center 
seems to be well established, has a regular newsletter, and has 
ambitious plans such as developing community financial institutions, a 
cemetery and so on. 
     The common features of the families of this community are that 
they value school and intellectual achievements, they seem to blend 
with the non-Muslim neighborhood, and they adhere to strictly and 
reinforce among their children overt Muslim behavior such as dress and 
greetings.

     Community II 
     Four families participated from this community.  The fathers are 
businessmen and entrepreneurs, and the mothers are moderately educated.  
These families live in a middle-class suburb of metropolitan City 1.  
They hold regular Saturday and Sunday meetings in the leader's home.  
The leader provides one room in the basement of his home for a 
children's class, another room for men's discussion, and the living 
room for women's meetings.  This community is more heterogeneous with 
respect to country of origin and ethnicity than the other communities 
in this study.  About ten families who live in the same neighborhood 
attend these meetings and classes, but only four had children aged 
fourteen or above and were able to participate in the study. 
     This community seems more closely knit than Community I, perhaps 
because the families live within a one- to two-mile radius of each 
other and the children attend the same school.  This closeness can be 
attributed, also, to the leader and his wife.  They seemed devoted to 
the community well-being and have built a second entrance to their 
basement to accommodate its activities.  At the time of the interview, 
the husband and wife were coordinating three events that took place in 
their home despite having two toddlers and a new born infant.  The 
younger children's class was taking place in one room, some of the 
families who belonged to this community were meeting with the 
investigator in the living room, and unexpected out-of-town guests 
were visiting with members of different families in a third room.  Most 
of these people were given lunch as the meeting times allowed. 
     The common feature of this community is the members' intimate and 
open relationship with each other, as evidenced by the way each
attempted to help others when possible and in their frank but 
constructive criticism of each others' opinions or actions.  Very 
little or no concern was expressed about integrating with the non- 
Muslim neighborhood.  Most of the discussions centered on the 
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availability of community reinforcement (particularly with regard to 
children's activities) and community facilities.  The overt behavior, 
such as dress and greetings, was candid and not heavily emphasized, 
especially among the youth.  There was no mention of affiliation with a 
center, although the families participate in the major activities of 
two different centers in the city depending on the event and their 
distance from the particular center. 
     Three other families in the City 1 were interviewed separately 
because of a time conflict.  They belong to the same ethnic background 
and to a center in the low-middle-income section of the city.  Their 
educational and professional levels are not homogeneous. 

     Community III 
     Contact with this community and with Community IV was through a 
teacher in the local all-day Islamic school located in one of the major 
and most popular mosques in metropolitan City 2.  The Muslim population 
of this city is estimated at 80,000, with Muslims clustered in five of 
the major areas.  Although the two communities generally participate in 
this mosque's activities, the mosque's great distance from the 
residents of Community IV prevented its members from participating on a 
regular basis.  Therefore, members of Community IV were holding 
neighborhood meetings and attempting to establish a neighborhood 
mosque. 
     Community III consisted of families whose children attend a weekly 
youth dialogue group.  Six families met with the investigator after the 
noon prayer on Saturday when all family members joined the youth in the 
mosque after their dialogue session.  The levels of education and 
socioeconomic status varied within this community, as did their 
countries of origin. 
     The common feature of this community is its vested interest in the 
youths' Islamic cohesiveness.  The sense of fraternity and smooth, open 
communication among the youth was obvious.  The mothers appear to be 
the key factor in these activities.  They seemed to know each other 
better than did the fathers and spoke candidly among themselves.  A 
common denominator was evident, however, in the mutual respect between 
the families of this community and the leaders (the director of the 
school and the mosque, the facilitator of the dialogue group, and the 
school's full-time teacher--my contact person).  The latter was an 
American-born female in her early twenties, daughter of an immigrant 
Muslim father and a convert European mother; the other two leaders were 
immigrants. 

     Community IV 
     This community consisted of six families, the majority of whom 
were from the same country of origin and lived in the same 
neighborhood.  The meeting took place in one of the families' homes in 



a modern single-unit housing project of City 2.  The hostess was very 
articulate and coordinated the event very well, even serving dessert 
with the afternoon tea.  The host family did not appear to be leaders 
of the community.  It appeared that mutual understanding and 
cooperation was the key features of the community.  The families are 
from diverse educational and socioeconomic levels, mainly middle-class 
and teachers. 
     A common feature that distinguished this community from the others 
was the high motivation and devotion of the youth.  It became apparent 
during the interviews that most of these families had become involved 
in Islamic education and work because of pressure from their offspring.  
These children attended the youth dialogue group in the city and 
through contact with others developed a strong interest in 
understanding their Islamicity.  Although some friction was evident 
between parents and youth--in the exchange of comments and responses in 
the discussions those were overheard because the interview took place in 
an open space--parents seem to have developed a commitment to change 
themselves in accordance with what they were learning from their 
offspring and other members of the community. 

     Community V 
     Four of the five families who participated from this community 
lived in an upper-middle-class suburb of City 3, which contains roughly 
10,000 Muslims.  The predominant profession of both fathers and mothers 
in these families was medicine-related.  The countries of origin 
varied, yet this caused no problem in the members' relationship.  More 
apparent were the community's differences with another community in the 
same city that belongs to another organization and resides in low- 
middle-income housing.  Despite many efforts (by the investigator and 
by the contact person) to secure interviews with members of the latter 
community, there was no response.  The contact person was the Imam of 
Community V, who was a young immigrant trained in Islamic law. 
     The common feature among the residents of Community V is their 
professional affiliation and related interests.  An obvious interest in 
eliminating the separation between the two spheres of life, the Islamic 
and the Western, was evidenced in their discussion of certain issues 
and in their overt behavior.  Although some of the youth were more 
candid and open in their discussion than others, the majority were very 
reserved and some barely participated.  The candid youth were very 
confident in answering some questions, while the others were very 
hesitant.

     Community VI 
     Three of the six families who participated from this community did 
not have children aged fourteen and above.  Although these families 
were highly committed to Islamic work and actually work for a major 
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Islamic organization, and although they have high levels of Islamic and 
Western education, their meeting was the least organized of any.  The 
members originated in different countries but share the same 
ethnic/linguistic background.  They all live in one area around the 
organization headquarters in a suburb of metropolitan City 4 with an 
estimated 40,000 Muslims.  The interview was held in one of the 
organization's houses.  The contact person, a mother, took a neutral 
role in coordinating the event.  The most articulate person was the 
director of the organization.  He sat in on all the interviews even 
though he did not fit the criteria for the study, not having a child of 
fourteen years or older raised in North America. 
     The common features among the members of this community were their 
sincerity and strong attempts to acculturate their offspring into  
Islam.  Their efforts varied from holding a local study group to 
sponsoring regional and national conferences for adults and youth.
Some of these families, however, seemed to have succeeded better than 
others in integrating the two cultures, as was reflected in their 
youths' confidence in discussing issues such as social mixing.  Other 
families seemed to be living their idealistic view, rejecting 
everything Western.  
     Two other families were interviewed separately in City 4, neither 
of which belonged to an Islamic organization (they were contacted 
through a mutual friend).  Both families consist of an immigrant father 
and an American-born mother.  One of the mothers was a recent convert 
to Islam, but her knowledge of Islam was a mixture of religious duties 
and the ethnic sentiments of her husband. 

     Community VII 
     The six families interviewed in this community lived in one of the 
neighborhoods of metropolitan City 5 with roughly 100,000 Muslims.  
They were in the same field, international affairs, and had the same 
ethnic/linguistic background although they were from two different 
countries of origin.  The host and hostess of the meeting, who were 
also the contact persons, served as leaders to a certain extent, but 
were deferred to mostly by virtue of their seniority in North America. 
     The common denominator in this community was the host family, 
whose generosity in caring for the other families was what held them 
together.  The youth in these families vary in their interests, place 
of education, and understanding of Islam.  Yet they all seem to have 
developed a strong attachment to their "Muslim" and/or ethnic identity.  
The international milieu that these youth have grown up in apparently 
left them with an attitude of open-minded and reciprocity. 

V.   CONCEPTUAL CONTRAST MODEL 
     The curriculum specialist developing programs in communities with 
significant Muslim populations must keep in mind the governing ideology 



of that particular community and the level of ambiguity or lack of 
knowledge among the residents.  The governing ideology includes the 
belief system, the values and the codes drawn from it, and the 
circumstances that govern its practice.  

     A.   The Value of Freedom 
     One of the first North American values that strikes immigrant 
Muslims, like all other immigrants, is freedom.  Drawing a contrast 
between the Islamic and Western conceptions of freedom is a focal point 
for understanding the differences in the central concepts of the 
Islamic and Western views, in the governing ideology, and in the 
various meanings given to Islamic practice. 
     The philosophical definition of freedom, such as that stated in 
the College Edition of the Random House Dictionary (1968:527) is "the 
power to make one's own choices or decisions without constraint from 
within or without; autonomy; self-determination."  
     Two other definitions are used here to explain the phrase 
"constraint from within or without."  The first, "absence or release 
from ties, obligations," seems to explain the constraints from without.  
The second, "the right of frequenting, enjoying, or using at will," 
seems to explain the constraints from within. 
     The phrase "constraint from within or without," however, is 
understood differently in the Islamic view:  constraints from without 
are understood to be those other than the ones ordered by Allah.  The 
Arabic word Muharrar in (AlQur’an3:35) means that dedicating Mary 
to the service of Allah obliges her to obey Allah and serve the house 
of worship. 
     The constraint from within is understood to be one's consciousness 
and responsibility toward one's role as Allah's vicegerent (khalifah) 
(AlQur’an51:56) and (AlQur’an2:30-31 and 35).  Therefore, the 
basic freedom in Islam is to free oneself from passion and desires.  
This is called a "major jihad" relative to "minor jihad" (holy war), 
according to the Prophet Muhammad.  Once an individual achieves this 
freedom, s/he becomes able to free his/herself from the fear of mortal 
human beings.  The immigrant Muslim who understands Allah's purpose 
from the narrow perspective (i.e., to perform acts of worship only) may 
understand the freedom practiced in the West as freedom from the 
constraint of social and family customs, not as freedom from Allah's 
purpose of human's vicegerency.  Accepting this understanding takes the 
Muslim away from the concept of .Tawhid, and his new conception of 
"freedom" becomes contradictory to the Islamic meanings of freedom.  

     B.   Muslims in North America 
     As North American Muslims attempt to integrate their own beliefs 
with the secular ideologies of North America, they may, at times, move 
away from the main goal as they attempt to transmit their beliefs to 
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their children.  This movement occurs because Muslims themselves are 
not clear as to what exactly they want to transmit to their children.  
Two reasons were found for this lack of clarity.  The first is the 
apparent incommensurability between the Islamic ideology based on 
submission to Allah as the supreme guide and authority, on the one hand, and the secular 
system that interprets religion and faith as a form of worship isolated 
from other aspects of life, on the other.  The second, and more important, reason is the 
ambiguity of the relationship between the central concept of Islam 
(Tawhid) and the central concept of Western ideology (secularism) in 
the minds and behavior of these Muslims. 
     Waugh demonstrates that today's Muslims face difficulties in 
their attempt to mediate the classical tradition to contemporary 
conditions through complex institutional forms those are likely to 
provoke new interpretations in American culture.  For the earliest 
Muslim immigrants to the new land, freedom meant disassociation from 
both religious and political elites.  The early immigrants, according 
to Waugh, also realized that they could function and manage their lives 
away from bondage to the village overlords, family heads, and tribal 
sheikhs who represented the government structure and who incorporated 
the ordinary Muslim into the Islamic society.  Therefore, Waugh says, 
these bonds remain in the mind of the Muslim immigrant as symbols or as 
part of Islam. 
    Islam judges individuals by their reasoning and behavior, and this 
freedom gave Muslims the chance to rethink their Islam and the 
Islamization of their children.  As Waugh puts it:  "The experience was 
heady and freedom came to play a cardinal role in the kinds of 
institutions he [the Muslim individual] organized and fostered."  
     Thus it would be an error, Waugh adds,  
     to consider immigrant Islam as merely the transferal of a 
     creed to a North American environment. We must also consider 
     how the Islamic immigrant perceives his past and how he 
     understands it to inform his new situation, then, how he must 
     deal with the new situation with yet more understanding drawn 
     from his past experience.  It would be too much to  expect 
     that these complex movements could occur without friction or 
     conflict.  (Ibid.) 

     North American Muslims' freedom from the authority of the Imam and 
the extended family is merely a freedom from certain cultural and 
social bondages and may be accompanied by new cultural bondages within 
the host society.  For the Muslim who emigrated with the intention of 
fulfilling the central concept of Islam, Tawhid, freedom from the 
bondage of the extended family or the Imam is instrumental to that 
intention.  If that intention was absent (and continues to be absent), 
however, and the individual Muslim intended merely to fulfill Waugh's 
definition of freedom, then such an individual cannot fulfill the 



central concept, Tawhid.  Regardless of whether or not s/he claims to 
adhere to Islam, such an individual cannot achieve the chosen identity 
in practice because the central concept is missing.   
     The individual Muslim's level of understanding of the meaning of 
"freedom" as it applies in the North American culture will affect and 
be affected by the practice of freedom as a component of his or her own 
ideology.  This practice, in turn, will shape a pattern of adjustment 
that will stamp the individual's conceptual ecology and, hence, his or 
her ability to integrate his or her own ideology in the host society. 
     The meaning of individual freedom in the North American context 
may be extrapolated further by looking to the underlying assumptions of 
North American individualism and egalitarianism.   Once the Muslim, 
whose ideas are consciously rooted in the concept of Tawhid, realizes 
the true meaning of freedom and individualism in Western culture, h/she 
has no choice but to reject the Western meanings and some of their 
manifestations.  Otherwise, commitment to Tawhid becomes uncertain. 
     Summary:  The dilemma described above is not much different from 
the continuous questioning any conscious Muslim immigrant will undergo 
when trying to decide whether integrating certain values or practices 
of the host culture will affect his or her commitment to Islam and its 
central concept, Tawhid.  The answer to such questions is either a 
conflict, a commitment to Islam or to the secular view, a prioritizing 
of Islam or of the secular view, or a compartmentalization (see  
Figure 1).  Therefore, the conceptual contrast is not in respect to the 
value of "freedom" but to the meanings attached to it and the 
underlying ideology and beliefs behind each meaning. 

     C.   The Family and Community Conceptual Contrast 
     The above analysis of the individual's ideological contrast can 
also be applied to the family and the community.  It will suffice here 
to give two examples.  Regarding the family, the question is whether 
freedom from the social and cultural customs of the home country means 
dissolution of the principle of "mutual rights and expectations" as 
stated in al Qur’an (4:1).  For the community the question becomes 
one of whether freedom from the bondage of the Imam or the tribal chief 
means the dissolution of the principle of "mutual consultation and 
consensus," as stated in verse 42:38.  Here, too, the Muslim whose 
ideals are rooted in the concept of Tawhid cannot accept the ideas of 
individual freedom, of family private affairs, and of the rule of the 
majority at their face value (i.e., as being understood and practiced 
in the host society);  otherwise, his or her commitment to Tawhid 
becomes uncertain. 

VI.  RESULTS AND IMPLICATIONS 
     A.   Parents' Perception of "Practicing Islam" 
     It was hypothesized that (1) immigrants who apply Islamic 
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teachings as social codes are more likely to compartmentalize Islamic 
familial life from Western social life, and (2) immigrants who did not 
apply Islamic teachings before arrival are more likely to abandon their 
Muslim characteristics  (becoming more committed to Western views) or 
to develop a better understanding of Islamic principles (becoming more 
committed to Islamic views or prioritizing Islam). 
     The patterns of application before arrival were measured by (1) 
the respondents' evaluation of their families' position on Islamic 
knowledge and conduct and on worship, and (2) the respondents' opinions 
on Islamic knowledge and conduct, worship, and human relationships.  
Family position was rated on a scale of three:  "too low" (R=1), "about 
right" (R=2), and "too high" (R=3).  The respondents' opinions were 
rated on a scale of four:  "strongly disagree" (R=1), "slightly 
disagree" (R=2), "moderately agree" (R=3), and "strongly agree" (R=4). 
     The patterns of application after arrival were measured by (1) the 
respondents' feelings toward practicing Islam in North America and (2) 
the respondents' expectation of Muslim behavior in North America (see 
Table 1).  It seems that the closer the parents' opinion was to the 
Islamic central concept (Tawhid), the stronger their emphasis on 
guiding their children toward Islamic patterns of application, and the 
farther parents were from the central concept, the stronger their 
attachment to the Muslims' patterns of application.   It is 
interesting, however, that the majority of the parents disagreed with 
methods of punishment that isolate the child or withdraw his/her 
privileges.  These methods, being neither exclusively Islamic nor 
exclusively Western, suggest that, despite their closeness to the 
Muslim view, parents are more influenced by the relaxed approach or 
lack of reinforcement of certain behavioral rules.  This approach is 
representative of Western-oriented psychology. 
     Forty-two percent (27/60) of parents who responded to the question 
concerning their feelings toward practicing Islam in North America 
stated that "Islam can be practiced with some hardship" in North 
America, and they scored highest on both conception (10.1) and practice 
(9.0) (see Table 2).  Another 23 percent (14/60) responded that they 
were able to do so "--but" (open-ended answer), and they scored second 
highest (9.9) on conception, but second lowest (8.7) on practice.  Two 
of the open-ended answers deserve some elaboration.   
     The first comment, "It is hard to pray five times on the job, when 
you need to wash more often," was by a father from City 1 of Pakistani 
origin who was interviewed separately and who works in a physically 
dirty job on an odd-hours shift.  This comment reflects a realistic 
situation, in which a Muslim feels trapped.  No employer will allow his 
workers to shower five times during a work shift just so they can 
perform their prayers.  During the interview with this respondent it 
became clear that he was very concerned about whether his children 
would remain Muslims.  He expressed a deep faith in and reliance on the 



community with its gatherings to keep his children close to other 
Muslims because he knew that he could not do much himself.  Moreover, 
his view of the West was so apathetic that he did not have any hope 
that he would get any support from the environment.   
     The second comment by a father of Syrian origin from Community VII 
in City 5 was as follows: 
     Concerning worship, there is no difficulty, concerning social 
     interaction, there is no difficulty.  Concerning calling 
     others to Islam, there is no difficulty.  Yet, concerning the 
     practice of Islamic ideology as a way of life (Iqamat al-D-in) 
     I see that the question is irrelevant because the authority 
     and law is in the hands of non-Muslims.   
     The basic concern of the Syrian father and the conception that 
underlies this concern do not differ much from the concerns and 
conception of the Pakistani father.  Regardless of their different 
ethnic backgrounds and of the variation in their level of education, 
profession, and reasoning, both respondents were concerned that the 
Islamic ideology cannot be practiced, in full, in the Western context.  
     This concern shows the difference between practicing a religion 
and practicing a belief system in a pluralistic secular society.  The 
above responses support the argument that an individual in a 
pluralistic secular society may have the freedom to practice the 
religious (worship) aspects, but not be able to practice freely and 
fully the belief system of which such faithful or religious acts are 
only a part. 
     These two parents' conceptions of the central meaning of al-D-in 
(Islamic ideology and way of life) are very close, even though their 
levels of confidence and ability to express and/or transmit the 
meanings to their offspring vary significantly.  This was evidenced in 
the responses of the children of these two parents and in the parents' 
different levels of hope and confidence in the future of their 
children's practice of Islam. 
     One cannot underestimate the variations in the living conditions 
and their effect on religious concepts of the belief systems.  Not only 
does the Pakistani father not have control over his environment-- 
contrary to the Syrian father--but he cannot feel comfortable in 
performing the most sublime act of worship before God in his dirty 
overalls, nor can he feels that his prayers will be accepted.  Any 
person who faces such circumstances will have to compromise either 
his/her job or religious concepts (worship).  Such a complex state of 
cognitive dissonance may oblige one to conclude that even religious 
acts may not be possible in a secular society.   The conflict will 
remain alive, and it may force some modification in the faith, the 
conviction, or the level and nature of the belief.
     Fifty-two percent (31/60) of parents agreed that "Muslims should 
retain Islamic values even if they are different from Western values 
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and culture."  These parents achieved the highest (10.0) (9.0) scores 
on conception and practice.  The second highest number (27 percent or 
16/60) of parents answered, "It is all right for Muslims to become 
Americans/Canadians, but they should hold on to the important things 
from their Islamic life."  These parents scored the lowest (9.7) on 
conception and in the middle (8.6) on practice.  Eight percent (5/60) 
chose "none, but" and their comments ranged from "should be Muslims" to 
making no comment even when they circled the open-ended choice. 
     The level of parents' perception of Islam has more influence on 
the parents' adjustment process than on their patterns of application.  
As stated earlier, the closer the parents' perception of Islam is to 
the central concept level the more likely they will be to abandon  
Muslim or Western views, and the more emphasis they will place on 
guiding their children to Islam from that level of perception only.  
The fact that they themselves are not trained in appropriating the 
central concept (Tawhid) in relation to other concepts (particularly 
human interrelation concepts) may affect their ability to adjust and 
transmit Islam in the Western context. 

B.   Youths' Perception of "Practicing Islam" 
     It was hypothesized that Muslim youth, like youth of other 
immigrant parents, identify primarily with American values and 
secondarily with the Islamic value system their parents communicate. 
The indicators for identifying with the Islamic value system are those 
related to conception and practice of Islamic principles.  The patterns 
of practicing these principles were measured by (1) the respondents' 
feelings about practicing Islam in North America, and (2) the 
respondents' expectation of Muslim behavior in North America  
(see Table 3).  It seems that the youths perceive the Western value 
system to be more prevalent than the Islamic belief system.  This 
perception is reflected in their patterns of practice, which, in turn, 
influence their perception of Islam. 
     Fifty percent (28/56) of youth who responded to the question 
concerning their feelings toward practicing Islam in North America 
stated that "Is-am can be possible with some hardship" and scored 
highest on conception (9.6) and second to lowest (8.4) on practice (see 
Table 2).  Another 20 percent (11/56) responded that they were able to 
do so, "but" (open-ended answer), scored second on both conception 
(9.5) and practice (8.7). 
     The open-ended answers ranged from "It is simple" by a sixteen- 
year-old male of Pakistani descent to "can be possible with 
determination" by a twenty-one-year-old male of South African descent.  
The above responses support the argument that youth identify primarily 
with North American values, since, contrary to some parents, they did 
not see the difference between practicing a religion and practicing a 
belief system in a pluralistic secular society.  The above two 



responses were from youths from Community III, which takes pride in its 
youth dialogue group's commitment to and striving for Islamic life. 
     Fifty percent (28/56) also agreed that "Muslims should retain 
Islamic values even if they are different from Western values and 
culture."  These youth maintained high (9.6 and 8.6) scores on 
conception and practice (see Table 2).  The second highest number  
(27 percent, 15/56) of the youth answered, "It is all right for Muslims 
to become Americans/Canadians, but they should hold on to the important 
things from their Islamic life."  These youth scored second to lowest 
(9.3) on conception and high (8.6) on practice.
     The results allow us to conclude that the level of youths' 
perception of "Islamic practice" has more influence on their perceived 
action than does with their conception of Islam in the North American 
context.

     C.   Implications 
     The basic contribution of this study lies in the attempt to bridge 
the gap between practical concerns of the Muslim community of North 
America, on one hand, and the views of "Islamic intellectuals," of 
curriculum theory and practice, of basic and practical research, and of 
conceptual views on learning and understanding, on the other. 
     The significance of this study lies in its investigation of the 
role of faith and belief systems in the process of education.  More 
specifically, the impact of this study is not limited to believing 
Muslims, nor to the Muslims of North America.  It is basically a study 
of perception and transmission of a faith and its belief system in a 
pluralistic, secular context, and it can be applied to any other faith, 
immigrant group, or pluralistic society.  
     Finally, because it was instigated in response to a practical 
need, this study can contribute to understanding the relationship 
between faith and knowledge.  It is an attempt to recognize the 
differences in human conceptualization of faith by trying to understand 
the differences and similarities in the perception, as well as the 
practice, of the particular faith.  Its emphasis, therefore, is not on 
the differences but on the interaction between perception and practice 
based on these differences.  It attempts as well to show faith as a 
determinant in the process of conceptual change, understanding, 
curriculum planning, and educating.   

     1.   Curricular Objectives 
     The discussion of the critical role played by Muslims' perception 
Of Islam and their knowledge of the Western context raises certain 
questions about their educational objectives in North America. 
     The first question that must be raised about curriculum objectives 
as a result of the findings and the discussion in this study is the 
following:  Is it realistic to expect Islamic instruction to integrate 
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North American Muslims rather than merely help them relate between the 
Islamic and Western views?  The second question for this study is, How 
can we expect the different groups of Muslims to change--or at least 
examine--their fundamental assumptions so that they can consider and 
deal with new ideas?  The problem is not limited to the fact that 
neither the parent nor the youth is aware of his own fundamental 
assumptions.  Many complications are added by the linguistic, ethnic, 
geographic, age, and other variables that need to be dealt with before 
group instruction can become feasible. 
     If an affirmative answer is given to the first question, the 
contents of the previous sections of this study suggest that we aim at 
developing among North American Muslims the following preliminary 
objectives:
     a.  An awareness of their basic assumptions and of those implicit 
          in Islamic and Western views. 
     b.   An awareness of the epistemological and historical 
          foundations of Islamic and Western views. 
     c.   Some sense of satisfaction that the new conception may 
          resolve the remaining conflict. 
     d.   A requisite for consistency between their beliefs about the 
          world and their practices in everyday matters and within the 
          new context. 
     The objectives of the curriculum for which the ground was 
described above are to help North American Muslims to: 
     a.   Ground their beliefs in knowledge by enabling them to achieve 
          the following: 
          1.   to clarify the Islamic belief system; 
          2.   to understand the principles of such beliefs as the 
               bases of practice; 
          3.   to separate elements of the belief system evidenced in 
              Qur’anic teachings from other elements that come from 
               ethnic or sentimental sources. 
     b.   Understand the organization of the two belief systems (the 
          Islamic and the Western) and arrive at a synthesis for their 
          own beliefs.  This synthesis may, in turn, help parents 
          communicate the Islamic belief system to their offspring in 
          the Western context avoiding potential conflict between the 
          different elements of the two systems. 
     c.   Abate separation or compartmentalization of Islamic and 
          Western knowledge, but without losing the basic principles of 
          the Islamic system or eradicating group security, such as 
          ethnic or linguistic identification. 

     2.   Options for the Muslim Community 
          Fulfilling the above objectives requires attention to the 
     Muslim beliefs and concepts about each of the two belief systems.  



     It was mentioned earlier that the Western secular system is not as 
     explicit as the Islamic one to North American Muslims.  Therefore, 
     educational intervention starts at one of the following three 
     points (see Figure 2):
     a.   Make the Western secular system explicit and identify its 
          central concept(s) first.  Then describe the different levels 
          of Western and Islamic systems separately or concurrently.  
          Teach the details of the Islamic central concept and its 
          principles (subject matter).  Finally, attempt to reconcile 
          the two systems by developing practical examples. 
     b.   Identify the structure of a belief system in general, then 
          describe its implications for both Islamic and Western 
          systems.  Teach the subject matter (Islamic central concept 
          and principles).  Finally, reconcile the two systems. 
     c.   Teach the subject matter first (Islamic concepts), then place 
          them in their proper levels.  Compare them with similar 
          concepts from the Western system and attempt to relate them 
          at the same level or at different levels to develop practical 
          examples and to examine their consequences for reconciliation 
          or for conflict, respectively. 

VII. CONCLUSION 
     Communicating Islam among North American families can be viewed as 
a case study for understanding and exploring the role of metaphysical 
beliefs and concepts in the learning process.  The problem of North 
American Muslim youths' connection to Islam will not be resolved by  
merely teaching the principles (schooling), or by teaching certain 
practices and applications (informal training).  Future educators of 
Muslims need to realize these facts and move away from them.  A new 
pedagogical approach for education in North American Muslim communities  
must relate the epistemological, metaphysical, and conceptual elements 
of both the Islamic and Western systems.   
     The intention of such an approach is to preserve the Islamic 
identity in an integrative manner within the pluralistic Western 
society.  Whether this intention can be facilitated by schools similar 
to parochial schools or the old Islamic Madrasah system is a subject 
for future discussion and study.  This intention itself suggests 
theoretical and pedagogical implications that must be addressed if 
North American societies are to achieve educational systems that allow 
each group to preserve its identity and at the same time maintain its 
equilibrium within itself and with the other groups in the society. 
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children. The children may participate in American culture to a greater extent than their 
parents, and they are constantly faced with the conceptual need to accommodate 
potentially conflicting points of view. Effective identity transmission requires the 
determination of the nature and extent of the different interpretations held by parents and 
their children and of the way these interpretations are reflected in their practice of Islam 
and association with the Arabic heritage.

Book Description: 

This collection explores issues of adaptation between Islam and North American culture, 
including the dynamics of the family, strategies for coping, the influence of an alien 
environment upon believers, and the role of women in an Islamic setting. 
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North American Muslim Parents and Children:
Theoretical Model for Islamization of Education

by
Nimat Hafez Barazangi

Dept. of Education  Roberts Hall
Cornell Univ.  Ithaca, NY 14853-5901

    Four points of investigation are needed to develop a theoretical model for the Islamization of 
education in the context of the pluralistic societies of N. America.  (1) The dynamics by which 
Muslims have arrived at a view of Islam that causes them to practice it in a particular way, (2) the 
variation in the conception and practice of Islam between the immigrant parents and their 
offspring, on one hand, and between the immigrant and the native Muslims, on the other, (3) the 
extent to which Muslims perceive the Western secular view to be in conflict with their own view as 
reflected in their adjustment process and in their transmission of the "Islamic" heritage, and (4) 
the ability of the educators to design programs that can reconcile the conflict, apparent or real,
between the Islamic and the Western views of life and education. 
     The underlying assumptions are that in addition to the historical development of the Islamic 
conceptual ecology and its secular Western counterpart, the Muslims of N. America also have a 
distinct history and a living experience to be investigated. Moreover, understanding the subject 
matter, Islam, requires an investigation of the documents pertaining to it, namely al-Qur'an and 
the books of hadith. This investigation is a must for understanding (1) the variation in meanings 
given to the present ideas, (2) the relative stability or change in the conception and practice of the 
Islamic tenets over time, and (3) the new conception(s) and approach(s) to "Islamized education." 
     The aim is to determine (1) the Muslims' synthesis of all the factors (such as religion and faith, 
moral and cognitive development, socioanthropological demands, and pedagogical approaches) 
that have been secularized because of specialized approaches to human learning, (2) the level 
and type of awareness that the faithful individual has about human and revealed knowledge,
(3) whether the individual is operating within the central concept of Islam, i.e., Tawhid (Oneness
og God as the Source of knowledge and value), or within another concept that is outside of 
Tawhid that entails duality and secularity in education, and (4) whether or not curriculum 
designers are able to distinguish between Islam as the underlying value system and Islam as the 
subject matter as well as the encompassing social milieu.
     The curriculum specialist developing programs for Muslim communities in pluralistic societies 
must keep in mind (1) the governing ideology (the belief system) and the authority (experts) who 
determine the type of "Islamic" knowledge, (2) the level of the experts'/learners'  awareness of the 
relationship between their own conception of the ideology and the forces that govern their 
drawing of values and codes and, hence, the practice of the faith, and (3) the structure and 



means by which he or she can move from the Islamic philosophical system into an Islamic 
pedagogical system. 
     Three basic conditions, therefore, are essential for a program design and for a theoretical 
model of the Islamization of education: (1) to understand the Islamic educational pedagogy vis-a-
vis the Western pedagogy, (2) to adopt an eclectic view of curriculum and to incorporate it with 
the reconstruction of religious thought in Islam(3) to keep in mind the epistemological, familial 
and contextual compositions and their effect on attitudinal and conceptual change of the learner. 



ACCULTURATION OF NORTH AMERICAN ARAB MUSLIMS:
MINORITY RELATIONS OR WORLDVIEW VARIATION

Nimat Hafez Barazangi

        Arab-Americans have gained political recognition as an ethnic group in the 
United States and recognition as a cultural heritage group in Canadian society.
Yet, to investigate the Arab Muslims' learning and adjustment patterns, based 
only on viewing them as a minority ethnic group, is a hindrance to the 
understanding of this group's minority/majority relations.  To understand the 
variations in their attempts to maintain their Islamic identity and their Arabic 
heritage, we need to investigate the variations in their adjustment process in 
North American societies and in the empowering strategies they utilize.
Furthermore, we need to realize the effect of this variation on their efforts to 
transmit their Islamic identity and Arabic heritage to their offspring.  That Muslims 
in America are being assimilated as Arabs, Turks, and other ethnic groups and 
view themselves and are viewed as such, obstructs the understanding of the 
metaphysical and epistemological variations in their perceptions of Arabism and 
of Islamicity.  These variations are compounded by the differences between the 
Islamic and Western worldviews, on one hand, and between the Islamic and the 
Arabic 1 acculturation processes, on the other. 

     When such an immigrant community formulates an educational program 
(consisting of formal and informal acculturation processes) for its members, it has 
to face the problems involved in shaping a system for the reconstruction and 
evolution of its culture and ideology in a manner that allows for integration 2 in the 
new context.  The basic goal of such an educational process is to transmit the 
community view of life to the next generation and to assist in that generation's 
maintenance of such a view and  developing skills to practice it.  Attempts by 
various (Arab) Muslim communities to forge educational systems or acculturation 
processes to fulfill this goal have failed, largely because they have not 
recognized the spectrum in which the Arab Muslim ideology has been perceived.
The depth of the problem also multiplies when community leaders do not view 
this spectrum in relation to the needs of North American Arab Muslims in 
particular.

     With only a few exceptions most religious leaders or educators of Muslims 
rely on the addition of a "religion" course to produce an Islamic character and on 
idealistic rhetoric to induce Islamic conduct or to preserve Arabic heritage.  As 
courses in Arabic language and in Islamic/Arabic history are added, in an attempt 
to create the Arabic/Islamic sentiment in the Arab Muslim child or learner, the 
dilemma becomes more complex.  Questions such as whose interpretation of 
history and of Islamic character one may adopt reduce the particular 
interpretation relevant to the new environment to certain manifestations that may 
or may not reflect the central concept of Islam, Tawhid (Oneness of God). 

        "We are teaching children who we are pulling out of schools in this country, and we 
     want to have some sort of continuity.  This does not mean that we can't have the same 



     system as we have here Islamized. In other words, adding the Islamic religion as
     part and parcel of it."  says Tawfiq Nassar, school board chairman of the Aqsa girls 
     school near Chicago. 3 

     This approach to educating the young generation of (Arab) Muslims is very 
similar to the approach that has been used in the majority of Muslim and Arab 
countries, with two differences; the environment and the fact that Arab Muslims 
are considered a minority in North America , whereas they were always the 
majority in their homeland.  The main problem in this approach is that adding a 
religion course to a curriculum that originated within a particular philosophy and 
worldview can only add another dimension to the acculturation process.  That is, 
instead of facilitating the Islamic ideals and the Arabic heritage to be 
appropriated in the new environment, this approach to education results in duality 
of the ontological and epistemological assumptions instead of integrating the 
acculturation objectives.  By reproducing the Western educational program(s) 
that are developed to meet North American needs and view of life, not only do 
these religious leaders or educators have difficulty matching and borrowing 
courses of study (such as religion, social studies, etc.) from other contexts (such 
as the Arab Muslim world), but they are unknowingly emphasizing a 
compartmentalized character and personality.4  The subtlety in the variation 
between the Islamic and the Western systems of life and of education remains 
hidden in these reproduced programs of education or borrowed courses of study. 

     By the same token, Arab-American community leaders have, until very 
recently, failed to realize that political and nationalistic sentiments for the 
homeland are not sufficient to make the next generation aware of the value of the 
Arabic heritage.5  Few are those who realize that these sentiments are not 
productive strategies to combat the uneasiness toward the reality of being 
viewed as a minority, an experience that Muslims, in general, and Arab Muslims 
have not contemplated before.  Other leaders may revert to socialization as a 
means to keep the heritage alive. Hafli (social gathering or party) is an example 
of a way to attract the young generation to the traditional and customary social 
practices.   Only few understand and accept the fact that the young generation 
may never reverberate the older generation's sentiments and sense of mission.

     To assume that the issue of Arab Muslims' acculturation process within the 
North American context can be resolved by "Islamizing" the North American 
educational system, by raising the political consciousness, or by emulating North 
American socialization events is simplistic.   To use expressions such as 
"Islamization" and "cultural heritage," or to add any nationalistic or religious 
ideals, does not make a curriculum in an Islamic school or an informal cultural 
event more Islamic/Arabic.   In the Islamization process, as delineated by al 
Faruqi,6  human knowledge (revealed or otherwise) can be appropriated within 
the Islamic ontological and epistemological worldview.  One of the main goals of 
this process is to eliminate the compartmentalized behavioral manifestations that 
result from using dichotomized or incommensurable underlying assumptions that 
are reflected in various views of life, knowledge, and education.  To deal with the 
acculturation of Arab Muslims from the point of view of minority/majority relations, 



therefore, is only a diversion from the basic problem that has obstructed the 
development of Arabs and Muslims in this century.  Not realizing what their 
ideological commitment (s) to Islamicity or to Arabism may entail, Muslims and 
Arabs, in general, have failed to appropriate their claimed ideals in modern times. 

     The following study reports on North American Arab Muslims' perception of 
their relations to the society at large.  This study will investigate group 
membership (religiosity) and socialization (ethnicity) only as one variable in the 
understanding of minority/majority relations among the North American Arab 
Muslims.  Further, it will approach the problem from the conceptual point of view, 
exploring the individual's perception of the Islamic way of life, as well as the 
practice of Islamic knowledge as appropriated among the Arab community and 
transformed in the context of North American societies.  Analyzing the various 
perceptions of Islamicity, Arabism, and the attempts to integrate them in the 
Western, secular environment may lead to a fuller understanding of group 
empowering strategies in pluralistic societies. 

     This study is based on interviews with forty-seven Arab Muslims in Toronto, 
Buffalo, New York City , and Washington, D.C., conducted between October 
1984 and December 1985.  The report is part of a larger study by the present 
author on Muslim education in the United States and Canada.7 Members of 
fifteen Arab Muslim families of different nationalities were randomly chosen, 
largely through contact with Islamic centers and mutual friends.  The criteria for 
the sample selection were partially self-imposed by the participants' willingness 
to be part of the study and partially set by the investigator.  The latter criterion 
was that the parents be immigrants and have children aged fourteen to twenty-
two years who were reared mainly in North America.  All but four permanent 
residents/landing immigrant participants, were Canadian or United States 
citizens.  Only two mothers were born in North America but were married to Arab 
Muslim immigrants.  The participants, who were interviewed in small groups of 
peers (fathers, mothers, and youth) and who completed two sets of 
questionnaires individually, were structured as follows: eleven fathers, fourteen 
mothers and twenty-two youth divided almost equally by gender.  All the youth 
except two spent their formative years (between the ages of six to eighteen) in 
North America.  The fathers' ages ranged from forty-three to sixty-seven.  The 
mothers' ranged from thirty-six to fifty-four. 

CONCEPTUAL ECOLOGY AND EMPOWERING STRATEGIES

        That commitments to and interpretations of the Islamic and the Western 
worldviews might vary calls for investigation of the following question: 
     How do the immigrant Arab Muslims develop the worldview they call 
"Islamic?"  Although they have a problem in applying it, or transmitting it to their 
offspring in the context of the host societies that represent Western conceptual 
ecology,8 they claim to have practiced Islam within their Arabic heritage. 

     To answer this question, we need to investigate (1) the Muslim conceptual 
ecology, and the Arab Muslim conceptual ecology in particular, and (2) their 



integration in the Western conceptual ecology.  This investigation may bring 
forward some of the factors that might be considered as barriers or facilitators to 
(a) the Arab Muslims' integration process, (b) ideological acculturation of their 
younger generation, (c) the understanding of minority/majority relations vis-a-vis 
variations in worldview, and (d) the type and nature of empowerment. 

     Based on Siddiqi's view of Tawhid, a Muslim conceptual ecology may look as 
follows:

The present-day Muslim's existence is not the result of a process similar to 
        that of the Ummah (the early Muslim community),  The present Muslim community 
        has passed through none of the three formative stages in the process of emancipation, 
        restoration of independent thinking, and conscious commitment to the will of Allah.9

     Siddiqi realizes that it is not possible for each generation of Muslims to be 
raised exactly in the manner in which the Ummah was raised, but he emphasizes 
the requirement that the system of education and training through which the new 
generation of Muslims pass "must cater for the needs of the process that is 
Tawhid.  Central to this scheme should be the aim of creating people who think 
for themselves, exercise their judgment and make their own choice." 

      Regardless of whether Siddiqi's view describes reality for present-day North 
American Muslims, one can infer the relevance of certain aspects of it for the 
Arab Muslim immigrants and their offspring.  These North American Arab 
Muslims, moving into a pluralistic society that values individual freedom, can be 
assumed to have formulated their conceptual ecology as follows: the parents 
have a different conceptual ecology from that of their offspring.  Consequently, 
the empowering strategies perceived by parents as tools for adjustment may or 
may not facilitate the empowerment of the Arab Muslim youth as a social minority 
with a different identity and a different worldview.  It was assumed, therefore, that 
three basic views dominated the Muslim's life in general and the Arab Muslims' in 
particular:
 1.   The global view, according to which Islam is understood from the 
Qur'anic context,  is that one believes in Allah as the source of value, knowledge, 
and authority.  Believing in Allah and the basic pillars of the Islamic faith are the 
essentials, and everything else is time-space bound. 
 2.   The traditional view, according to which a human being is seen as if 
s/he cannot make rules even for minute day-to-day dealings. Only shari'ah rules, 
and space-time variations should be disregarded. 
            3.   The historical view, according to which Islam is seen as a cultural 
heritage like Arabism because one is born to a Muslim/Arab family. 

      Hence this investigator presupposed that the North American Muslims' 
perception of Islamicity and of Arabism within the context of North American 
societies may result in different conceptualization and practice of adjustment and 
empowerment strategies in the North American contexts, as well as within the 
framework of one or the other of the above three views of Islam and the Arabic 
heritage.



RESULTS

        The results from the questionnaires (not reported here because of space 
limitation)10 indicate that the discrepancies in Arab Muslims' view are not caused 
by the strength or weakness in the level of the individual's religiosity, which El 
kholy (1966)11 also affirmed.  Ethnic sentimentality apparently was not a major 
factor in the problems encountered by North American Arab Muslims.  Perceiving 
the problem on the level of ethnic minority vs. host society majority, however, 
resulted in conflict in perception, as was hypothesized.  The other major factors 
that affect the discrepancies seem to be (1) differences between the conceptual 
ecology of the immigrant older generation and that of the American-reared 
younger generation, and (2) differences between perception of the Islamic view 
in abstract or in context.  These two factors became the focus in investigating the 
variations in conceptualization of the issues posed during the group interview.
Two of these issues with their results are analyzed here: the socialization issue 
and the issue of valuing morality and of teaching/learning the Arabic language. 

Socialization
        Given the historical and ideological differences between Islamic/Arabic and 
"Western" conceptual ecologies, one might expect a demarcation between the 
responses of parents and youth to the issue of socialization.   Being raised in the 
West and operating more within the secular, individualistic Western framework, 
youth may also vary depending on where they have spent their formative years 
and the nature of the educational institution they have attended. 
     The question, "Suppose you/your child wants to go out, with or without friends 
of the opposite sex, how do your parents/you respond?" was posed basically 
because it is the most precarious issue in the minds of  Arab Muslim parents and 
youth alike.  The concern here is about communication between parents and 
youth and with others, with more emphasis on how both parents and youth view 
the issue and what strategies they have employed to resolve it.  These strategies 
represent to a large extent the level of empowerment that the individual has 
when faced with minority/majority relationships.  That is, if the parent is not clear 
as to how such a problem can be resolved, the youth, subsequently, may feel 
confused and unempowered to face the society (the majority) if she or he choose 
not to conform with the society's "mainstream norms." 
     There were seventeen responses to this question:  two fathers and five 
mothers of Arab descent, two native mothers married to Arab Muslim immigrants, 
and eight youth.  Seven themes of relevance are generated.   Two themes relate 
exclusively to parents' responses  (one with reasons for not allowing youth to go 
out, and the other with conditions for allowing youth to go out), two are 
exclusively responses by youth (the first relates to their reaction to parents' 
restrictions, and the second to their own responses to the issue), two related to 
secondary problems this issue causes, and suggested solutions, and one, the 
seventh theme, relates to general reactions to the issue.  Although the question 
concerned socialization in general, all the answers centered on mixed 
socialization and on dating.  Also, most strategies/responses seem to be the 



result of reactions to issues as they are contemplated rather than the result of 
consistent familial or communal policy.

Parents' Responses:  One father and five mothers responded with reasons for 
not allowing mixed socialization among youth outside the home:  "The idea of 
mixing is a foreign one.  There is no need to mix in order to get acquainted with 
future husbands.  Muslim women did not mix throughout history" (a mother);
"because of cultural background, not out of belief and not out of religious 
reasons, I would like to be as strict as possible" (a father who declared at the 
beginning of the interview that he views Islam as a cultural, historical heritage 
only); and "try to reason and explain why and then give chance to make a 
judgment" (a mother). 
     One father and four mothers reported prerequisites to allowing youth to go out 
or to mix with the opposite sex:  "First, equip our children with a clear 
understanding of the Islamic teachings as well as the environment and different 
situations and consequences"; "Now even in a Muslim society, mixing is not an 
absolute no.  There are certain conditions, within which mixing is necessary, 
nothing wrong with that. But then you have to exempt that during instruction. In 
Islamic school you have to separate [the sexes]. In this society [in general] you 
cannot avoid in any case, so you have to learn how to cope with it as much as 
possible";  "I don't care, I grew [up] here, but I would prefer dating in group"; and 
"allow them, considering that they are [physically] safe." 

Youth Responses:  Half (four of eight)  of the total youth responses were a 
reaction to parents' restrictions or lack of restrictions.  "Parents prevent us blindly 
even if they know that we are aware of the teachings and the situations" ; "I don't 
miss going out because I never experienced it.  I prefer the security of the home 
over being lost and not knowing what to do"; "We never ask because we know 
the answer will be 'No.'  We prefer to lie to our friends than to ask and hear `No'"; 
"Parents have no reservations.  They know [the people we go with] are only 
friends."  The complaint, "It's hard to understand why [I'm] not allowed to go with 
American friends" is repeated in different contexts. 
     Although some parents know their youth do not "ask because they know our 
answer will be 'No'", others attribute lack of requests to the youths' content, lack 
of interest, or preoccupation with work.  Other parents feel that because they 
"explained limitations from an `Islamic' point of view," their children decided not to 
go out with the opposite sex because "[they] could not restrain themselves" or 
[the males] did not go with American boys "because they drink." 
     In trying to rationalize why they do not ask to go out, some youth express 
"fear of feeling confused since I never experienced it [going out] before" (a 
female), and "feeling that I can't constrain myself from certain forbidden acts" (a 
male).  One girl gave a theological justification to her fellow interviewee.  When 
the latter complained: "It's hard to understand why parents prevent us blindly," 
she responded: "I think the reason is [for us] not [to] develop unduly an intimate 
relationship before marriage because it is fundamentally wrong in Islam." 
     Half of the youth cited their parents' reasoning regarding going out in mixed 
groups:  "We have the example of the Prophet:  `Talk to women [wives of the 
Prophet] from behind a veil.'  Mixing now is taken very lightly because of social 



pressure here and back home."  (This male youth quoted the Qur'anic verse 53 
of Surah 33 as a prophetic Sunna and translated the reference to the "wives of 
the Prophet" as applying to all women!); "I feel comfortable, I try to choose 
friends who have closer values, like don't drink and don't agree with open sex" 
(two females and a male). 

Secondary Problems and Solutions:   Problems recognized by one father, three 
mothers, and two youth arising from constraints on social mixing, were 
expressed as follows:  "We are left with no friends because we can't easily make 
friends only with Muslims since they may have different interests or may live far 
away and don't go to the same school" (youths);  "You will fight continuously with 
them by being too strict" (parents).
     Mothers who realize that their children feel isolated  may persist in not 
allowing them to mix because "I don't agree with going out with the opposite sex.
I bring my children [up] the way I was brought up."  Other mothers realize that 
their youth "don't understand why they have to be different in every matter" but 
find it difficult themselves to provide alternative activities.
     The solutions suggested by four mothers and one youth ranged from "support 
them in school and take part in their activities" and "get them involved in sports 
instead of going out with American children" to "my parents brought us [up] from 
[an] early age on the idea and made us aware of the consequences" and 
"making them [the youth] aware that because they're Muslims they should 
behave differently." 

General Reactions:   These reactions ranged from an idealistic view: "Though we 
don't know the significance of the Prophet's behavior, we should try to imitate it" 
to a practical one: "Since we live in a mixed society, we have to teach our 
children how to cope and behave accordingly in order to protect themselves."
     The emphasis, on one end of the continuum, was on the idea that it "requires 
a great deal of self restriction and constraint."  The other end, was characterized 
(mostly by youth) by "you can practice your belief anywhere, but dealing with 
people should change with the circumstances".  A few respondents felt that the 
answer would depend on the age of children, the situation, the group, on whether 
the others involved were family or friends, and the type of conversation involved. 

In summary,   these seven themes provide examples of a complex strategic 
attempt to relate the relevant Islamic teachings and Arabic customs to the 
perception of Western conceptual ecology, but with wide variations, depending 
on what that perception is and on the type of Islamic/Arabic conceptual ecology. 
     On one end of the continuum, the strategy is a rejection of any mixing, either 
because Islamic teachings were perceived as absolute, because of cultural 
restrictions and the way the individuals were brought up, or because the idea is a 
foreign one.  The pattern at the other end of the continuum (that seems a less 
likely used strategy) is that of an attempt to understand both the Islamic and 
Western values and to integrate them in harmony as much as possible.  Between 
the two poles are a variety of strategies: compartmentalization, commitment 
either toward the West or toward Islam but not for a clear reason, or response by 
default, that is, without reasoning beyond the particular social customs in which 



mixing (in the Western sense) was not practiced, or beyond the fact that mixing 
was practiced back home and in the host society or "It is fun, you'll be with 
friends and everything," or being busy and not bothering to think about it. 

The Nature of Valuing 
        The second issue that was raised during the group interview to address the 
variation in conceptualization was the nature of valuing of moral and ethical 
codes and of teaching/learning Arabic as the parents' native language and as the 
language of the Qur'an.

Valuing Moral and Ethical Codes:   Four themes are found in the parents' 
responses to the question "Why do you value the teaching against lying, 
cheating, stealing in a society where major crimes are committed?"  The basic 
goals of this question were to find out (1) how the parents integrate the Islamic 
moral principles with the societal customs and with Western ethics, and (2) what 
reasons they give.  The themes are grouped according to these two goals.
     The responses of nine mothers and one father fit the strategy of Islamic 
idealism and theological reasons.  Their answers ranged from "We will pay for 
our deeds in the Hereafter as well as in this life.  God gave us the brains to do 
something"  to "If everyone follows Islam as a whole, there will not be crime in 
the world."  Other responses (three mothers) centered on "Not following the 
religion is the cause for these crimes and for neglecting these moral/ethical 
standards."  One response that draws a relationship between Islamic principles 
and human interaction was given by a mother and by a youth from two different 
families: "Making kids conscientious of Allah (have Taqwa) will prevent them from 
telling lies"  or "Taqwa is necessary to resolve problems of Muslims and others."
Only one mother (a native-born American) and one father (who views Islam from 
a historical perspective) responded with ethical or practical reasons. 

In summary, Most of the respondents were mothers, and even when two-
thirds of the mothers attempted to relate the concept to the context (objectifying 
it), their reasoning was confined to a narrow religious view.  These mothers do 
not always appear to understand how "being religious" in Islam relates to the 
issue of morality: "Abiding by the law of society is part of obedience to Allah."
The ethical and practical themes/strategies were elucidated mainly from the 
responses of the native American mothers who either remained Christian or have 
recently converted to Islam.  A distinctive variation appears in their reasoning:
"These are basic things for communication with people, even if there was no 
God."

Valuing Arabic Language:   The basic goal for asking parents and youth about 
teaching/learning or speaking Arabic language in the home was to understand 
whether attachment to the native language is Islamic (religious), ethnic (national), 
or practical (pragmatic) in nature.  Also, by looking into the efforts parents are 
exerting to teach the language, we may understand the parents' ability to 
integrate their valuing of the language with societal demands and what strategies 
they have used to do so. 



     Seven mothers and four fathers responded to this question.  Their responses 
were classified under five strategies and their rationale: 
          1.   Access to religious literature.  Five of the mothers' and two of the 
fathers' responses had to do with "learning Arabic to read the Qur'an" and 
"translation does not explain essence".
          2.   Native language as part of heritage.  Six mothers and two fathers 
responded under this theme.  Four of the mothers and one father were 
responding to the question "Why, then, do Christian Arabs teach their children 
the language, since they may not be concerned about the Qur'an?" 
          3.   Family communication was suggested by six mothers and centered 
mainly on ability to communicate with grandparents and relatives. 
          4.   The response of five mothers  focused on efforts made to fulfill the 
need to teach the parents' native language rather than on a rationale for doing 
so.
          5.   Similarly, the fifth theme by three mothers centered on how parents 
feel about the need to teach the native language or the effort necessary to do so. 

     The youth responding to the questionnaire were given choices of how 
frequently they read Arabic.  Twelve of those responding to the question of 
whether they read journals in Arabic and fourteen of those responding to whether 
they read books in Arabic checked "other" category and most of those wrote 
"never."  This is in contrast to the majority of responses that indicate the ability to 
speak or understand the parents' Arabic dialect.

In summary,   with the exception of two fathers and five mothers regarding theme 
1, Arabic is taught either for sentimental reasons or to preserve tradition.  Most of 
the respondents to this question were mothers (as was the case on questions 
regarding morality).  Since these mothers are more concerned with the 
manifestations of the religion (i.e., practice) than with abstract, ideational jargon, 
their valuing cannot be assessed in the same manner as that of the fathers'.
Mothers tend to be concerned with the practical aspect of the issues; they tend to 
be more realistic and less idealistic than fathers.  This interpretation is evidenced 
in the practical considerations raised by most mothers, such as their saying it is 
either too hard "to decide since it's only going to stay [for] one generation," " to 
teach Arabic along with English and French or other second language in school," 
and in the idealistic considerations by most fathers, such as the statement "Learn 
Arabic to read Qur'an, translation doesn't explain the essence." 

     Therefore, though parents may not compartmentalize the issue of knowledge 
of the native language, at least 62 percent of them will be facing conflicting 
situations and difficult decision process as whether or not they may or may not 
be able to preserve the Arabic language. It will be a difficult reasoning process 
for those parents since their attachment is more with the practiced Muslim/Arabic 
manifestations and sentiments than with actual Islamic principles or Arabic 
norms.  Consequently, the Muslim Arab parent or adult may not comprehend the 
importance of the preservation of the native language as an empowering 
strategy.  This inability to comprehend an empowering strategy is also found 
among the Muslim Arab adults who perceive the value of moral codes and 



socialization norms as religious obligations only and not as a frame of reference 
in which the young generation may be brought into in order to be clear and 
confident about their identity.
     Native language usage may be rationalized as follows:  (1) It can be 
considered as a variable in its own right, particularly Arabic since the attachment 
to it can be linguistic, nationalistic, or religiously oriented.  Using this language 
can be an indicator of parents' serious concern with respect to transmitting the 
Islamic principles and/or the Arabic heritage.  (2) The native language can be 
considered as a proxy for indicating the lifestyle parents prefer in raising their 
offspring.  Whether parents consciously adopted English/French (i.e., made a 
decision that they were settling in North America and their children had no need 
to know their native language) or incidentally practiced it (i.e., wanted to conform 
with the cosmopolitan style) is beyond the scope of this study.  The concern is 
whether parents value the native language as an important means for 
transmitting the belief system and the ethnic heritage. 

INTERPRETATIONS AND EDUCATIONAL INTERVENTION

        Though youth seem to be flexible and willing to accept intervention 
strategies, there are three basic problems that need to be addressed by both 
parents and youth before or simultaneously with the intervention process. 
           1.   Parents will have difficulty accepting intervention because of two 
reasons:
      a.  They have difficulties in transmitting the belief  
system--because they deal mostly with abstracts--but they do not realize that 
they have such difficulties.  This is evidenced also in the results regarding the 
question "How do you coordinate between Islamic teachings and what your 
children learn in school?" Twenty-nine percent of parents responding to this 
question stated something like "[It is] important to prepare for Hereafter and this 
[life] from Islam [i.e., Islamic point of view]," or "Islam is a complete way that 
would prepare them for both lives," or "No difference between Islam, Christianity 
and Judaism, but people changed the latter." Only one mother stated,  "There is 
a difference in assumptions, so you have to make Islamic assumptions known to 
non-Muslims and stick to your belief." 
      b.  Parents tend to transmit their particular customs of practicing the 
Islamic system.  These customs have a high rejection level by the youth, as is 
evidenced in the youths' rejection of the only solution that some parents see as a 
way to bring the youth back to religion. One mother said that when their older 
daughter reached seventeen they realized  "that it is very difficult [to make their 
youth accept the religion].  That's why we started to give them some advice.  First 
of all, we sent them to [our home country] now every year to give them some 
impression.  Second, they have been trying to listen to us, not very much... but it 
is not easy for them [and for us] because they live here."  When the same mother 
was asked what she found in living in North American that she could not adjust 
to, she and the other three mothers in the group announced that they missed the 
holidays and the way they are celebrated.  Meanwhile, the children of these 
same parents were concerned because "we cannot act as strangers with non-
Muslims because then we cannot bring the message to them." 



          2.   The second problem is that youth themselves are not clear on the 
differences between the Islamic and the Western systems or how to relate 
between them.  There were eleven different responses from the thirteen 
respondents to the above question on coordination.  They ranged from simplistic 
answers such as "[they] don't teach Islam in school" (Participant # 121,the 
daughter of a native-born mother and an immigrant father who view Islam as a 
religion) to sophisticated ones such as: 

   I think it is very important to realize that in order to refrain from something which you know 
is wrong, [note that the context of the response was the usage of alcohol as part of the 
socialization process], there needs to be a lot of self-discipline, and Taqwa is very important, 
because unless there is Taqwa and faith, you probably would think that nothing would be wrong.
We should always look to the futuristic impact [long-range impact] of our behaviors.  It is 
important because you can tell these people that drunken driving can kill them, but unless they 
know that there is something that pulls them back, this inner conscious, this Taqwa, you will not 
succeed in telling people what to do.  (Participant # 125, a male who spent most of his formative 
years in his parents' home country and mainly in an Islamic familial environment.) 

 3.   The third problem is that both parents and youth have some distrust.
The parents distrust the environment, the host society, with its various 
manifestations.  For example, we find an explicit statement such as "I do not let 
my girls go out with other American girls, not because I do not trust them, but 
because I do not trust the environment."  This is matched by an apathetic 
response from the youth of this type of parent to the coordination issue, such as 
"we know there is a conflict, we need to discuss with parents, but it does not work 
because parents will not change their minds because they don't trust the 
environment."

   Some youth have developed distrust for part of the Islamic teachings because 
the particular part does not fit, in their opinion, with scientific findings, such as: 

   I never mix science and faith.  So if there was some scientific concept which , let's say, was 
dictated differently [in Al Qur'an], I would say...  I look at it as Allah probably was the originator of 
the whole thing, I mean the Creator, but science is science and I agree that science can very 
much correct the Qur'an.  I don't see why it should not.  There is something in the Qur'an that 
science cannot explain or prove or do anything, like morals or virtues.  In terms of natural laws, I 
really don't go through [Al Qur'an].  When I keep through the Qur'an [I keep with] the basic ideas 
of being good to yourself and others. (Participant # 123, a male who spent all his formative years 
in boarding missionary schools) 

 The impact of the above three problems is far beyond what is stated 
explicitly.   That is, when one knows the background of each of the respondents, 
the evidence becomes stronger for the effect of conceptual ecology on beliefs 
and on the practice of such beliefs. The comparison between the three quotes 
above (of participants 121, 125, and 123) is a good example.  The first 
represents the "factual" attitude to the order of things.  The second represents 
the precept of "informed" commitment to the Islamic belief system, while the third 
represents the maxim of "educated" commitment to the Western point of view. 



IMPLICATIONS FOR POLICY MAKERS AND EDUCATOR TRAINING

        In addition to the parents and youths limitations, many problems are also 
expected at the implementation stage of any educational program.  Many 
immigrant Arab Muslim leaders are suspicious of any innovative ideas
even if they come from an Arab or a Muslim.12  Furthermore, immigrant parents 
are generally suspicious because of their negative experiences with missionary 
work during the colonization of their original countries. 

Policy Makers
        More resistance should be expected when a new program of education is 
introduced.to policy makers or directors of Islamic centers/mosques, because of 
meager financial and know-how resources. At times, they may also opt toward 
discrediting certain programs in order to gain the financial resources from the 
sponsors, the majority of whom are traditional overseas Arab Muslims who 
advocate the transfer of Muslim societies norms. 

     Even if the program was not introduced through mosques, centers, or
existing institutions, the Muslim polity would take refuge in these institutions for 
advice or as a form of resistance.  This expectation calls for surveying the policy 
makers and developing seminars and workshops to orient them to the new 
conception(s).  To be more specific, this investigator strongly believes that the 
process of educational intervention (which is essentially a process of conceptual 
change and of facilitating empowerment) must start with the policy makers before 
educators can reach the Muslim polity. In this respect, the same objectives, 
content, and teaching strategies drawn for teachers, parents, and youth become 
applicable at that level, as well. 

Teacher/Imam Training
        Teacher training programs in some Muslim communities have been limited 
to summer and holiday workshops for publicly certified Muslim teachers, most of 
whom are immigrants or first generation who received their professional 
education in North America.  The training programs, usually organized by an 
umbrella organization such as the Islamic Society of North America, last two to 
three days each and consist mainly of (l) seminars and/or lectures about the 
basics in Islamic religious practice and (2) some hands-on workshops concerning 
"Islamic" instructional materials or strategies. 

     Imam (community leader) training programs are carried on in the same style 
as teacher training programs.  The content, however, differs because most of 
these leaders are usually certified (from their home country) in some level of 
Islamic law (Al Shari'ah).  Therefore, the content of their training is oriented 
toward English proficiency and/or preparedness for the Western environment. 

     Since there is no systematic documentation or research on these training 
programs, the only piece of evaluation one may refer to is the learning outcomes 
among Arab Muslim children and youth.  It was concluded that the present 
learning /teaching procedures appear to have resulted in the separation of two 



spheres of knowledge, Islamic and secular.  These results indicate the need for 
new conceptions in training programs for teachers or community leaders that 
should differ in both content and approach. 

IMPLICATIONS FOR INTEGRATION STRATEGIES

        Should integration strategies be expected of all Muslims in North America 
and of Arab Muslims as a subgroup, or only of certain Muslim groups such as 
those concerned with their children's Islamic/Arabic identity?  How can one 
reduce the variations among North American Muslims and among the Arab 
Muslims, in particular, to make group instruction possible?  The third question 
concerns the possibility of changes in the teacher's role.  This possibility will 
depend on how policy makers in Muslim communities approach the new 
conception and teacher training program. 
     Each of the above questions will be discussed briefly along with what the 
results of this study suggest as conditions for resolving each of them. 

Recommendation for Program Groundwork13

        To assist parents and their offspring in selecting the sources and in 
understanding the meanings of the Islamic belief system and its relation to Arabic 
heritage vis-a-vis the Western secular system (as an educational objective) we 
need some consensus among Muslim educators and decision makers about the 
basic resources and the means used in the interpretations of their content.
Muslim jurists (Fuqaha') differ, and at times without realizing the difference, on 
what they mean by Ijma' (consensus) as a means for arriving at some meaning 
and/or implication of a particular verse in Al Qur'an or of a Hadith.  Ijma' can be 
understood as that which was agreed upon by the early Muslim community, by 
the first and second companions of the Prophet, by the eleventh-century jurists, 
by the present-day jurists, or by any combination of these. 

     Until such issues are clarified, and until Muslim educators understand where 
the various Muslim individuals and groups stand on such issues, it will be next to 
impossible to decide which source, means, or content can be used in the 
intended educational program, without possibly alienating certain groups of 
Muslims, particularly when ethnicity or nationality is polarized.  This in no way an 
attempt to unify a set of resources, means, or content.  Rather, it is an eclectic 
but informed attempt to relate between the individual's empowering strategies 
and the underlying assumptions of these strategies in an explicit manner. 

General Considerations
        The variation in the parents' and their offspring' responses in the above 
three spheres (group context, group interaction, and teacher/policy maker 
perception and training) of communicating the Islamic belief system and the 
Arabic heritage does not necessarily indicate the need for direct educational 
intervention from the host society. As suggested by both parents' and youths' 
conceptual ecology evidenced in the the results, three major limitations pertain to 
both parents and youth.  These limitations are (1) parents' difficulty in accepting 
an educational program, (2) youths' and parents' uncertainty of commitment to 



either system, Islam or the West, or to a group identity (Muslims, Arabs, Syrians, 
or any other national group) , and (3) parents' and youths' state of distrust.
Therefore, the problem must be addressed by acknowledging these limitations.
To minimize these limitations, the investigator attempted to elicit definitions of the 
problem as well as suggestions for solving the problem from the participants.
The results of this attempt follow. 

The Problem: By asking some participants in the study about the method they 
found most effective in talking about Islamic teachings and about Arabic 
language or customs, and by asking for suggestions that might be useful to other 
Muslim communities, the investigator was able to formulate tentative pedagogical 
aspects of the problem: 
        1.   Parents are confused as to (a) whose responsibility it is to educate their 
offspring in Islam, whether it should be done by parents, Muslim scholars, or the 
Imams in the community; (b) the nature of the problem, whether it is youths' 
identity confusion, parents' mixing of Islamic and societal or ethnic values, or 
scholars' ineffective methods of educating the polity of Muslims and of producing 
the Arab Muslim character; and (c) how the institutions of Islam can be 
approximated in a continental organizational structure, by creating local ethnic/ 
social/political cooperation, by individual initiative and responsibility, or both. 
         2.   Youth, on the other hand, see the problem simply as being adults' 
distrust of their commitment and ability to understand and apply the Islamic belief 
system.  This is evidenced in the recent establishment of sub-organizations, such 
as the  Muslim Youth of North America (MYNA) that represents the American-
reared generation, or the Muslim Arab Youth Association (MAYA)that represents 
the Muslim Arab students who have a different conceptualization of the problem 
and of the needed intervention strategies from that of the older immigrant 
generation.

The Suggestions:  The confusion described above calls for further suggestions 
before planning any program.  A summary of the participants' suggestions 
follows:
 Most of the interviewees' suggestions centered on better communication 
between Muslims on the local and national levels.  The basic reason was that the 
"children feel that there are people (other children) who live like us" and who are 
different from the rest of society, but they cannot communicate with them to 
create a sense of community. 
 Another suggestion emphasized that parents cannot achieve this task 
alone; they need continuous support.  By the same token, teaching/schooling 
was not desired because Islam is seen as real life and not a book to learn from.

The Needs of the Audience:  The end product of diagnosis of needs is to 
translate the identified needs into educational objectives.  Through these 
procedures, a combination formal-informal educational programs has been 
designed and recommended for resolving the remaining conflict.  A voluntary 
community-based program is designed for both parents and their offspring and 
for the decision makers in communities with significant Arab Muslim populations.



This program consists of a single curriculum with a common set of objectives, 
which addresses the needs of Muslim parents and those of their offspring 
separately as well as jointly. 
        Considering  other demographic factors (such as levels of ethnicity and 
linguistic attachments, geographic location, age, and the like), the educational 
means, and other program supports, certain inferences were made.  In addition, 
recognizing that the sample of this study was small and that the empirical data 
depended mainly on homogeneous responses and on analysis of the individuals' 
judgmental responses, it is essential to clarify the bases on which these 
inferences were made.  These bases are grouped under four concluding points: 

CONCLUSIONS

        1.   Issues or values are used in this study to represent the manifestations of 
the interaction between the principles or the central concepts of the two 
worldviews (the Islamic and the Western).  This interaction is viewed as the 
reason behind the majority/minority conflict, that is not exclusive to the North 
American Arab Muslim immigrants and their offspring.  Therefore, these issues or 
values are used here as a means to illustrate the level and the nature of the 
conflict (and the rationality involved in resolving it) between the two specific 
world-views (Islamic and Western) or the two particular conceptual ecologies, 
(the parents' and their youths', on one hand, and the Muslim and the Arab, on the 
other).

        2.   Although this study deals with Arab Muslim youth--who may not be 
different from any other youth in their rebellion against the older generation or the 
norms of the host society--the aim of the interfamilial comparison is to show the 
tension that can exist between two generations of the same group, and within 
each of the two generations, when both their conceptual ecologies and levels of 
rationality differ.  It is argued that this tension is instigated by the variation in the 
perception of the Islamic  central concept, which could be either in a context (as 
was the case of the youth) or in the abstract (as was the case of the parents).  In 
addition, it is argued that this tension cannot be the result of variation in the 
perception of the ethnic or nationalistic manifestations of either of the two 
worldviews.  Rather, it is the result of variation in the nature and level of 
rationality and in the sources and means of knowledge about these worldviews.
Furthermore, this tension is one of the factors that will determine the starting 
point of educational intervention or empowering strategy.  That is, the general 
population of North American Arab Muslims is expected to vary in its level of 
awareness and concern for this conflict/tension.  This variation may in turn affect 
the audiences' readiness for and acceptance of any educational intervention or 
change in strategy. 



        3.   The implications of this study are not limited to its sample or to Muslim 
communities that have established mosques or centers.  Rather, the intent is to 
draw some inferences from the sample as representative of these communities 
for the general population of North American Arab Muslims.  The fact that the 
majority of the subjects in the sample happened to be associated with a center or 
mosque and that the participants were self-selected adds some strength to the 
argument and to the inferences drawn from the results.  The finding that parents 
in this study (who were highly aware of and deeply committed to resolving the 
conflict) were not able to resolve the conflict because of their conceptual ecology 
and level of rationality suggests that a similar tension and response might be 
predicted among the general population for the same reasons.  The awareness 
of the individual/group of such tension, therefore, can be indicative only to the 
starting of educational intervention and to the type of empowering strategy for the 
particular individual or group. 

        4.   The implications of this study are not limited to the immigrant Arab 
Muslims or to the Muslim faithful.  Rather, its implications extend to the problem 
of integrating any belief system in a pluralistic secular society that operates, by 
necessity, on the separation of religious and secular lives and on replacing belief 
systems with ethnicity.  The results, therefore, may allow us to define areas of 
exploration in attempting to investigate the last point of this study.  This point, the 
design of a an education program that aims at reconciling any remaining conflict 
between Muslims' view of Islam and its practice along with the maintenance of 
Arabic heritage in the Western secular context, is investigated only as a 
preparatory and not as a conclusive measure.  The North American societies, 
therefore, are challenged to design more conclusive programs that will preserve 
the different belief systems or worldviews and their different manifestations in an 
integrated manner. 

NOTES

1.  The terms "Islam" and "Islamic" indicate here a philosophical foundation of thought and action 
, incorporating religion (in the secular sense and as understood by the secular view) as a system 
of faith only.  The terms "Arab" and "Arabic" indicate here a linguistic, tribal, national, or ethnic 
perspective of one's identity or community membership. 

2.  Integration is used here to indicate the maintenance of the Islamic belief system at the level of 
its central concept, Tawhid, and to objectify this belief system in the Western secular environment 
without (1) compromising Islamic principles, (2) sacrificing national/ethnic group attachment 
(Arabic in this case), (3) living triple but separate lives (Islamic, Western, and Arabic), or (4) 
withdrawing from the outside society (becoming a ghetto community). 



3.  As quoted by A. Haleem, "Community at Risk: The Education of Our Children,." Islamic 
Horizon 16, 7  (July 1987):  21-30. 

4.  See S. H. Nasr's analysis on  Westernized education in chapter 4  "The Immutable Principles 
of Islam and Westernized Education in the Muslim World,"  Islamic Life and Thought  (Albany: 
State University of New York, 1981), pp. 31-36. 

5.  A survey of the Arab Studies Quarterly (ASQ),  a publication of the Association of Arab-
American University Graduates, indicates that among the 40 plus articles and reports published 
between the Winter of 1987 and the Fall of 1988 (i.e., Vo 9 and 10, No. 1-4 in each) only three 
articles were concerned with the North American Arab community. 

6.  I. R. al Faruqi. Islamization of Knowledge: General Principles and Work Plan  (Brentwood, 
Maryland: International Institute of Islamic Thought, 1982).

7.  N. H. Barazangi. "Perceptions Of The Islamic Belief System: The Muslims in North America."
Ph. D. Thesis, Cornell University, 1988.  PP 486 (under preparation for publication). 

8.  The expression "Conceptual Ecology" is borrowed from philosophy of science and used here 
to indicate the individual's current concepts that will influence the selection of a new central 
concept.  For further explanation of a model of Islamic rationality, the reader is referred to the 
author's "Parents and Youth: Perceptions and Practice of the Islamic Belief System," in the 
forthcoming book Muslim Family in North America (Edmonton: Alberta University Press). 

9.  M. N. Siddiqi. "Tawhid: The Concept and the Process." in K. Ahmad and Z. I. Ansari (eds.) 
Islamic Perspectives: Studies in Honor of Mawlana Sayyid Abul A'la Mawdudi, (Leicester, United 
Kingdom: The Islamic Foundation, 1980), pp. 27-28. 

10.  The reader is referred to the author's paper "Parents and Youth," (op cit),  for summary of the 
questionnaires procedure or to her Ph.D. Dissertation (op cit) for details of the methodology and 
of data analysis and reporting. 

11. Except for A. Elkholy's (The Arab Moslems in the United States: Religion and Assimilation,
[New Haven, Conn: College and University Press Publishers], 1966)  examination of the theory of 
negative correlation between religion and assimilation, in which he illustrates the social conditions 
under which Arab Muslims live in the United States, there has been no deep analysis of the 
process of ideological integration.  B. Abu-Laban ("The Canadian Muslim Community: The Need 
for a New Survival Strategies." in Earl A. Waugh, et al. [eds.], The Muslim Community in North 
America, [Edmonton, Alberta: The University of Alberta Press, 1983], pp. 75-92) did suggest that 
"one of the most pressing problems confronting the Muslim leaders is their relative inability to 
reach the new, Canadian-born generation of Muslim children, teenagers, and young adults.  So 
far, Muslim leaders have directed most of their attention to the immigrant generation and its social 
and spiritual needs.  This is understandable in view of the fact that the 'Lay' Muslim leaders are 
drawn largely from the ranks of the immigrant generation.  More importantly, virtually all 
Imams...are foreign-born, as well, and it is difficult for them to appreciate fully the conditions in 
which the Canadian-born generation lives." 



12.  Y. Y. Haddad and A. T. Lummis  Islamic Values in the United States  stated that their 
experience in attempting to get interviews at various mosques indicate that   "Research must be 
legitimated by leaders of the respective mosque if it is to be thorough and effective, and that 
legitimacy most likely will be obtained if the field researchers at each mosque are members in 
good standing, or at least are known to its members."  ( New York: Oxford University Press, 
1987; p.11 ) 

13.  Curricular objectives of this program are discussed in the author's paper "Islamic Education 
in the United States and Canada: Conception and Practice of the Islamic Belief System"  in the 
forthcoming book The Muslims of America by Oxford University Press.  The blueprint of the 
program, however, is still under preparation by the present author. 
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                              Abstract 
 
 
     Effective Islamic identity transmission requires determination of 
the nature and extensiveness of the different interpretations held by 
parents and their children and the ways these interpretations are 
reflected in their practice of Isl-am and association with Arabic 
heritage.  Fifteen Arab Muslim families of varied nationalities were 
interviewed as part of a larger study on Muslims in North  America.  
The findings indicate that parents and youth have significantly 
different perceptions.  Parents have higher levels of perception for 
the central concept of Isl-am, i.e., Taw.h-id (Oneness of God), but only 
in abstract form, whereas youth tend to emphasize some of the auxiliary 
concepts of Isl-am, i.e., human-interrelation behavior, but in the 
context of Western values.  This may explain (1) difficulties parents 
encounter in effectively transmitting the Islamic belief system and/or 
the Arabic heritage to their children,  (2) the youths' inability to 
distinguish between the Islamic/Arabic and the Western systems on the 
ideological level, and (3) the youths' confusion concerning their roots 
and history.   
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I.   INTRODUCTION 
     Arab Muslims in North America are uncertain how to transmit the 
Islamic ideological and/or Arab cultural heritage to their children.  
Historically, and at present, North American Arab Muslims (NAAM) have 
been thought of as only a part of the Arab ethnic immigrants who may 
have distinctive accents, eat exotic foods, or have "uncivilized" 
social manners.  This focus on their differences from the "mainstream 
culture" has often caused them to be viewed - and to view themselves - 
as sojourners.  It has also presented them with the alternatives of 
assimilation or a continued alien identity. 
     There have been three major phases of Arab Muslim immigration to 
North America.  Besides their historical significance, the 
characteristics of these phases have important implications for 
immigrants' assimilation and accommodation process in the New World.  
That NAAM have carried different identities at the time of immigration, 
or at the time of their parents' and grandparents' immigration, from 
their own at the present time is a complex social phenomenon that 
cannot easily be understood by the existing socioanthropological 
approaches to the study of immigrants. 
     This study will analyze this complex social phenomenon from a 
conceptual point of view, using both conceptual change theory from 
science education  and cognitive dissonance theory from the behavioral 
sciences.  The problem facing the North American Arab Muslim youth is 
viewed here as the youth may conceive it when they attempt to determine 
their identity and reduce the cognitive dissonance that this attempt 
may cause.  Using this orientation, the analysis looks into the 
conceptual adjustment patterns of North American Arab Muslim parents 
and the reflection of these patterns on the learning/conceptualization 
patterns of their children as they deal with their Arab Muslim identity 
within the larger society. 
     This study uses a small sample of Arab Muslim youth aged fourteen 
to twenty-two and their parents as a case study.  These families 
represent a subsample of a larger group of Muslims who participated in 
the author's study of North American Muslim adults' transmission of the 
Islamic belief system to their offspring.  These youth are first- 
generation children of immigrants who came to North America during the 
latest phase of immigration in the 1960s and 1970s. 
     The aim of this effort is to address two questions: 
     1.   How have Arab Muslims arrived at a particular view of Isl-am 
that causes them to practice it in a particular way?  The underlying 
assumption for this question is that, in addition to the historical 
development of the Islamic conceptual ecology and its Western secular 
counterpart, the Arab Muslims of North America also have a distinct 
history and, presently, a living experience to be investigated.  
Moreover, an understanding of the subject matter, Isl-am as a belief 
system, requires an investigation of the documents pertaining to it, 
namely the Qur'-an (the Holy book) and the books of .Had-ith (the reports 
of the sayings and doings of Prophet Muhammad). 
     A historical analysis or, as Lortie calls it, the method of 
"structural chronology," was undertaken to explore the dynamics of the 
development of the present ideas and the relative stability or change 
in the understanding of the Islamic tenets over time, as they might 
have affected the personal concept of these tenets.  The section on 
issues studied, their historical development, and findings will 



facilitate this analysis. 
     2.   How have some immigrant Arab Muslim parents and their 
offspring conceptualized Isl-am and its practice in the context of North 
American society (the host society)?  The relation of the cognitive 
dissonance theory to the conceptual change theory and the notion of 
conceptual ecology has been used to analyze the problems encountered 
by Arab Muslims in their attempts to integrate their conception of  
Isl-am and Arabic heritage with the dominant Western ideology.   
     First, each individual sees his or her experience in the host 
society in a different manner, depending on his or her existing 
conceptual ecology regarding Isl-am, Arabic heritage, and the host 
society.   
     Second, there is a set of objective elements that can be a 
descriptive, but not a definitive, explanation for the Islamic, the 
Arabic, and the host society's conceptual ecologies.  These elements, 
whether or not the individual is aware of them, form a worldview within 
which she or he operates.  Furthermore, whichever conceptual ecology 
the individual uses may be understood on any of several levels:  the 
central concept, where principles, and tenets lie, the auxiliary level, 
where the secondary and tertiary concepts lie, or the outcome levels, 
where the manifestations of the concepts lie.  For this study, the 
beliefs and concepts of Arab Muslim parents and youth about Isl-am and 
Taw.h-id (Oneness of God) as its central concept are considered basic 
determinants for the adjustment and learning processes of these 
Muslims.  The Islamic concepts of cIbadat (worship) are considered 
secondary, but  conditional to the objectification of the central 
concept and to Muc-amalat (human interrelation concepts) as tertiary 
concepts.  
     Third, the investigation must focus separately on the immigrant 
parents and the American-reared youth.  Arab Muslim parents and youth 
represent two different generations, and they were raised in two 
different environments.  The cognitive dissonance they experience, and 
their behavior modification as they resolve a cognitive conflict, 
represent related but different problems:  (1) the attempt by Arab 
Muslim parents to adjust an existing belief system and a particular 
attachment to the "Arabic" heritage to their living experience in the 
secular West; and (2) the attempt by Arab Muslim youth to integrate the 
belief system (transmitted by their parents), the Arabic sentimentality 
(enforced by the communities), and the secular system (enforced by 
society at large).  
     The description and interpretation of parents' and youths' 
responses will facilitate this point of investigation.  One should not, 
however, overlook the comparison between the investigated group's 
adjustment process and that of other Arab Muslim groups who immigrated 
earlier.  The brief historical account will provide examples of these 
other groups.  
     The argument of this study is that unless educators/parents of 
Arab Muslims identify and reconcile the ambiguities that exist in the 
perception and practice of Isl-am and its relation to the Arabic 
heritage, the transmission of Muslim Arab or Arab Muslim identity will 
be limited to socioreligious customs. 
 
II.  HISTORICAL ACCOUNTS 
     Since there is no single source available as a reference on the 



experience of Arab Muslims or Muslim Arabs in North America, a brief 
summary of the different sources is in order.  Most of the sources 
concerned with Arabs, Arab Muslims, or Muslims as a whole draw similar 
distinctions between three phases of immigration.   
     The first involved the 1870s pioneers from Syria who streamed out 
of the mountains and plains of Syria over the next thirty years to make 
their fortune by pack peddling.  These Muslims, like the rest of the 
immigrants from the Ottoman province of Syria, called themselves 
Syrian.  Baha Abu-Laban states that the earliest record of Muslim 
presence in Canada dates back to 1871, when the Canadian census 
recorded 13 Muslim residents.  He adds that by 1901, Canada had from 
300 to 400 Muslim immigrants, about equally divided between Turks and 
Syrian Arabs.   
     The second phase was the post-World War II immigration from 
various Arab countries.  Naff uses the term Arab primarily for post- 
World War II Arabic-speaking immigrants because "it more closely 
accords with the nationalistic reality of the times."  In contrast to 
the earlier arrivals, the post-1948 Arab immigrants, according to Naff, 
have characteristically been more educated and politicized.  Moreover, 
most are Muslim.  But whether Muslim or Christian, Saudi Arabian or 
Syrian, they wish to be called Arabs." Unlike the pioneers, these more 
recent arrivals had a vastly different Arab identity, in its frame of 
reference, from that which had been passed on to the pioneer youth by 
their parents and grandparents. 
     The consequences of this development, Naff goes on to say, "have 
been a debate that continues to reverberate throughout the Arab- 
American community today.  It evokes such questions as:  What is an 
Arab?  Who is an Arab:  What is Arabness?  These questions, for which 
no common answers have been agreed on, have inhibited the development 
of a common Arab identity in the United States." 
     The single most important characteristic of postwar Muslim 
immigrants to Canada is diversity, according to Abu-Laban.  The 
postwar "Arab" Muslim immigrants, compared to the early pioneers, are 
more heterogenous, educationally and occupationally. 
     The third phase was during the 1960s and 1970s, when the "brain- 
drain" from the Arab world occurred.  The influx of new immigrants, 
according to Muhammad, has heightened the awareness of those resident 
in America to the political issues in the home countries and has aided 
cultural cohesion and the maintenance of religious practices.  With the 
financial support of Arab governments and international Islamic 
organizations, several Islamic centers and associations emerged in 
response to the mutual desire of Muslim states and Arab-American 
Muslims for political and cultural reinforcement.  
     Muhammad goes on to say that events in Iran, beginning in 1979, 
likewise have had far-reaching, but yet unstudied, effects on American 
Muslims.  The Iran-Iraq war, which has been shaped by the American 
media as a Shic-i-Sunni conflict at times and as a Persian-Arab war at 
others, added another unclear dimension to the experience of North 
American Arab Muslims. 
     My concern in detecting the characteristics of these three phases 
centers on the shifting of the immigrants' perception of their identity 
and its effect on their youths' identity.  The concentration of this 
study on the Arab Muslim youth and their parents who are among the 
latest wave of immigrants, therefore, is intended to get at the 



complexity of this identity transmission problem at its onset and as a 
process that is currently taking place.  The basic questions are:  What 
makes the present Arab Muslim youth identify with two conflicting, yet 
integrative, groups; Muslims and Arabs? and How do these youth realize 
this two-group association in the reality of the Western societies of 
Canada and the United States?" 
 
III. THEORETICAL CONSIDERATIONS 
     The questions in discussing immigrant's integration and/or 
assimilation are not only whether the foreigner is responsive and 
open-minded, and whether the North American system is virile and broad 
enough to adopt the foreigner into its spiritual heritage.  Donning 
American clothes and eating American food, using the local language 
(English or, in Quebec, French), adopting local racial sentiments, or 
being loyal in war do not constitute cultural integration.  They are 
primarily characteristics of social assimilation. 
 



    Social Assimilation and Conceptual Accommodation 
     Variation in the reasons for immigration, the fact that the early 
immigration of Arabs--and Arab Muslims in particular--was a male 
movement, and the pioneering attitude of these immigrants contributed 
to a lack of family and community life.  Realizing the widening gap 
between the old-fashioned Arabic-speaking parents and their American- 
born English-speaking children, the Syrians, as well as the other two 
groups of Arabic-speaking immigrants, began to make serious attempts to 
preserve their cultural heritage and way of life.  The establishment of 
social clubs and the Hafli (parties) are the landmarks of this 
realization among third- and fourth-generation Syrians.   
     This realization is based on the assumption that the group's 
cultural heritage can be preserved by maintaining the sociocultural 
customs of the old country.  Very few Arab or Muslim groups, or studies 
of Arabs and Muslims, realized the role of conceptual modification/ 
change in the attitudinal and behavioral adjustment which could lead to 
conceptual accommodation and social assimilation. 
 
     Arab Muslims' Cognitive Dissonance 
     The cognitive dissonance model is useful in understanding the 
responses of Arab Muslims because they are very often engaged in 
reconciling the sometimes dissonant attitudes and behaviors demanded by 
the three disparate environments in which they practice them:  the 
home, the Muslim/Arab community, and the host society.  The dissonance 
produced by these inconsistent thoughts or actions can only be resolved 
by social assimilation or accommodation.  Assimilation, in which the 
person complies with the new environment, results in the greatest 
change in attitude.   With accommodation, the person holds to at least 
the core of his or her own attitude, refuting new behaviors or 
modifying them so as to fit with existing attitudes or private beliefs. 
     These social and conceptual adjustments can be combined by placing 
the individuals in a matrix according to the interaction between their 
previous views and the process of cognitive equilibriums.  The 
inclusion of the individual in any of the cells of the matrix depends 
on how much attitude will be changed.  The inclusion also depends on 
whether this change (and not only temporary modification) has affected 
the individual's central concept (i.e., worldview) or only the 
auxiliary concepts and the manifestations. 
 
IV.  THE DESIGN, HYPOTHESES, AND METHOD 
     The study reported here looked at this complex identity crisis 
from the conceptual change view, namely the conceptual adjustment 
patterns of Arab Muslim immigrant parents and the reflection of these 
patterns on the learning process and identity of their first generation 
American children, to:   
     1.   Highlight the contrast between various styles of immigrants' 
          adjustment and to show the effect of the person's pre- 
          conception on his/her adjustment in the New World. 
     2.   Focus on the conceptual conflicts that Arab Muslim youth face 
          when they, willingly or unwillingly, attempt to maintain 
          Muslim Arab identity. 



    Hypotheses 
     Two basic hypotheses were tested in this study: 
     1.   Parents' perception of Isl-am is a mixture of sentimental 
abstractions and rituals practiced within the framework of 
national/ethnic customs.  Most of them may assimilate socially 
(complying with new behavior), and either separate or compartmentalize 
conceptually.  That is, despite their apparent Westernized behavior, 
these parents may live triple (parallel or separate) lives 
conceptually, maintaining Islamic religious (in the narrow sense of the 
word) duties inside the home, Arab national and/or socioreligious 
manners within the Arab/Muslim community, and Western secular life in 
the outside society. 
     2.   The youths' identification with Isl-am reflects their parents' 
view of what "Islamic" and "Arabic" are.  Since they are primarily 
American-reared, their understanding of Isl-am is influenced by the 
Western ontological and epistemological worldview, and they tend to 
practice their perception of Isl-am within the framework of the American 
values as manifested in general.  Their understanding of Arabic 
heritage is also influenced by the Western, orientalist view of Arabs.  
Their practice of Isl-am may thus be minimized to the level of rituals 
at home and/or modified to the point of distortion.  Also, their 
identification with Arab heritage or culture may be confined to eating 
certain food, learning some Arabic words and expressions, and/or 
political rivalry with the Zionist Jews. 



    The Method 
      A nonrandom sample of thirty-four Arab Muslim subjects from 
fifteen families of varied nationalities were interviewed in five major 
cities in Canada and the United States.  The criteria for selecting 
families in the sample were their willingness to participate in the 
study and having youth aged fourteen to twenty-two years who were 
raised mainly in North America.  The criteria for including subjects in 
the analysis were their completion of all parts of the test (interviews 
and questionnaires) and having at least one matching parent and one 
youth from the same family.  Seventeen parents (eight fathers and nine 
mothers) and seventeen youth (eight males and nine females) represent 
matching sets of parents and youth. 
     Focus-group interviews and two sets of questionnaires were used to 
detect the extent to which the subjects' professed behavior accords 
with their perception of their belief system (Isl-am), its relation to 
Arabic, and the host society system. 
 
V.   ISSUES STUDIED, THEIR HISTORICAL DEVELOPMENT, AND FINDINGS 
     To give a further illustration of this study's conceptualization 
of NAAM's problem, the issue of Islamic dress and the issue of 
questioning Islamic teachings and values were chosen.   
 



    The Issue of Islamic Dress 
     This issue was chosen because it is one of the concerns that 
surfaced whenever practicing Isl-am was discussed, and it is the issue 
that receives most of the attention of both Muslims and Westerners.  
     1.   Qur'-anic Basis for Islamic Dress 
          The Qur'-an refers to human attributes regarding dress or 
apparel in five basic contexts: the nature of human beings, the 
relationship to the Hereafter, the psychological aspect, the social 
aspect, and the pedagogical aspect. 
     a.   It is emphasized in the Qur'-an that the spiritual and 
          material nature of human beings is different from that of 
          angels or animals (7:20-27).  The first parents were given 
          the faculty of choice, which raised them above angels.  They 
          were also capable of evil acts--the concept of Saw'ah (shame, 
          disgrace)--which can be rejected only by training their own 
          will--the concept of Lib-as (apparel, decency).  Humans' 
          highest capability of rejecting evil, however, is Taqwa 
          (conscientious devoutness to the will of All-ah). 
     b.   Human choice in following the principles of modesty has 
          consequences both in this life and in the Hereafter, where a 
          .Hij-ab (screen) will separate the believers and righteous from 
          the nonbelievers (7:46). 
      c.  Individual disposition is guided on many levels, beginning 
          with lowering one's gaze (24:30-31), guarding one's chastity 
          (24:30-31; 23:5), conducting one's self before the Prophet 
          and his family (59:3), and moderation in pace and voice 
          (31:19). 
      d.  The social interaction between the two sexes is constrained 
          particularly with respect to women's privacy, and 
          particularly for the wives of the Prophet (33:53). Protection 
          for the believing women is facilitated by the concepts of 
          .Hij-ab, Jilb-ab (outer garment), and cAwra (privacy/property 
          protection) (33:59; 33:13). 
      e.  Children are educated to be modest with parents serving as 
          models by their behavior (24:31) and by teaching children 
          respect for others' privacy during certain times of the day 
          and in certain places (24:58-59). 
 
     2.   Muslim Conception of Dress in the Western Context 
          Judging by what is projected in the contextual environment, 
the Western societies of North America seem, to the new immigrant, to 
lack any of the above five Qur'-anic attributes regarding the concept of 
dress.  Although most, or some, of these attributes are part of the 
Judeo-Christian morality that prevails among the majority of the North 
American population, superficial observation may lead to considering 
the above projection as the norm.  For the absence of a home or 
community model of clear guidance to the Islamic principles regarding 
dress, Arab Muslim youth, like any other youth, observe what the 
majority of their peers or role models in the media project as the 
accepted dress, the one that draws the attention of the opposite sex.  
Therefore, when Arab Muslim immigrant parents also make the same 
observation (coupled with their particular conception of the Islamic 
dress that may or may not be according to the Qur'-an), and react by 
preventing their children, particularly daughters, access to the 



environment (for fear that they will abandon the customary dress) or by 
enforcing the "old home" customs of dress, they cause confusion in the 
minds of their offspring. 
 
     3.   The Concern of this Study: 
          This study attempts, by analyzing issues such as Islamic 
dress, to understand the following: 
     a.   How Arab Muslim immigrants perceive the Qur'-anic 
          principles in their day-to-day life in North America.  
          With respect to the issue of dress, how, for example, is 
          the concept of .Hij-ab made applicable in an environment 
          in which the concept of dress is understood generally to 
          mean the fulfillment of one's individual will, instead 
          of training that will, as the Islamic concept of Lib-as 
          intends? 
     b.   How do these Muslims, as parents, educators, or adult 
          role models for the younger generation, project these 
          concepts and relate their meanings to the meanings given 
          to them in (1) the Arab world or the respective country 
          of origin, which may or may not be the same as those of 
          the Qur'-an, (2) the Western context, which is, for the 
          most part, alien to these adults?  For instance, how do 
          these adults address the social interaction between the 
          two sexes, particularly the trend toward women's active 
          involvement in all avenues of life?  The idea of women's 
          active involvement is not alien to Isl-am, it is a 
          precondition for the female, as well as the male, to 
          fulfill their role as All-ah's viceregent. 
     c.   How do Arab Muslim youth perceive the Islamic or Muslim codes 
          regarding dress as reflected in the behavior of parents or 
          other Muslim adults?  For instance, how do these youth react 
          to the concept of guarding their chastity when they see that 
          experimenting with sexual relations is the "in-group" 
          practice among American teenagers in general? 
     Some answers to these questions can be found in the results 
section.  Although these answers do not represent the subject matter of 
this study, they are essential for following the argument regarding the 
conceptualization and the practice of Isl-am in North America by Arab 
Muslim parents and youth in general. 
 
     4.   Historical Evolution of Belief and Practice: 
          Arab Muslim responses to the issue of dress show how a belief 
system evolves in the practice of its adherents.  This evolution does 
not necessarily result in variations in the basics of the belief 
system, but in the details of implementation. 
     In any belief system there is a duality of concern.  There is the 
concern of the scholar or theologian who attempts to understand the 
teachings, which may or may not involve concern for implementation, and 
there is the concern of the polity that attempts to interpret the 
demands of the system in order to implement it.  This interpretation 
cannot be abstract and divorced from the realities of the context in 
which the system is being applied.   
     The Arab Muslim polity's conceptual ecology, and, specifically, 
the differences between parents' and youths' perceptions are 



differences in emphasis on the things that concern each group the most.  
Parents seem to be concerned most with preserving the ideals as they 
have learned them (as memorized principles or cIb-ad-at along with some 
basics of morality that was divorced from the Islamic methodology of 
implementation).  Parents may resort to the basic resources of the 
Islamic faith--the Qur'-an and .Hadith--but they also improvise on the 
responses of previous generations to deal with a new context--the host 
society's conceptual ecology.  Some use the prior responses as a point 
of departure for integrating with the new context, resolving conflict 
by adapting past interpretations, and some use the prior decisions as 
grounds for rejecting the new context altogether instead of attempting 
to resolve the conflict.  Only a few reach fresh solutions in 
accordance with the basic Islamic teachings and in harmony with the new 
context's auxiliary concepts.  This variation exists because the North 
American Arab Muslim parents are, in general, and like many Muslims, 
not trained to distinguish between the essence (the concept), the form 
(law), and the manifestations of Isl-am (the outcome), on the one 
hand, and between Isl-am and Arabic/Arabism as one of its 
manifestations, on the other.  Furthermore, although trained in aspects 
of Western methodology, these Muslims' understanding of the Western 
culture's central concepts is often vague.  The issue of Islamic dress, 
in general, and in the Western context, in particular, proved to be one 
of the most ambiguous issues and one that illustrates the point just 
made.   
     The Qur'-anic teachings concerning modest dress and appearance do 
not give the details of implementation.  The only detailed description 
is found in verse 30 of S-urah (chapter) 4, which asks believing women 
to "draw their veils (Khumur) over their bosoms (Juy-ubihin) and not 
display their beauty except to lawful relatives," and in verse 59 of S- 
urah 33, which asks the Prophet's wives and daughters, as well as the 
believing women, to "cast their outer garments (jal-ab-ib) over their 
persons, that they may be known (as believing women) and not molested." 
     There are specifications, with various levels of authenticity, of 
material, color, and conditions of Islamic dress for both men and women 
in the Prophetic Sunnah (path of Prophet M.u.hammad).  But even with 
these specifications, many Muslims take the form of dress that agrees 
with their geographical or ethnic origins as the "traditional dress," 
whether or not it fulfills the specific conditions or the general 
teachings.  This variation in the interpretation of the teachings is 
representative of the trends in assimilating new ideas into one's world 
view. 
                                                                        
     5.   Parents' Responses to the Issue of Islamic Dress 
          From the interviews with parents, we find as many responses 
on the issue of dress (13) as there were respondents.  Different themes 
were obvious, such as "stricter codes and guidelines for girls and more 
relaxed ones for boys" and "ways to instill behavior at early age."  
Only two fathers and two mothers were close to the Qur'-anic context in 
addressing the issue.  One father, after long, persistent probing, 
mentioned the concepts of shame and decency in apparel in response to 
the question "What would be your advice to children with respect to 
Islamic dress and what would this Islamic dress constitute, especially 
in relation to modesty?"  Yet, he used this context as evidence that 
there are Qur'anic specifications for human shame (cAwra), equating 



shame with parts of the body that should be covered with clothes.  The 
two mothers were primarily concerned with the education of the children 
in bashfulness (.Hay-a') but their views were very close to the Qur'-anic 
guidelines.   
     The rest of the responses expressed ambiguity and confusion.  One 
mother said:  This is a sticky question!  I cannot do it, I don't have 
to be different from the other people.  People will pick on you.  I do 
not know."  She was seconded by another mother, while a third mother in 
the group said, "I feel proud because I like the way I look, the way I 
look (dressing with head cover) in this society, it makes me show as 
having a different identity, and I am proud of it." 
     Other responses expressed ambiguity and confusion as to whether 
the dress codes reflect cultural customs or Qur'-anic teachings.  Only a 
few of the parents were open about this confusion.  for example, three 
fathers started with a definitive prescription for female dress:  
"Islamic dress definitely for the girls should be a right dress.  
Islamic dress is well known and it should be practiced by mother and by 
the girls."  After further probing, one father confessed that he did 
not know why he is more strict with girls:  I would not let her buy a 
swimming suit, but (for the) boy, it is OK....  Maybe that is the way 
it was back home, that's the way my parents did that, and I do the 
same.  There are few things [that] we acquire from the culture and we 
mix [them] with the religion, we have double standard.  
     The three of them ended by saying that although .Hij-ab is a must 
for Muslim women, "I have my personal view.  I feel that my wife or 
daughter if they go shopping with Hij-ab, they'll attract more 
attention....  So I don't force them because that attracts more 
attention.  But modest dress (not a mini skirt) is a must.  Maybe I am 
wrong."  (Seconded by the other two.)   
     This group of fathers presents a good example of Muslims' 
improvising on previous interpretations for verse 59 in S-urah 33.  The 
phrase "So they may be known (as believing women) and not molested," 
was understood by these fathers to mean that Islamic dress is intended 
to avoid attention.  Furthermore, some of them reasoned from their new 
context and concluded that Islamic dress is no longer needed or even 
desirable. 
     Another group of fathers split in their responses; one expressed 
the same confusion as the previous group, the second  was clear on the 
concept of decency (.Hishma), and the third talked about the first 
Qur'-anic concept of shame (cAwra). 
 
     6.   Youths' Responses to the Issue of Islamic Dress 
          The majority of the youth interviewed reasoned in a manner 
that resembles that of the third and fourth eras of Islamic thought, 
when new (non-Arabic) cultures and ideas were incorporated under the 
Islamic framework.  Their curiosity, inquiry, and investigation into 
the principles make them closer in their reasoning to the general trend 
of scientific development and interpretation of the teachings.   
     Among the youth who responded directly or indirectly on the issue 
of Islamic dress, two major strands among the females related to the 
same theme, "being different."  On one end of the continuum is the 
response,  "It is very hard to dress Islamically because people will 
make fun of you, and will look at you as being different."  On the 
other end of the continuum, we find:  "It is hard for us girls to dress 



Islamically, but "When I did that I gained more respect because people 
realize that you have a different personality and they will not laugh 
at you if you do not join in their way of doing things." 
     These two strands evidence the reasoning that prevailed in the 
fourth era in Islamic history, when the assimilation of new ideas and 
customs was at its peak.  They support the hypothesis that the level of 
reasoning among the youth is closer to the contextual outcome than to 
the central concept of the Islamic teachings.  Not only does the 
reasoning of the youth contrast with that of their parents'--which is 
more concerned with form--but it is more inclined toward the Western 
view.  The youths in the first example do not want to be known as 
different (they want to conform), and even when one of them stated that 
she believed in the Qur'-an and its teachings, she added that she 
practices only the teachings that can be done in private, at home, such 
as prayer, not drinking, not eating pork, and so on. 
     On the other end of the continuum, one subject stated that 
everything is actually a dialogue.  "It is not just [concern] about 
God, but it is to resolve the question and figure out [the 
implications]," and another added:  "Because you can't really believe 
in Isl-am, without its action going with it." 
     The males varied in their responses, but the general concern was 
that girls should be given alternatives to the available mixed-sex 
activities through designing special programs or building a separate 
gym for them so they can participate in the community. 
 
     7.   Interpretations 
          It became obvious from the reported findings that, whatever 
their reasoning, all respondents interpreted the question on Islamic 
dress as an issue that concerns only females.  Both sexes and groups 
(parents and youth) saw the principle of modesty--stated in the Qur'-an 
for both males and females--as concerning female dress only.  This 
observation can be interpreted in either or both of the following 
manners: 
     a.   The general appearance of Arab Muslim male attire does not 
          differ much from that of the non-Muslim (except when Muslims, 
          in general, and Arab Muslims, in particular, are dressed in 
          their national/ethnic costumes).  Therefore, the issue of 
          dress has shifted in focus to the female attire only, 
          particularly because Muslims, in general, and Arab Muslims, 
          in particular, have become so obsessed with it as a priority 
          issue for practicing Isl-am.  We see here the influence of 
          parents' conceptual ecology on their perception of the issue 
          of dress as well as on their offspring's perception in 
          relation to modesty. 
     b.   Since one cannot talk about Arab women without specifically 
          addressing Isl-am and Muslims, the Western emphasis on the 
          discussion of Muslim women's dress as an important issue-- 
          Westerners, in general, view the veil (general expression 
          that can mean any of the following:  head cover, face cover, 
          and purdah as practiced among a certain class of Indian women 
          in general) as an indicator of oppression, underdevelopment, 
          or lack of education--has particularly influenced the youth  
          and, hence, they do not want to be different, nor do they 
          want other female Muslims (Arab or non-Arab) to appear 



          different.  That is, youth may have reasoned that by using 
          the Islamic dress, Muslim females are providing evidence for 
          the Western view that suggests the oppression or backwardness 
          of Muslim women. 
     These two interpretations are supported by the lack of any 
indication in the responses that adherence to the Islamic dress codes 
might be understood as an implementation of the Islamic principle of 
modesty, regardless of its form, which may vary from one group of Arabs 
to another or from one group of Muslims to another.  If this 
understanding were prevalent, parents and youth could have understood 
the practice of Islamic dress as a signal of rejection of the Western 
views on modesty, of assimilating the national/ethnic dress form into 
the Islamic requirements of a modest attire, or of integration of the 
Islamic concept of modesty within the Western environment, without 
compromising the principles of modesty. 
 
     Questioning of Islamic Teachings and Values 
     This issue was chosen because it is a subtle problem in parents 
and youth communication.  The problem "How do you resolve the 
questioning of certain Islamic values or teachings" was posed for two 
purposes:  To learn whether Arab Muslims communicate with others, and 
particularly whether youth communicate with parents, about doubts 
concerning Islamic/Arabic values and their practice, and to understand 
the values or teachings that call for questioning and the nature of the 
communication involved.  This problem will not be analyzed in detail as 
was the issue of Islamic dress for reasons of space limitation.  Only 
parents and youth responses will be summarized and interpreted. 
 
     1.   Responses 
          Eighteen persons (six fathers, three mothers, and nine youth) 
responded to this issue. 
     Two themes dominated the parents' responses.  The first concerned 
the way they deal with their offspring's questioning of Islamic values.  
Four parents (two fathers and two mothers) stated that they "don't get 
[i.e., either children don't ask or parents reject] questioning from 
children" because "things are explained as being for the child's 
benefit" or because children "are accustomed to these things from 
childhood.  Each of the other five parents had a different response.  
     Two youths responded in the same vein, saying:  "Parents say that 
if you're a strong believer that's what counts, it [does not have to] 
satisfy you logically, you are not supposed to question Isl-am" and "[I 
and my brother] both have to learn early."  
     The second theme concerned how to respond to children's questions.  
There were six different responses (three fathers and three mothers), 
ranging from "translate the Qur'-an into action so they understand what 
the teachings are," to "[You] have to trust them, boys or girls, and 
give them chance to make their own judgment." 
     Two themes also dominated the youths' responses.  The first theme 
concerned the issues that are questioned.  There were seven responses, 
and they ranged from "I don't have any question.  Mom tells me what I 
need to know" to " I don't think I understand why we do not eat pork 
and things like that.  My scientific mind does not accept the idea of 
miracles and Hereafter.  There is no proof for them.  I need some proof 
in order to [believe] in them."  



     Two other issues were of significance: interactions with parents 
and the questioning by others about why Muslims cannot go out or shake 
hands with the opposite sex. 
     The second theme was present in the responses of five youths who 
discussed how to respond to the questions of others or how others 
responded:  "These issues are for grownups to discuss" to "We have to 
explain, but first we have to be clear in our minds."  Two responses by 
the same youth are notable: "We have to let some questioning pass for 
the sake of not arguing with parents," and "Parents say:  what counts 
is that you're strong.  Your explanations will not satisfy your friends 
anyway." 
 
     2.   Interpretation 
          Given the historical and ideological differences between 
Islamic and Western conceptual ecologies, one might expect a 
demarcation between parents' and youths' responses to the problem of 
questioning.  Being raised in the West and operating more within the 
empirical, rationalist Western framework, youth may also vary depending 
on where they have spent their formative years. 
     This expectation is supported when comparing the responses of two 
nineteen-year old males.  The parents of both respondents have the same 
country of origin, but the first had part of his secondary schooling in 
native country public schools, while the second attended a boarding 
missionary school in a neighboring country and in the United States. 
     The first youth, who was raised in a family with strong Islamic 
background and who has been in North America for six years, responded:  
Everything is clear to me.  I do not need to ask questions.  It's clear 
and straightforward... the things I discuss with my parents the most 
are what you call Muc-amal-at [human interrelations] in Isl-am."  This 
response indicates that he is attempting to reason in the manner of 
Muslims in the third and fourth eras of Islamic thought, when new ideas 
and people were incorporated into  Isl-am.  He is not satisfied with 
things merely being clear only but attempts to discuss interactions in 
the new context (the West).   
     The same can be said for the second youth, whose disbelief in 
miracles and the Hereafter was cited earlier.  He is attempting to 
understand and extrapolate meanings to fit the Western context, which 
is not completely new to him.  Raised in the Western conceptual 
ecology, he is not fully familiar with the Islamic context, nor does he 
seem to be trained in the Islamic approach to issues of belief.  
Therefore, though he was raised in a highly disciplined, ethical, and 
religious family, his response to questions about his belief in God was 
"I really don't know.  I believe in God, I guess, because it is in my 
heart.  It is my faith.  But there are things I don't accept, like 
miracles [that] there is no scientific basis for." 
 
VI.  CONCLUSION 
     The basic contribution of this study lies in the attempt to bridge 
the gap between practical concern of the Arab Muslim community of North 
America, on the one hand, and the perception of "Islamic," "Arabic" and 
Western secular worldviews, on the other. 
     One of the propositions of the Islamic belief system is that a 
belief system should not remain a set of abstract assumptions, but is 
objectified.  In this study the belief system remains, to a large 



extent, a set of abstract assumptions or definitions among the parents, 
while among the youth it is perceived more in an action context.  This 
does not mean that the youth have a better understanding or are more 
committed to Isl-am than their parents.  What it means is that parents' 
conception of Isl-am is more concerned with the abstract principles than 
with their relationship to the real world context in which they are to 
be practiced.  This suggests that parents may have difficulty in 
educating their offspring about Islamic principles when they live in a 
different environment from their elders and approach the concepts 
differently. 
     We see here the difficulty parents face in transmitting Islamic 
principles to their offspring.  Since the parents' perception of Isl-am 
and Islamic principles tends to be in the form of abstract meanings or 
verbalized values that are mixed with the Arabic customs and ideals, 
they may not be applied appropriately or effectively in a new context 
(North America) that is more alien to the parents than to their 
offspring. 
     To the extent that parents' perception is influenced by their 
previous backgrounds (see father's response to the issue of dress), 
while the youths' perception is more influenced by the North American 
environment (see responses to the issue of questioning), the 
interfamilial communication of Islamic ideology and Arabic heritage 
could be affected.  If parents are concerned with teaching about 
principles, they deal with them as abstractions or emphasize the 
manifestations of these principles as they were practiced in the "old 
country."  The attempt by parents to communicate principles as pure 
abstractions or in the form of behavior not readily seen as relevant to 
daily life in the new context sends unintended signals and meanings to 
the youth and may lead to their (the youths') viewing the principles as 
irrelevant. 
     If youth are confused or dismayed at their parents' application of 
the principles of Isl-am, one of the following patterns should dominate 
their behavior.  They will either reject the parents' beliefs about 
Islamic/Arabic practice and the principles that come with them, 
continue to have an unresolved conflict between cultures and belief 
systems, try to compartmentalize by having two or three sets of 
behavior, or reject the advocated practice and attempt to find by 
themselves a new means by which they can apply Islamic principles and 
preserve Arabic heritage.  
     It is affirmed, therefore, that educators and parents of Arab 
Muslims need to identify and reconcile the ambiguities that exist in 
the perception and practice of Isl-am and its relation to the Arabic 
heritage in order to transmit Muslim Arab identity to the next 
generation.  Despite the success of a few families, one cannot 
underestimate the seriousness and urgency of this task. 
 
 



                               Notes 
_ 
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INTRODUCTION

 When action researchers become educators, they too often fall short. By moving 

abruptly from practice into elaborating action research (AR) principles, they fail to 

develop a substantive educational framework built on AR pedagogy, AR evaluation 

models, and a moral compass for guiding the process. At issue is not merely whether the 

collaborators learn an AR principle’s meaning but the extent to which they are able to 

access and understand the principles in context, as a functional part of an AR process. 

Without more formalized understandings and a self-conscious pedagogy, collaborators 

are left to rely on their intuitiveness, leading learners to determine the authenticity of a 

principle vis-à-vis the variations in its interpretation and social application and much of 

this occurs out of awareness. An integrative theory of AR pedagogy offers an opportunity 

to contextualize AR principles, reposition teachers, learners, and evaluators in a more 

explicit partnership, and challenge the dichotomous relationship between rhetoric and 

action found in the conventional pedagogy of the social sciences. 

 The integrative theory of AR pedagogy presented in this paper, is, at its core, 

ethical in nature. For teaching, learning, and evaluating AR, the theory’s goal is to 

increase individuals’ capacity to act on their own behalf (Young, 1990) with the 

capability of holding back their own interest for the collective benefit when necessary (in 

effect, preventing oneself from becoming an authoritarian expert). Achieving such an 

increased individual capacity requires the integration and deployment of multiple 

dimensions of ethical principles and understanding their implications for the ethics of AR 
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pedagogy. An integration of Ibn Miskawayh’s Islamic philosophy of ethical pedagogy 

(1961), Iris Young’s theory of justice (2003), Greenwood and Levin’s (1998) criteria for 

ethical participation, and my own model of participatory action research evaluation that is 

central to the learning process (Barazangi, Greenwood, Burns, & Finnie, 2004), 

constitutes the basis for this ethical theory of AR pedagogy. 

 Two principal objectives underlie the AR integrative theory and offer the first step 

toward an ethical AR pedagogy and these are graphically represented in the following 

figure:
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The first objective is to realize the complex interaction among private (individual) and 

public (social) discourse in social and educational programs [This is represented in the 

interaction within and among the three ovals on the figure “Multiple Dimensions of 

Ethical AR Pedagogy”]. In other words, we should recognize that it is not possible to 

teach and learn this subject by merely gathering and using scattered techniques and 

models. The second objective is for collaborators to recognize that investigating each 

other's views of reality is the first step toward cognitive, affective, and social 

egalitarianism [This is represented in the spiral dynamic exchange; action and reflection 

in time among individuals on the figure]. While one may adopt principles from different 

disciplines, without their ethical integration, they lose their potency and remain merely 

isolated tools that may or may not foster the acquisition of competence in AR. 

I suggest that with these ethically integrated principles, we might redirect some of these 

shortcomings into positive changes as follows: 

(1) By integrating the world of ideals of social justice and information about the 

world, we may be able to moderate the splitting between rhetoric and action 

prevalent in the way social sciences are being taught. We may also be able to 

analyze and explain better the issues we often experience in AR teaching and 

evaluating situations, 

(2) By balancing fairly among different elements (cognitive, affective, social, and 

contextual) in the interaction between students, teachers, and evaluators, we 

may also help balance potential conflicts between the different principles of 

ethical AR as perceived by the collaborators, and 

(3) By freeing human interaction from the highly individualistic constraints of 

prior academic, social, and cultural experiences, we may be able to help 

ourselves and our peers make sense of AR according to our own capacity, as 

well as collectively forming a participatory learning community [This is 

represented in the square and the small triangle as systemizing the self-

evaluation process of the learning community projects on the figure]. 

The quality of AR pedagogy might be articulated by the ability of each participant to 

increase the capacity of every other to act, each on his/her own behalf, and to self-learn 
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from their own experience whether within their own discipline and context or through 

establishing a process of co-learning for interdisciplinary and intercultural interaction. 

 The integrative theory of AR pedagogy presented in the following pages, evolved 

from a three year immersion (2001-2004) in AR teaching and learning at Cornell 

University. During this period, I interacted in several different AR courses and projects 

acting as participant, evaluator, co-teacher, and co-learner. My interactions included 

direct observation, one-on-one interviews, written reflection dialogues, and face-to-face 

and online exchanges between students, faculty, and staff. These interactions formed the 

basis for analyzing the multiple levels of engagements at different levels of expertise in 

AR, and finally, for synthesizing and systemizing the self-evaluation process I set out 

here. These interactions were also influenced by my own worldview of Islamic gender 

justice, ethical philosophy, and equilibrated self-learning. 1

THE FRAMEWORK: ACTION-REFLECTION-ACTION 

 A major problem in teaching social sciences is the lack of integration between the 

ideals of social justice students learn about in the classroom and the real world experience 

and information these same students directly encounter in community service. The same 

splitting into rhetoric and action happens in AR teaching situations when we experience 

difficulties in gaining a sense of authenticity, including variation in the primacy of the 

learner’s awareness (intentionality) and her ability to understand her own cognitive 

transformation (theorizing) in relation to learning AR principles in that setting. The 

agency of the learner in her direct access to these principles vis-à-vis their rules of 

application is another feature of pedagogical authenticity.2

 At stake also is what and how much other related knowledge one may, or can, 

include, and how to integrate it with the learners’ needs and interests as well as with their 

cultural contexts. Since the goal is to achieve an equilibrium between the individual—

with the ability to increase the capacity to act on one’s own behalf—and the collaborating 

community's needs, all without being overly self-conscious, the challenge becomes how 

to not diminish, as the liberal tradition did (perhaps unintentionally), the ability and 

desire of the learner to deal with his or her own problems in the context of group 

processes (Daloz, 1988). 
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 Tensions resulting from the challenges described above have deeply influenced 

how social scientists react and respond to the knowledge of others, a very sensitive issue 

but essential to analyzing and accounting for the question of power relations between 

researchers and the “researched,” teachers and students, evaluators and the “evaluated.” 

Academics are reluctant to design curricula outside their disciplinary boundaries. They 

carefully avoid integrating quantitative and qualitative methodologies or synthesizing 

conventional social science research with unconventional and participatory action 

research approaches.3  Finally, as students are quite sensitive to these reluctances, they 

can experience this kind of teaching as the imposition of a mentor’s lockstep expectations 

and this is experienced as reluctance to give learners latitude for self-learning (Barazangi, 

2004b).

 While social science educators at Cornell are confronting these same challenges, 

there are two Cornell AR courses that provide a context in which to engage, consider, and 

discover AR pedagogy. These two courses are offered by Professor Davydd Greenwood, 

internationally renowned AR expert, reflective practitioner, and anthropologist, and 

attract undergraduate and graduate students from a wide diversity of disciplines 

throughout the university. My own observations have shown that the ethical standards by 

which Greenwood conducts his AR courses are different from the conventional ethical 

standards of academic teaching and conduct. Greenwood’s are standards in action, 

meaning that his teaching is like conducting action research. He tries to increase learners’ 

(stakeholders’) capacity to act on their own behalf, e.g., being consistent in teaching 

practice with his definition of AR (Greenwood and Levin, 1998). 

 I began voluntarily observing in Professor Greenwood’s classes in August 2001. 

From the beginning, my focus was to observe the learning process, not the teaching. The 

Cornell Undergraduate Action Research Practicum (CUARP, or Anthropology 495) was 

different from conventional social sciences courses because it used a network model to 

provide autonomy. Each year of its three year existence, CUARP linked a group of 

undergraduates interested in integrating action research based service learning with an 

organized network (Advisory Board) of faculty and extension staff, with expertise in 

action research practices. The network of faculty and extension fostered an initial AR 

community dialogue, helped students prepare proposals and selected the participating 
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class of eight to ten fellows. The selected student fellows were, on the whole, those who 

had community partners in place and a plan for more than a single year of activity. An 

informal conversation between a Cornell University alumnus/benefactor and Greenwood 

regarding ways to enhance the quality of undergraduate education, resulted in a proposal 

offering undergraduates the opportunity to pursue independent research on issues of 

critical importance to the Ithaca community, Tompkins County, and communities in the 

State of New York and neighboring Canada using AR methods. The program was 

designed as a three-year demonstration project managed by a volunteer faculty team led 

by Greenwood, and was funded through a gift from Henry E. and Nancy Horton Bartels

to Cornell Public Service Center (PSC) that provided critical administrative project 

support. Typical community projects included finding sustainable and fair solutions to 

issues such as North American Indian women’s health, campus hazing, stereotyping, 

homelessness, youth conflicts and empowerment, incarceration, migrant farm workers, 

and a community development project that had been structured to reinforce a passive 

learning/teaching/research approach. Throughout the yearlong fellowship, students 

undertook field-based AR research, met with faculty network mentors, and participated in 

a bi-weekly, four-credit seminar. The seminar, like the students, was interdisciplinary, 

inter-college, and voluntarily facilitated by the faculty team. Students discussed some 

critical incidents, reading material on AR philosophy, methods, and case studies, and 

developed action plans for the next step. At the end of each semester, fellows submitted, 

a written report of their activities, reflections, and lessons learned to the faculty network. 

 In CUARP, I voluntarily attended every fall semester bi-weekly seminar over a 

three-year period. I also responded to student’s bi-weekly journals and critical incident 

reports posted on the class listserv, designed and assigned evaluation questionnaires, and 

conducted focus group interviews. One-on-one and small group meetings were held with 

students with whom I worked in planning and implementing their self-evaluation process. 

Other meetings were held to discuss matters related to their individual projects. The fall 

seminars were followed by spring semesters during which, I conducted individual non-

formal interviews with students who volunteered for in-depth follow-up and with their 

respective faculty/staff mentors and community partners. 

 The process of questioning and theorizing how ethical dimensions were guiding 
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conversations that arose in CUARP led me to get involved observing in Greenwood’s 

graduate level Anthropology 663 course. In this course, one visiting scholar in Latin 

American Studies and seven graduate students were enrolled. Three students were 

enrolled in the International Development Professional Masters Program, two students 

were enrolled in the Adult and Extension Education Doctoral Program, one student was 

enrolled in the City and Regional Planning Program, and one student was enrolled in the 

Performing Arts Masters Program. With the exception of five sessions, I voluntarily 

attended every weekly seminar during the Spring 2004 semester. I also responded to 

students’ weekly journals posted on the class listserv and wrote up my own reflections, 

and designed and conducted practitioners’ reflection sessions. One-on-one meetings were 

held with students with whom I worked on planning and implementing these reflection 

sessions. I also conducted individual non-formal interviews with five students who 

volunteered for in-depth follow-up. My role in this course changed from an evaluator into 

a participant observer and from focusing on student learning into focusing on the 

interaction between learning and teaching, including learning and teaching for myself. 

 It was from my position, as an inside participant in both these contexts over a 

three-year period, that I was able to deeply question and comprehend pedagogical and 

ethical questions related to AR pedagogy. While my initial goal of participating in these 

two classes was to receive mentoring in AR pedagogy, my goals transformed as I grew 

into the AR setting and context and began to act as part of an integrated student and 

faculty AR community. The classroom where pedagogy is practiced became the place of 

direct AR experience and encounter. It set the stage for conversation and dialogue to 

occur and created a framework of reciprocity between action-reflection-action that could 

be studied and evaluated. Concrete incidents and interactions from within the class 

illustrated the unfolding process in action and brought the theory forth [These dynamics 

are represented within each of the student, teacher, and evaluator ovals on the figure and 

in the spiral exchange of roles]. 

 A temporal and evolving process was crucial to shaping and transforming my role 

in each of the two AR classes. In the CUARP course, I began in Fall 2001 as an outside 

observer. From this more distanced and detached stance, I recorded and shared my 

observations about the action research learning process with class participants 
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periodically, every 4-5 weeks, and at the end of the semester. These observations 

provided the basic data for creating a self-evaluation discourse (Barazangi, Greenwood, 

Burns, & Finnie, 2004).

 The self-evaluation discourse help transform the students into a learning 

community and involved them in evaluating their own learning, the course’s design, their 

services, and the involvement of their community partners in the research process. After 

several reflective cycles with the learning community, I found my role had again 

transformed. I had moved away from my role as an external evaluator and toward a role 

as a participant in the pedagogical process (insider) happening in the classroom, though 

my evaluation functions and interest remained clear. As my position visibly changed, the 

theory also evolved. 

 Like CUARP, my experiences in Greenwood’s Anthropology 663 dramatically 

changed my stance as I began to experience, first-hand, the intertwining of learning, 

teaching, and evaluation. It was there that I began a shift toward trying to understand the 

nature of reflective practice and the ethics of AR pedagogy. A critical incident that 

triggered my transformation was a stimulating session I co-facilitated early in the 

semester with a graduate student in the course. We conducted a brainstorming, with class 

members designed to draw out the significant meanings of Donald Schön’s concept of the 

“reflective practitioner.” From the brainstorming, seventeen characteristics, ranging from 

“taking risks” to “engaging in the real world,” were chosen. At semester’s end, I 

observed that none of these seventeen characteristics resurfaced during the class’s self-

evaluation session. Since these were initially considered important criteria, I wondered if 

this discrepancy would be considered a contradiction. Was the class not truthful to its 

interest? Were the members actually attaining proficiency in AR? Or, were the class 

dynamics, project demands and course responsibilities evolving diverse interests and 

issues that took precedence over reflecting and perfecting the role of reflective 

practitioner? I thought that the self-evaluation narratives might address this apparent 

contradiction.

 In both CUARP and Anthropology 663, ethical issues were encountered 

particularly when we began to take responsibility for our role as collaborators embracing 

AR principles and practices. Initially we were guided by criteria built on spiral levels of 
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expertise and following a conventional model of curricular development including 

reflecting on new concepts as they are experienced in practice, and gradually increasing 

the complex interrelationships among them (Barazangi, 1988). But the group rejected the 

spiral level method and model in favor of a process of mutual coaching and teambuilding 

that cultivated learning together. At this point, I personally began analyzing the multiple 

dimensions of ethics implicit in the type of procedural knowledge (praxis) that is not 

based on detached formal obligation, but rather on the ethical choice of each participant 

to inform the others out of a sense of social solidarity equilibrated with autonomous 

morality (Barazangi, 2004a). 

 I also began concerning myself with how to support the students’ collective 

ability to help each other effectively and ethically participate and theorize about AR and 

their role in providing cognitive and moral authentication of their specific case studies. 

Through this process, it became increasingly apparent that the quality of AR pedagogy 

might be better understood as the ability of each participant to increase the capacity of 

every other to act, each on his/her own behalf. Ethical AR pedagogy, unlike the moral 

individualism typical of so many discourses, would instead be concerned with developing 

a free will process that integrates a conscious mind while participating in a collective AR 

ethics of multiple dimensions as shown in the figure. 

 My experiences in CUARP and Anthropology 663 were further clarified when I 

read a reflection paper prepared by students in one of Greenwood’s first AR classes, 

Anthropology 620, taught in 1991 (Elvemo, J., Greenwood, D., Martin, A., Matthews, L., 

Strubel, A., Thomas, L., & Whyte, W. F. 1997). I realized, then, the similarity between 

my designated role as CUARP evaluator and Greenwood’s as Anthropology 620 

instructor.  In the academic setting, Greenwood was being challenged to learn the design 

implications of pedagogical standards for AR while I was being challenged to learn the 

design implications of AR evaluation. By stepping aside from our roles as “expert 

professor” and “expert evaluator,” we were stepping into our roles as participating 

learners in a reflective community. 

 What was happening in CUARP and Anthropology 663 was that the 

researcher/teacher, the researched/student, and the curricular developer/evaluator were 

becoming co-learners, together conceiving and critically revising a local AR pedagogical 
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theory that would also reshape institutional educational discourse and the social relations 

with the community. As Elden and Levin (1991) articulate, our co-learning process 

generated results that were fed back and integrated into our systemized evaluation model. 

This process was central to improving our own “theory”. These implicit and unpredicted 

outcomes provided clarifying concepts and dramatically influenced and improved the 

evolving ethical theory of AR pedagogy. In effect, the AR pedagogy process was visibly 

at work resisting conventional social science practices that seek to separate theory and 

practice, teaching and learning, research and analysis, and evaluation and self-reflection. 

THE PREMISE OF ETHICAL CONDUCT AND THEORY  

 Testing a theory’s validity requires examining what it predicts against the 

observed patterns in the phenomena of perceptual, attitudinal, and social change. Action 

researchers, as educators, often neglect to focus on how individuals are translating case 

study materials into AR principles and practices. Because learners generally rely on 

secondary information drawn from case studies and their contexts, they lose the 

opportunity to engage in primary knowledge and meaning-making and the new 

approaches and contexts that accompany these processes. 

 The context of engagement is where tensions and contradictions among principles 

and values are encountered. For this reason, I focus on the complexity that arises when 

ethical principles come into conflict in particular situations. Ethical behavior is not 

merely applying principles but rather, it involves an affective, cognitive, and social 

process of balancing many different elements. Sensing ethical paradox may also result in 

feeling constrained by the culture of the Western academic context (Barazangi 2004a). At 

issue is not just  participants’ need to develop “the capacity to act on their own behalf,“ 

but also their need to become free of the highly individualistic constraints of the 

predominant academic, social, and cultural context that has been shaping their 

experiences. This context acts as a major cause of resistance influencing their ability to 

make sense of AR and making it difficult for them to develop ethical capacities and 

collectively form participatory learning communities. 

 My experience in the courses described above represents a fundamental shift 

away from what AR teachers do to engage students and toward how and why the 
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engagements happen. Furthermore, a central concern is how engagement relates to 

teachers’ and students’ experiences and actions inside and out of the learning community 

in a given AR class. 

 In order to engage with collaborators and probe the how’s and why’s of 

engagement, the first step is to give voice to ethical paradoxes. Such a process begins by 

acknowledging and integrating four levels of engagement within the hierarchical 

Western culture of Cornell’s academic setting. These engagement levels, elaborated in 

the following pages, are framed and represented as “discoveries” encountered through my 

position as a co-learner in CUARP and Anthropology 663. They include: 

Level One: Acknowledging Self-Paradoxes or Conscientious Living 

Level Two: Negotiating Community and Self-Development 

Level Three: Creating Affective and Cognitive Tensions 

Level Four: Multiple Roles and Value Growth 

First Level of Engagement: Acknowledging Self-Paradoxes or Conscientious Living

To self-acquire a persona that acts gracefully, not dogmatically or self-consciously, to 

induce an educational discourse beneficial to all (Ibn Miskawayh, 1961, p.5), requires 

living the paradox of the “liberated” Muslim woman from within her own worldview. A 

Muslim woman is often expected to surrender her Islamic autonomous identity and 

worldview if she is to take on self-generated active agency to change her social structure. 

The price is that she becomes an outsider or “other” in her own culture. Derived from and 

often legitimized by reference to this character is the power of “irreligious” authority 

reserved for Muslim males and its counterpart, and remarkably similar claim of 

institutional “secularity and objectivity” found in so many Western academic practices, 

particularly within the positivist traditions. My intention was, and always is, to attain 

equilibrium between my individual autonomy and collective social justice. Therefore, I 

was always conscious of the fact that without integrating my scholarship-activism as a 

Muslim woman with being a reflective AR practitioner, I would not have been able to 

experience the integrative ethical pedagogy that I am theorizing here. 

 As Greenwood contends, the “academic setting is often impersonal, and routinely 
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hierarchical and bureaucratic” (quoted in Elvemo et al., 1997). What such an assertion 

suggests is that there is a need to find ways to foster equilibrium between the principles in 

practice and the views on justice, ethics, and pedagogy that participating collaborators 

(students, faculty, staff, and evaluator) hold. To truly begin answering the research 

question: “Who benefits from studying the ethics of AR pedagogy” one needs to 

understand the backgrounds, personal issues, and levels of engagement of each group of 

participants and seek equilibrium among the paradoxes and opportunities that their 

differences create. 

Second Level of Engagement: Negotiating Community and Self-Development

 A learning community is one where both the individual and collective group learn 

together democratically. But being a feminist and an action researcher in the context of a 

learning community also means living a second paradox, “educating for 

autonomy”(Morgan, 1992, p. 395). Morgan frames the paradox this way, “feminist 

education both encourages and undermines autonomy through the practice of feminist 

pedagogy.” Thus, the challenge becomes, how to encourage autonomy and argue against 

the traditional structural injustice (Young, 2003) while developing a participatory 

learning community within the same structure and educational tradition. Young (2003) 

argues that “we should not think of social structures as entities independent of social 

actors, lying passively around them easing or inhibiting their movement…social 

structures exist only in the action and interaction of persons; they exist not as states, but 

as processes” (p. 5). In other words, how can both community and self-development be 

encouraged simultaneously? A documented dialogue between Professor Greenwood and 

two students (Anthropology 620, 1991) concerning the paradox of power and gender, 

form and content, highlights the paradox. 

Davydd: It felt senseless to me to discuss and advocate participation 

without modeling it to some degree in the classroom. I doubt that it is 

possible for anyone to learn about participatory process in a meaningful 

way without engaging in participatory process themselves. I also doubt 

that it is possible to talk about participatory action research without 
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creating a PAR group, even on a small scale. 

 In response, Aleeza, anthropology major and the class’s sole undergraduate and 

Lisa, a graduate student who, despite her undergraduate history background, had no 

experience in social science research methods reflected, outside the classroom at 

semester’s end. Ann, an industrial and labor relations extension specialist and a third 

class participant, facilitated their conversation. 

It is the unique gift of PAR that issues of practice, which are so often 

merely exercises in intellectual curiosity, such as defining democracy, 

establishing the exercises of power, and the process of creating a 

community of inquiry, are the heart and soul of the PAR process... 

Implementing this belief turned out to be trickier than we imagined. We 

discovered that a truly democratic process couldn’t proceed without some 

consideration of the variables that affect participation. In Anthropology 

620, gender was such a variable, though by no means the only one 

(Elvemo et al., 1997, p. 6-7). 

 What Aleeza and Lisa’s conversation suggests is that they were equating AR and 

its democratic process with equalizing everything, including gender. So, Davydd’s 

response that true democracy or true AR does not mean equalization struck Lisa 

particularly as contradictory and left her feeling that “if people don’t come away from the 

class with some inkling of what issues were important for others then it means that they 

are not aware of what is going on or the experiences of other people in the group, and 

therefore it invalidates the process in some way” (Elvemo, 1997, p.8). 

 The ethical contradiction here might have risen from the missing awareness of a 

particular factor in the AR process, such as “juggling between several identities that are 

tied to social and political power” (Hart, 2000, p.165). More importantly, there is the 

question of what meanings are generated by the different factors. These meanings, being 

generated by the participating individuals based on their own situation and philosophical 
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assumptions, carry the ethical dilemma to the level of the principles. In Aleeza’s and 

Lisa’s views, 

[A] discussion of the Anthropology 620 experience would not be complete 

without a discussion of power and gender...[this article] is our attempt to 

explain why a diverse group of women felt so estranged from the PAR 

process which the seminar participants were ostensibly modeling... We 

would like to emphasize that these are our perceptions, and do not 

represent the views of the women of Anthropology 620 as a whole... [Our 

conversation raises] some new questions about participation, power, and 

PAR (Elvemo et al.,1997, p. 6-7). 

Apparently, not realizing that a principle and its particular applications “need not be 

synonymous” (Elden and Levin, 1991), Aleeza and Lisa were conflating the principle 

with its application, particularly when teacher-learner power relations still dominate in 

the societal structure of the academy, and despite the intention of the instructor to deflate 

these relations by “acknowledging these multiple identities and making it possible to hear 

and learn from voices that speak different languages that emanate from...different 

locations on the topography of power” (Hart, 2000: Ibid). This is evidenced in the other 

ethical contradiction, drawn from the conversation of Aleeza and Lisa, namely the 

difficulty in breaking away from the old model, be it the traditional gender relations or 

the learning model, as Ann stated: “we fell into the traditional academic paradigm” 

(Elvemo et al., 1997, p. 9). Also, Lisa added: 

Breaking away from that is difficult because we’re safe with it...The other 

thing is that most of us only have experience in learning this way, so when 

we are given the option to choose, we only have one model to choose 

from. And even if we do want something different, the setting is so 

compelling. How could we learn about and do PAR in a class that we were 

being graded on? (p. 10). 
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Third Level of Engagement: Creating Affective and Cognitive Tensions

 To develop the space for collaborators to collectively “control our destinies and 

improve our capacities to do so” (Greenwood and Levin, 1998, p. 6), means, for me, to 

temporarily attain and maintain the level of authority granted me as an “expert” in the 

subject matters of Islamic philosophy and ethics, cognitive, attitudinal, and social change, 

and curriculum development and evaluation. Here, the next paradox becomes that of 

translating “maternal” concern into a kind of “paternalistic” intervention, as Morgan 

suggests. In the name of “knowing what’s best”, students are “made to write journals for 

a while before they understand their importance” (Davis, 1983, p. 92, quoted in Morgan, 

1992). The implication of this approach, in addition to the fact that students “do not see 

right away the importance of such methods,” is that egalitarian affective and cognitive 

developments are essential for sustainable social change. The initially unjustified 

authority is favored in the interest of creating community and greater personal 

development. By creating affective and cognitive tension I aimed to help learners gain 

awareness of their learning patterns and positivistic attitude to social research so that they 

might begin transforming their perception and work into an AR approach. 

 Earlier findings suggested that CUARP learners were much weaker in their 

knowledge of social research (Barazangi, Greenwood, Burns, & Finnie, 2004) than the 

graduate students in Anthropology 620 and 663. Still, I was concerned with how each 

different group of learners was seeing the relationship between declarative principles and 

the procedural knowledge of translating principles into practice. How were they 

distinguishing the how’s and why’s of AR pedagogy? 

 The following synthesis dialogue is drawn from my observations and the self-

evaluations of CUARP learners during fall 2004. The 2003-04 CUARP fellows were 

expected to be at ease with AR since they were participating in the program in its third 

year, after it had evolved in response to the collaborative evaluation process I had 

shepherded over the two previous years. In addition, the 2004 fellows had the benefit of a 

two-day orientation at the beginning of their fellowship period and were, it seemed, much 

sooner able to begin functioning together as a learning community. So it was surprising 

to read, during the end of semester self-evaluation session, the following sentiments from 

the fellows: 
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Lessons for the Future:  

• Require an action research class prior to receiving the fellowship and/or 

starting the project. Three semesters would be ideal, the first intensely 

learning AR followed by two semesters of applying it to a project. 

• First semester the models/stories in our readings didn’t seem to fit my 

project, but an independent study with Davydd and the AR speakers 

second semester developed my understanding.  

This narrative represents a limited level of engagement and seems to justify Flyvbjerg’s 

observation concerning the situation in which an “individual experiences a given problem 

and a given situation in a given task area for the first time. At the novice level, facts, 

characteristics, and rules are not dependent in context: they are context independent” 

(Flyvbjerg, 2001, p. 11). They also portray the uneven development of individuals and 

the impact of academic “groupthink” influencing their actions. Variation in the 

adjustment of each participant to these encounters also indicates different levels of ethical 

dilemma. 

Fourth Level of Engagement: Multiple Roles and Value Growth 

 To actively assume ones’ predetermined roles, be they “expert, legitimate, 

maternal/referent,” threatens to eliminate the possibility of educational democracy in the 

feminist and AR classroom. As Morgan (1992) adds, abandoning one’s roles is 

confronting and personally challenging; “If I dispense with these in the name of 

preserving democracy, I suffer personal alienation, fail to function as a role model, and 

abandon the politically significant role of [Muslim] woman authority” (p. 400). The 

fourth level of engagement moves the discussion to the ontological level of 

conceptualization by distinguishing the different meaning(s) of justice and their 

implications for analyzing these paradoxes. Two concepts from Young’s Justice and the 

Politics of Difference (1990) surface: Treatment of method and epistemology, and the 

ideal of community. 

A. “Treating methodological and epistemological issues that arise in the course of action 
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as interruptions of the substantive normative and social issues at hand” (Young, 1990, p. 

8) is problematic. Both learners and teacher in Anthropology 663 valued and were  

attentive to the intertwined and reciprocal movement between critiquing a theory or a 

methodology and remaining alert to the social issues and the people addressing them.  

From the way they interacted, it seemed apparent that they were acting at the level of 

“competent performer,” seeming to “learn from themselves and from others to apply a 

hierarchical, prioritizing procedure for decision-making” (Flyvbjerg, 2001, p. 12). 

Florencia, a course participant and visiting scholar from Argentina, explained this 

engagement during an informal interview convened to discuss her reflections and project 

proposal:

Nimat: Why do you think that the discussion above [the analysis on 

Schön’s (1983) text and our discussion on crisis in professionals and crises 

in sciences] is challenging? Is it because of the nature of the crisis, or is it 

because the lack of discussion of the ethical dimension of social sciences?  

Florencia: [In] Making Social Science Matter, I agree with Flyvbjerg that 

social sciences cannot be scientific in the same sense as natural sciences 

are. His analysis of the four arguments (pre-paradigmatic, hermeneutic-

phenomenological, Foucault’s historical contingency, and, specifically, 

Dreyfus’ tacit skills and Bourdieu’s context argument) resulting in the 

impossibility of social science theory and epistemology is clear and well 

articulated. As he anticipates, the hope for social science rests in its 

reorientation as “phronetic social science”. But if the role of social science 

is to “enlighten” society, and this enlighten[ment] is not framed in 

“science theories” but in human values, my fear about relativism is still 
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open. If we cannot elude subjectivism, how would we decide which values 

we have to reinforce? Power, democracy and participation are the keys, 

how can we promote them? Flyvbjerg is clear in presenting critical issues 

as the importance of focusing on values, context, and power relations, 

dialoguing with polyphony of voices (participation), and so on. However, 

although it is true that Flyvbjerg announced the lack of guidelines and the 

necessity of their elaboration, it looks like he did not make the same effort 

developing the know how of the “phronetic social science” as he did with 

its phronesis. 

At the foreground of this dialogue is Florencia’s fear about the practicability of 

Flyvbjerg’s theory and the value’s dilemma (how would we decide which values we have 

to address?). She emphasizes the importance of his talking about the changes social 

scientists had to make in order to help people to discover values and guide theory and 

reflection to reach a higher ground, not just like natural sciences’ building of theories, but 

at the same time, she was facing the dilemma of the application of such rhetoric in real 

life situations. 

B, “[T]he ideal of community also suppresses difference among subjects and groups 

[within the community]” (Young, 1990, p.12). Hence, as a collaborating learning 

community, both students and teacher in Anthropology 663 were adamant about, and 

sensitive to, (1) expertise and experience, and (2) the fact that insisting on the ideal of 
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participation may result in oppressing the non-participant or the silent participant 

members. 

(1) The issue of the expert is best described by Davydd’s comments on the class 

self-evaluation:

The role of expertise and the use of my experience is another issue that 

comes up in all action research courses.  A collaborative learning 

community must forge a series of agreements and take responsibility for 

important parts of the group process…The other responsibility is to model 

the kind of behavior that is central to AR facilitation and to bring up issues 

relevant to AR. 

The class had already confirmed/validated Davydd’s comments by stating in the 

self-evaluation:

The mere presence of Davydd even if he’s not talking you know 

he’s the expert of the field, gives you a comforting feeling, even as you’re 

babbling about your concerns. 

I felt that from everybody so I can’t separate the role of Davydd 

from each of us individually. 

Could and should we consider one of the ethical criteria to be that we, as “experts,” play 

a less ideological role of the expert and assume a non-practical experience? If such a 

criteria encompasses, as Greenwood states, “the commitment to make a contribution and 

the ability to listen, to model AR and to bring up issues relevant to AR, and to forge a 
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series of agreements and take responsibility for important parts of the group process,” 

then what would be the balanced outcome of all these strategies? And who is to judge 

that? The following may provide some answers: 

Florencia: How can [did] Schön become the man who can explain 

reflection-in-action? How can we become such a superhero (a good 

reflection-in-action practitioner)?  

Nimat:  Is this the ideal of an AR expert?  

Florencia: It is a goal. [There are] different levels of expertise. This 

highest level is when an action takes place in an intuitive way, but 

even then, one needs to reflect on it. It is unconscious incorporation of 

knowledge (intuitive understanding) in the loop of reflection-action-

reflection. Although during action, one cannot reflect, but works 

intuitively. 

It seems that Florencia resolved her ethical dilemma by realizing the multiple 

dimensions of the reflexive practice—reflection-action-reflection.

(2) The issue of participation was also discussed repeatedly, but the more specific 

representation of it came in the reflections of Larisa (a teacher and a community 

developer from Bosnia Herzegovina) as follows: 

Larisa: Participation in the context of the groups whose goal is to 

contribute to healing and war-induced trauma recovery; It was so 

important never to push them [Bosnian youth and adults, to] 
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express their stories or force them to participate because they were 

so vulnerable that any coercive step on our side (even with the best 

intentions) could have been disastrous for their self-esteem and 

self-confidence, already severely damaged and affected by the war.  

Nimat, responding to Larisa’s earlier reflection on learning about 

AR and about the importance of participation: Questions about AR 

came [to you] after you were able to self-examine, and tell the 

story of the organization with which you worked, then [became] 

the genesis of your project!

Larisa confirmed: After telling the story, I felt the space [was 

provided for me]. 

CONCLUSIONS: AR EVALUATION AND THE ETHICAL THEORY 

 To balance these paradoxes, I focused my conversations on the co-learners’ 

perspective on AR pedagogy and engaged them in self-evaluation as central to the 

learning process. Subsequently, self-evaluation was systematized through journal writing 

and reflection into an AR evaluation model. That is, learners not only balanced the 

tensions/conflicts of their individual needs with those of the community and changed 

their perspective on “instructor/teacher-student/learner-evaluator/observer” relations, but 

also on the meaning of social research, on academia-community relations, and on who 

defines community social issues and social justice. This does not solve all problems, 

however, because this set of changes is still located in the classroom. Optimal ethical 

standards in AR may not be achieved until the local community itself also evolves into a 
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learning community on its own terms, and, consequently, the collaborating academic 

institution starts seeing itself as one of the learning stakeholders instead of the “expert 

authority and powerful” partner. 

 My goal in balancing these tensions and conflicts is to purposely change relations 

in knowledge-generation by attempting to integrate my collaborators’ ethical principles 

while working with them in order that they may also become aware of their prior views 

of the discipline(s) and of interdisciplinary and intercultural boundaries while managing 

their individual and collective actions. I do not assume the level of the perfect “expert,” 

but the level at which the expert does not stop learning, or as the “proficient performer” 

who has “evolved [her] perspective on the basis of prior actions and experiences” 

(Flyvbjerg, 2001, p. 16). A key goal of the AR evaluation project was to find ways in 

which participatory dynamics may aid in formulating and implementing the new view for 

the self-learning and self-evaluation discourse. 

 The intent was to generate pedagogical guidelines for a policy-oriented 

scholarship by shifting the individual practice of AR into a community-based learning 

practice. Also, because the principles of AR evolved directly from practices within the 

different case contexts, and eventually, the practices became the norm for theorizing 

about the reflexive practitioner, action researchers still lack a developed theory of AR 

pedagogy, of AR evaluation models, and of guidelines of ethical conduct for the learning 

community. Such theories, models, and guidelines are essential to ensuring learners’ 

cognitive and affective change, and to reaching the desired result of substantive and 

sustainable social change.  
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 The evaluation was centered on the student’ participation in the reflective analysis 

of their self-generated data in order to learn about AR by actually using its tools, to 

analyze their own learning process, and to understand how their previously acquired 

learning behaviors are, to a certain extent, standing in the way of their being able to help 

their community partners solve issues of joint interest. Consequently, the evaluation 

became central to the pedagogical process as faculty and staff began a systemized 

collective reflection on their own practices. In other words, as collaborators, we analyzed 

how best to realize AR in a participatory learning environment that is based in a 

participatory community development. 

 Although epistemologically sound, according to the participants, because it entails 

consistent self-equilibrated reflection-action-reflection, it does not need to be 

theoretically grounded, as Usher, Bryant, and Johnston (1997) suggest, nor is it a set of 

external standards to regulate the ethics or the pedagogy. The theory relies on viewing 

participatory evaluation as a collaborative process through which all new learners, 

teacher/learner, and evaluator/learner act out their own inquiries to achieve graceful 

actions that are beneficial to all. This theoretical framework is self-acquired if 

systematically pursued in a properly structured learning community. Instead of being 

obsessed with communicating what Schön (1987) calls “an epistemology of practice 

based on reflection-in-action” (quoted in Usher et al., 1997, p. 146), it is concerned with 

how its discourse helps each participant act and reflect on their own behalf while keeping 

the needs and interests of community members in mind. By being aware of, and truthful 

to, one’s assumptions, definitions, and position, the framework remains flexible, yet 

reliable, and relevant, yet valid for others who may use it with cultural awareness. 



 24 

The theory is also intended to change the perception of prior paradigms by realizing 

learners’ agency in direct access to suitable principles for collective inquiry in action. The 

theory further argues that ethical behavior is not the simple application of principles, but 

a social process of trying to balance fairly among many different elements. Rather than 

being co-opted by existing paradigms and instead of defending the duality of theory-

practice, reflective-reflexive, etc., the theory changes the naming of elements and 

characteristics of the process. 
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1  This paper, therefore, describes my collaboration with students, faculty, and staff in two Cornell AR 

courses, particularly with Professor Davydd Greenwood, the lead teacher, mentor, and collaborating editor. 

I am also indebted to Judy Healey for editing the manuscript, and to Carrie Brindisi for her computer 

graphics skills and help in developing the “Multiple Dimensions of Ethical AR Pedagogy” figure. This 

figure was partially an adaptation of figures from Reason (1988, p. 224-227) and Elden & Levin (1991, p. 

130). The JAR special issue editors’ comments and Arthur Wilson’s suggestions were also invaluable. 

Paula Horrigan’s insights were instrumental in reconstructing the paper in its final style. 

2. “Authenticity” here refers to the participants creating their own terms of action while generating 

specific meanings based on their own experience in a learning community.  

3. I use AR and PAR in my research work in different contexts for different emphasis. The working 

definition of action research that I use is "a form of research that generates knowledge claims for the 

express purpose of taking action to promote social change and social analysis [wherein involved members 

may] control their destinies and improve their capacities to do so" (Greenwood and Levin, 1998, p. 6). The 

working definition for PAR that I use is a participatory process that generates authentic meaning and action 

to promote perceptual, attitudinal, and social change. 
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Evaluation Model for an Undergraduate Action Research Program © 

Nimat Hafez Barazangi, Davydd J. Greenwood, 
Melissa Grace Burns, and Jamecia Lynn Finnie 

 
Overview 

We, the collaborators in a three-year long service learning effort with surrounding 
communities combined with an undergraduate action research course, articulate how we have 
evolved a model of “evaluation being central to learning, teaching, and living Action Research. 
(AR).” This AR Evaluation (ARE) Model has evolved with the Bartels Undergraduate Action 
Research Fellows demonstration Program at Cornell University (henceforth, the program). We 
will describe the program and the evaluation model as developed in action. 

The model is centered on the Fellows’ participation in reflective analysis of their self-
generated data. The goal is to learn about AR by actually using evaluation tools to understand 
their own learning process, particularly how their previously acquired learning behaviors stand 
in the way of their being able to help their community partners solve issues of joint interest. 
The ethical issues regarding research on human subjects are addressed by the very nature of 
AR, because community partners voluntarily participate in defining issues of interest, selecting 
methods and tools, generating and interpreting their own data, and deciding on the solutions. 
These community partners are interested in finding sustainable and fair solutions to issues such 
as North American Indian women’s health, college hazing, stereotyping, homelessness, youth 
conflicts and empowerment, incarceration, migrant farm workers, university students’ mental 
health, and community development. The persistence of these problems has been reinforced by 
the passive conventional learning/teaching/research approach. This reflective view is what we, 
the collaborators, hope will ‘click’ for the Fellows when they examine their own self-
evaluation data. From this, we hope to learn how: 

(1) The undergraduate AR seminar instructional process has imparted the epistemology 
and methodology of Participatory Action Research to the participating Fellows 

(2) What factors have limited or facilitated the process, and 
(3) How the university organizational structure provides support or limits the faculty 

and staff who mentor the participating Fellows in service learning. 
In other words, we hope to understand how best to realize AR in a participatory 

learning environment that is based in participatory community development. This means taking 
risk with unknowns, whether the community or the Fellows, while maintaining the highest 
possible ethical standards by insisting on viewing community members as collaborators who 
can generate their own knowledge and rejecting the view of the collaborating community as 
the “other.” 

We briefly discuss the Participatory Action Evaluation (PAE) model and describe 
the program and the evaluation model in action. Next, we present the perspective of one of 
the Fellows who developed some first year evaluation results and we show their centrality 
to reframing the program. This is followed by some observations of the Graduate Teaching 
Assistant. We conclude with the theoretical implications for the development of both the 
program and the evaluation model. 

We argue that working in the real world actually creates a meaning of service 
learning and of research that differs from that found in the general practices and notions of 
service learning and research. Among other things, research-based civic participation, if it 
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does nothing else, presses home the weaknesses in on-campus research training and 
provides a way to address those weaknesses as well. To insure that we address the 
weaknesses we discover, we involve the Fellows in both evaluating their own learning, 
including the seminar design, and their services, including the involvement of their 
community partners in the research process. 

If we compare the Bartels Fellows to a broader sample of undergraduates, we will 
find them to be very much like their peers -- generally innocent of research skills, other 
than taking notes,  going to the library, and writing synthetic critiques.  Because we are 
concentrating on their research and facilitation skills, it is likely that our Fellows might 
look to us as particularly weak.  However, this is important because we believe that 
evaluation is just as critical to instruction as it is to securing a reliable research outcome. 
The Fellows, through their own self-evaluation, assist us in insuring a relevant and high 
quality educational experience and better quality and sustainable community service and 
self-generated research. 
 

Key Characteristics of PAR and the Program 
Greenwood and Levin (1998: 6) define action research as “a form of research that 

generates knowledge claims for the express purpose of taking action to promote social 
change and social analysis [wherein involved members may] control their destinies and 
improve their capacities to do so.” Participatory Action Research (PAR) emphasizes social 
problems confronting society’s most marginal individuals, families and communities. It 
calls for active involvement of local residents as co-investigators at each and every step of 
the research process, with a commitment to go beyond describing “what is” to creating 
“what might be.”  Other characteristics of PAR constitute willingness to act on less than 
perfect information, appreciation of the non-linear nature of social inquiry, commitment to 
enhancing the research and development capacity of local actors and agencies, and desire 
to widely disseminate research methodologies and findings. 

 
PAR research differs from positivist research as follows: 

1. Its goal is to promote more just world, and not just to describe the world as is. 
2. The process is non-linear. 
3. The agency belongs to the co-researchers who work as a team, including all the 

relevant stakeholders from the community as well as university researchers. 
4. Truth is defined by achieving desired results in the world and not by replication of 

results using certain methods. 
 
       The Henry E. and Nancy Horton Bartels Undergraduate Action Research Fellows Program 
as summarized by its founder and director, Davydd Greenwood, is intended to link a group of 
undergraduates interested in integrating action research-based service learning into their 
academic preparation with an organized network [board] of faculty and extension staff, who 
are experts in the practice of action research. This program emerged out of an informal 
conversation between a Cornell University alumnus/benefactor and an anthropology professor 
regarding ways to enhance the quality of undergraduate education. A proposal was developed 
offering undergraduates the opportunity to pursue independent research on issues of critical 
importance to the Cornell and Ithaca community at large, Tompkins County, and communities 
in the State of New York and neighboring Canada using PAR methods. The program was 
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designed as a three-year demonstration effort managed by a volunteer faculty team led by 
Davydd Greenwood. The program is funded through a gift to Cornell.  In addition, the Cornell 
Public Service Center (PSC) provides critical administrative and budgetary support. Students 
who are selected as Bartels Fellows receive supplemental financial aid and research support. 
Eight-ten students participate each year in field-based research and a year long, bi-weekly, 2-
credit (each semester) seminar. 
 
Proposals from undergraduate students are expected to meet the following criteria: 

• designate a concrete location for the work, having already developed connections with 
the organization or community with which the student would work. 

•     provide a well-developed topical focus. The topic should have been identified by the 
community with which the student will be involved. 

• demonstrate that the community agency or group will have significant involvement and 
control over the research activities and findings.  

• clearly show the way this service learning activity can integrate into the rest of the 
student's program of undergraduate study. 

• provide a plan to ensure the continuity of Cornell's relationship with the community 
organization or group after the current student has completed his/her degree program. 

 Preference is given to projects that plan for more than a single year of activity. At the end 
of each semester, the students are required to submit a written report of their activities, 
reflections, and lessons learned to the Board. To support these efforts, the Bartels 
Undergraduate Action Research Fellows Board links undergraduate students to specific 
faculty or staff advisors, holds public action research consultations with the Bartels 
Undergraduate Action Research Fellows to enhance their projects, and keeps an archive of 
the projects engaged in for the benefit of future generations of Fellows. 
 

The Bartels’ PAR Seminar 
 The Bartels’ PAR Seminar is an interdisciplinary, inter-college seminar. A team of 
faculty co-teaches this two-credit course on a voluntary basis in the fall and spring 
semesters. The seminar meets two to three hours every other week, plus one-on-one 
meetings with the Graduate Teaching Assistant, supported by the PSC. The class features 
time for individual problem solving as well as lecture and discussion. Seminar topics 
include historical origins of PAR, key PAR principles, comparison to positivist social 
sciences, ethical responsibilities/human subject review, entering the community, 
quantitative and qualitative research methods, basic research design and data collection, and 
maintaining partner relation and data analysis. 

The Bartels Program’s unique qualities are: 
1. The role of students shifts from passive to active learning mode. 
2. Students serve as co-leaders in a “real world” social change process that they help 

create rather than participate in a process designed by others. 
3. Extremely diverse group of learners, fewer “taken for granted” assumptions, more 

teachable moments. 
4. Intentionally interdisciplinary faculty. 
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5. Fellowship requires partnerships that mediate conventional divisions of class, race, 
ethnicity, religion, age, and gender. 

6. Ithaca residents participate in the seminar occasionally, and in the problem 
identification, data analysis, and program evaluation phase of the project. 

7. Participatory evaluation has been central to reframing and re-shaping the Bartels 
program and, to a certain extent, facilitated the positive transformation of some of 
student projects, as well as their own learning process. 

8. This is the only field-based PAR course for undergraduates currently being offered at 
CU and may be one of the few in the US that takes this form. 

 
The Evaluation Model in Action 

The evaluation model for this program differs from the standard summative and 
formative evaluation procedures. In a conventional curricular development and evaluation, we 
usually ask the following five questions as a benchmark: What, Why, Who, When, and Where. 
In a participatory action research learning process, we add the “How” question. We are not 
only interested in the descriptive, linear properties, but we like to probe deeper to understand 
how the entire PAR process facilitates the transformation process of the learner, the notion of 
social science research, and the real world social change. 

Conventional education models had followed either the Factory Model metaphor or 
what is known as the naturalistic or responsive approaches to schooling (Stufflebeam, et al., 
2000: 22-23). Although PAR curriculum design is a more recent phenomenon in higher 
education institutions, its goals and strategies resemble those practiced in alternative 
educational programs, particularly informal and adult education programs both in the 
developing and developed worlds.  

One way of knowing/learning in the PAR curriculum starts with investigating and 
validating available knowledge, stimulating discussion about noted connections, directing 
unleashed forces and relations, underlining of relations that realize possibilities. Therefore, the 
way of conducting a PAE of a PAR curriculum is by making evaluation central to the 
learning/knowing process. That is, the focus of the PAE is not on the planned course or 
syllabus or the service learning project (s), rather on the collaborators’ ability to realize that 
social change will not take place without a change in their own individual and collective 
understanding of AR (acting and reflecting on their own inquiry), of service learning, and of 
organizational behavior. 

The tools for this model are drawn from the fields of anthropological techniques, adult 
literacy strategies, feminist ways of knowing, and others. They consist of long-term, direct 
and/or participant observation, open-ended interviews, document analysis, in-depth-case 
studies, indirect paper-and-pencil data collection, such as responding to survey questionnaires, 
and so on. 

The more specific goal of this collaborative participatory model has been to understand 
(a) the process that the faculty and staff advisors have been using to connect with the Fellows, 
and (b) how the learning process in the seminar helps the Fellows adjust to action research 
environment and to the demands of their individual projects.  

A Fellow’s Reflection and Self-Evaluation 



 156

Jamecia Lynn Finnie describes the change in her outlook concerning her service 
project. As a co-facilitator of the self-evaluation process, she also explains how a research-
based hands-on-experience helped her realize and understand the evolution of her service 
project and the different meanings of social research:  

 In the spring of 2001, the end of my sophomore year, the words ‘participatory action 
research’ were meaningless.  I was going through an important transition in my life—realizing 
that I was frustrated with my major and circumstances surrounding my life.  I had spent two 
years going through the rigorous pre-med program at Cornell and I was fed up; I didn’t enjoy 
my classes, or the impact they were having on my life.  While in the midst of trying to 
understand the changes taking place in my heart concerning my career, I was also extremely 
frustrated with my surrounding communities and the discussions (or as I saw it lack of action) 
taking place in Cornell classrooms to help our community.  Cornell classrooms appeared to be 
places where students only talked about the problems occurring in the world, but made little 
effort to get out in the community and help address the issues so eloquently discussed in a 
closed classroom. 
        Well, in the midst of my own personal chaos—struggling with classes, majors, and 
personal problems—I stumbled upon the Bartels Fellowship.  It is quite interesting and 
definitely not ironic that ‘chaos’ led me to the Bartels Fellowship because in its own form, 
participatory action research is a type of ‘organized chaos.’  This is why it takes so much time, 
patience, and energy; although we plan and organize, participation, research, and action never 
seem to follow a straight path.  This is a lesson that I am still learning today, but one that gave 
me the most trouble my first year in the program. 
      The tools I gained from my initial project are invaluable: communication, listening, 
sympathy, understanding, patience, flexibility, and most of all realizing that in the end, the 
work I do is not about me, but more so about the changes that take place for the people with 
whom I collaborate.  As soon as I enter a neighborhood, the residents have a long list of 
characteristics they expect me to have, and beliefs about how my presence in their community 
is only to build a resume or write a paper.  I have continually reminded myself and stressed to 
residents (through my actions) that it’s not about me, but more so about us working together to 
meet our goals. 

2001-02 Evaluation Results and Implications 
First year’s evaluation suggests some confusion between a service project and a 

research project. It also suggests a lack of connection between what the Fellows learn in the 
seminar and from the reading material, and what is happening in the community. The feeling 
was that these shortcomings result from confusing the different roles and tasks. Each Fellow 
essentially plays the roles of a learner, project manager, teacher, researcher, social being, 
individual stakeholder with particular aspirations, and an evaluator of his/her own work. 
Therefore, the focus during the fall ’02 was on making each participant aware of these roles 
and tasks. Through the evaluation process, we explored with the Fellows the multiple roles and 
tasks that help them develop their project and their own learning. For example, as a learner, a 
stakeholder needs to assess what skills are needed and how to sharpen them. We were hoping 
to facilitate among the Fellows the awareness of their prior learning skills and outlooks to 
strengthen the skills that help them improve while revising the skills that limit their progress. 

How the Fellows were balancing these roles and tasks formed the research question 
for the fall ‘02 semester. In addition to class participant observation, the Program 
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Evaluator, Nimat Hafez Barazangi, conducted a mid-semester survey questionnaire and 
end-of-the- semester role-play exercise. 
Fall ’02 Results in the words of the Graduate Research Assistance: 

The Bartels Undergraduate Action Research Fellowship has worked thanks to the 
voluntary support an array of Cornell University faculty, staff, and undergraduate students.  
Through conversations with the Fellows, deconstructing their critical incident reports and 
observing the evolution of students’ experiences several patterns in the way the Fellows have 
approached their projects and learned about participatory action research have come to the 
fore.  The most telling patterns lie in the difficulties the Fellows have experienced. 

Methods 
Data generation was achieved through several methods, including participant 

observation, critical incident report and email exchanges, as well as one- on- one meetings with 
each Fellow.  Observing and reflection on Fellows’ body language, tone of voice, comments, 
answers, and what is not said in a given situation, when synthesized with background 
knowledge of each Fellows’ project and insight from one- on- one meetings, offer clues to the 
Fellows’ comfort with PAR ideology and methodology. By challenging students to analyze 
their projects the skills and critical reflection necessary for fruitful outcomes can be solidified. 

Findings 
The majority of Fellows had not been exposed to PAR prior to enrollment in the class.  

The incongruence between the fluidity of PAR and the linear form of traditional classes is a 
stumbling block for most Fellows.  They were uneasy about the indeterminacy this method 
embraces. 

Not only was it difficult for the Fellows to transcend traditional class format, but also 
traditional expectations and measures of success.  The students admitted to the program are 
over achievers and are motivated to “succeed.”  Program leaders were often bombarded by 
questions relating to the grading scheme because the grading determination was carried out 
differently from the schemes used in conventional classes.  Critical reflection was a significant 
component of the Bartels Fellowship and the PAR process, and cannot be measured as ‘right’ 
and ‘wrong’.   
Tools were offered to the students to ripen their reflections.  However, the students, especially 
at the outset, were not able to comprehend the weight placed on an undefined exercise such as 
critical incident reports.  Fellows also continued to compare themselves to their classmates 
despite the wide variance between the projects because they were trying to gauge their own 
‘success.’  While it is a challenge to open up the students to the realization that they do not 
hold all of the answers, it is also an arduous task to explain that ‘success’ is a relative 
judgment.  The Fellows compared themselves to their classmates rather than measuring their 
progress by their project’s timeline and goals.  Feeling ‘behind’ was an often-cited frustration. 

The process of discovery ripens the environment for learning, but it is something the 
Fellows felt uncomfortable with.  When the students ascertained where their needs lie, they 
could effectively shape their learning experience.  But unease about the process’s openness did 
lead Fellows to adopt methods that were not the most effective ones in a given situation.  
Worse still, and more frequently, the anxiety translated into inaction.  The fear of ‘failing’ 
stalled action, again going back to the students’ idea that they had to be experts before they 
could progress (showing how well socialized they already were to conventional academic 
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ideologies).  Being in command of their decisions in the classroom was a unique circumstance 
for the Fellows and they were somewhat at a loss what to do with that amount of freedom. 

Conclusions: The Model’s Theoretical Evolution 
In a nutshell, the model and the program seem to have evolved in the following 

manner: 
1. The PAR service-learning working definition reads: A collaborative approach to individual 
and social inquiry, involving those most affected by a particular issue, as co-investigators, in a 
reciprocal-learning process designed to discover and implement workable solutions to critical 
problems affecting the quality of community life and the learners capacities to realize the 
different possibilities. 
2. The PAR curriculum has transformed the traditional Factory Model into Social and 
individual Change. 
3. PAR evaluation has moved from the traditional Plotted Efficiency model to Self-Evaluation 
model, wherein: 

a. A model means to train (a person) to a mode of knowing, problem solving, and 
evaluation. 
b. Social change-oriented model is a responsive & reflective approach to self-
learning and self-evaluation.  
c. Evaluation is process-oriented investigation that validates, stimulates, directs, and 
underlines relations to realize possibilities. 
 
For the Fellows to internalize the ethics of action research to the level of developing the 

moral courage to tell their collaborating organization that its own culture was standing in the 
way of progress, they still needed to cross some barriers that require more time to dismantle.  
In the course of the program, we observed that some of the Fellows have realized and/or have 
enabled their collaborators to realize that the solutions to the persistent problems in their 
community have to come from local knowledge and know-how, not from experts or from the 
application of some kind of “sure-fire technique”.  These results affirm that civic engagement 
does not start at the institutional level, but at the stakeholders’ level. Yet, this PAR civic 
engagement process does not happen by merely providing a service, but by generating the 
skills needed for effective, reflective self-service.  The strategy for the second year of the 
program, therefore, was to move with the Fellows to the level of meta-learning process so they 
could draw relations between the different roles and tasks and realize and discover their own 
learning and that of their community.  The strategy for the third year of the program has been 
to press the Fellows to realize the centrality of self-evaluation to their own learning and 
change, as well as to learning and change among their community.  Thus the program itself is 
always a work in progress and one in which each improvement brings with it new dilemmas 
and possibilities for further improvement. 
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IS LANGUAGE THE OBJECT OF LITERACY AMONG 

 UNITED STATES FEMALE ADULT LEARNERS? * 
 

Nimat Hafez Barazangi 
 

ABSTRACT 

 We present a case-study of adult females becoming “literate.” Low income female learners in 

Adult Basic Education (ABE) and recent immigrant learners in English as a Second Language (ESL), 

and their teachers in Central New York State were involved in a Participatory Action Research 

(PAR). 

  The goal is to present conceptual and attitudinal issues of adult literacy in the United States (US), 

including ESL and feminist pedagogy. The results suggest that language literacy by itself may not 

lead to a sustainable autonomous individual and group development. We discuss literacy within 

attitudinal change about female learner’s self-realization vis-à-vis her productivity and social 

mobility. 

 

INTRODUCTION 

 By analyzing the research approach and process we also introduce a new paradigm in literacy 

research and practice (Park, Brydon-Miller, Hall, & Jackson, 1993).  We present literacy in gender 

context using a Participatory Action Research approach to make the results more accessible to both 

ABE and ESL learners, to teachers, to administrators and to policy makers. 

_____________________ 

* This research was partially sponsored by the Transformative Research Working Group of The 

International Council for Adult Education. We thank the learners, teachers and administrators of  
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BOCES,  Jóan Egner and David Deshler at Cornell university for their insights and consultation, and 

Janice Almasi, Editor of Language and Literacy Spectrum, at the University at Buffalo, and 

anonymous reviewers for their comments and suggestions. 

 The dichotomy between the ideals and practice in female education seems to persist even in the 

most recent agenda developed by formal and informal, national or international organizations in the 

East and the West (Barazangi, in preparation).   We explain this dichotomy and the agenda 

(developed by learners) by defining education and literacy, and by relating them to feminist studies 

and feminist views of education. 

 Feminism and education share one history.  We define education here as the process of 

conceptual change that transforms individuals and societies from one state of affairs into another.  

Hence, we are not propagating that education is a woman’s “territory,” nor that females are only 

suitable for a career in education.  Rather, we emphasize the organic connection between feminists' 

struggle to change conceptions and education as a conceptual change process to enable females to 

realize themselves as autonomous individuals who can effect a change in a society (Barazangi, in 

press). 

 Feminist studies and Literacy are both oriented toward improving the individual’s role in society.   

From the perspective of the middle-class literacy female volunteers, however, the socially inclusive 

caring usually associated with women seems to contradict with their role as “status maintainers” 

(Brantlinger, Majd-Jabbari, & Guskin, 1996, p. 589).  Feminism rejects the idea of static, one-way 

literacy as counter to the feminine view of multiplicity in perspectives (Bhola, 1994; Middleton, 

1993). Feminism here is a creative theory of human relations aimed at transforming social structures 

that dismiss individual contributions, particularly those of females, because these contributions are 

perceived not to fit the “cultural standards.”  Thus, conventional literacy and feminist studies appear 

to negate each other due to the professionalization of literacy volunteers as part of the male-dominant 

field of adult education.   This professionalization gave some economic power to the female 
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volunteers who largely became adult education practitioners, but remain as the maintainers of the 

status quo in the conception and practice of literacy and of adult female education. 

  In the remainder of the paper we describe the project, its objectives and population.  Then, we 

will present  problem definition, analysis and solutions as perceived by the female adult learners, 

focusing the analysis on some factors and explaining individual and group differences in self-

realization. We summarize the solutions as generated by learners and teachers, concluding with 

strategic recommendations for practical insights. The synthesis identifies changes among the two sets 

of learners; changes in awareness and individual capacity to relate to life situations in the home, in the 

learning environment and in the larger social context. 

 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

 Peggy McIntosh (1994) wrote: "As a girl or woman learns to read, she learns to imagine 

alternatives to her situation.  But if what she reads leaves her out, she may see these alternatives as 

unreal--making her more, not less, disempowered, the more she ‘learns’" (p. 28). 

 If schooling is equally provided to Americans and if literacy benefits are interpreted only by their 

economic and productive value or as Nehru & Dhareshwar (1994, p. 2) call it, “the human capital 

stock,” then why is it that recent immigrants to the US, particularly females, seem to resist literacy in 

English? and why is it that 49-51% (90 million) of the 191 million American adults, as Kirsch, 

Jungeblut, Jenkins, & Kolstad (1993) report, are functionally illiterate ?   Kirsch et al. report that 

“[t]wenty-one to 23 percent--or 40-44 million of the 191 million adults in this country--demonstrated 

skills in the lowest level of prose, document and quantitative proficiencies (Level 1).” Twenty-five 

percent of the respondents who performed in this lowest level of literacy were immigrants.  Also 

“[n]early two-thirds of those in Level 1 (62 percent) had terminated their education before completing 

high school.” Furthermore, “[t]he approximately 90 million adults who performed in Levels 1 and 2 

[below average skills] did not necessarily perceive themselves as being ‘at risk’” (p. xiv-xv).  Finally, 

“men’s average document and quantitative proficiencies are significantly higher than those of 
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women” (p. 46). Can this resistance be considered a resistance to “development” and growth?   Can 

we conclude that resistance to female development takes different forms and implications among 

recent immigrants vis-à-vis low income population?   Even when literacy among both sets of 

population relies on the concepts of human capital accumulation and total productivity growth factor, 

as suggested by Nehru & Dhareshwar (1994), it became clear that such concepts are very simplistic 

and do not suffice for the case on hand. 

 Horton and Freire (1990) wrote that learners see the problem in the system and not in the people, 

nor in her/him personally (p. 15-18).  Once this becomes clear, the learner is free from feeling inferior 

to others.  The result is active interest in one's learning and positive response to the challenge of the 

situation. Horton and Freire’s explanation may lead us to a better understanding of the complex 

interaction between literacy and development in the gender discourse. This explanation, however, 

falls short of dealing with the cognitive dissonance that individuals experience before and after they 

are able to see the problem in the system.  This cognitive tension between the individual and the 

system also coincides with a tension between the individual and her own paradigmatic structure. That 

is, the individual, in a way, is forced to go outside her existing intellectual structure to be able to 

inflect some change to the existing system. Meanwhile, the existing paradigm remains almost intact 

and, consequently, we have a status quo of the intellectual and attitudinal structures.  In addition, the 

system may not only become “frustrate[d]” as Gaunty-Porter (1995) suggests, but often helpless in 

responding to the diverse needs and interests of the individuals. 

 For example, we know that low income families in the US are willing to send their children to 

schools, but there is no explanation as to why females tend not to complete their education.  Perhaps 

parents send their children to schools for a different reason from what is perceived by school 

authority and educators!  Gaunty-Porter (1995) states: “Some students enter schools equipped with 

literacy experiences that work in concert with the school’s instructional practices, whereas other 

students have cultural attitudes, beliefs and practices which frustrate the system” (p. 75).  Perhaps 

women’s identities in the US are closely tied to the achievements of their offspring. This close tie 
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could be due to the influence of middle-class mothers on school culture, as Brantlinger et al. (1996, p. 

576) suggest, and on women’s literacy in the lower class and among the recent immigrants, as our 

study suggests. 

 The issue of both low income and recent immigrant parents' resistance is deeper than a mere 

economic need for offspring labor or inferiority complex.  We argue that the number of functionally 

illiterate adults in the US will increase if we ignore the relation between literacy economics and other 

public policies. Yet, without discussing the resistance to cultural and class dominance that a recent 

immigrant or low income parents may experience or perceive, we may not be able to determine the 

kind of literacy in which these people are interested:  “Because it is impossible to say precisely what 

literacy skills are essential for individuals to succeed in this or any other society, the results of the 

National Adult Literacy Survey provide no firm answers to such questions: Are the literacy skills of 

America’s adults adequate?” (Kirsch et al, 1993, p. xviii). 

 The problem reflects a complex relationship between individual and cultural attitudes toward the 

present ideals and practices of education.  The present system of education in the US still has the 

same philosophical premise, that of the utility of education for upper mobility and economic gain. 

This practice for upper-mobility is almost divorced from the individual belief system and world view 

that impacts one’s self-realization as free from inferiority or superiority to others.  Regardless of the 

level of education, gender, class, ethnic or cultural background, Barazangi (1997) suggests, 

intellectual and moral autonomy is essential. 

 A more challenging dimension of the issue is that the groups of women that are the focus of this 

Participatory Action Research are also torn between cultures. The recent immigrant women--whether 

or not they are enrolled in the ESL program--are also torn between the heritage and the sentiment of 

their prior culture(s) and the new culture to which they have immigrated, the “American” culture.  

These women and the low income women in the ABE program are also torn between the discrepant 

philosophies of emancipated, independent females and the existing educational system that does not 

allow adult learners to have a voice in their own learning (Knowels, 1978) nor females to fully realize 
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themselves as autonomous individuals. American female is not fully recognized as a primary 

productive member in the family, as recent welfare laws suggest.  Nor is she recognized as an 

autonomous moral person in the society, as the new “back to religion” movements indicate.  She is 

still perceived in relation to the male-structured household (Barazangi, in press) and workplace 

(Moser, 1993). 

 

PROJECT DESCRIPTION AND OBJECTIVES 

 We examined changes--in learners’ awareness and individual capacity to relate to life situations 

in the home, in the learning environment and in the larger social context--that are assumed to have 

taken place as a consequence of two literacy programs, the ABE and the ESL. Work with the two sets 

of populations began as a collaborative Participatory Action Research agreement between the 

researcher and one of the Board of Cooperative Education Services (BOCES) in Central New York 

State. Classes offered by BOCES enrolled more than 600 adult learners at the time when contacts 

were initiated in 1992. 

 Teachers and administrators designed and implemented the two types of programs, ABE and 

ESL.  The researcher designed and collaborated on a Participatory Action Research project with the 

teachers, administrators, and 75 male and female learners (the females represent 66% of the total 

number) at different locations around the BOCES district. 

 The objective was to understand the value and consequences of imparting basic skills of reading, 

writing and communication on female mobility. We define mobility as political, intellectual and 

moral autonomy, rather than as economic- and class-upper movement. We report only part of the 

results here, focusing on how adult females learn to be literate, and how their views of learning, 

language and other skills, and of the world influence their own learning.  These factors also influence 

the ability of teachers and others connected to literacy programs to provide sustainable learning 

situations (Crookes, 1993). 
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 This Participatory Action Research  project is an analytic and reflective process focusing on how 

real life experience interacts with, and exposes tensions in professional ideals and practices. The 

researcher developed a frame of reference for the individuals to enter into, and depart from a dialogue 

on the relationship between literacy, feminist theory, pedagogy and people (mainly the female 

learners and teachers in this context).   This frame is based on the premise that the process of literary 

construction is useful when the individual learner realizes herself as an autonomous individual and 

can participate in her own voice.  Since language is a conceptual-behavioral system as Goodenough 

(1971, p. 2) suggests, we need to understand the interaction of the individual conceptual and 

attitudinal change, on one hand, and the behavioral change, on the other.  Behavioral change, being 

an externally observed process could be partially measured by surveying literacy skills.  Meanwhile, 

conceptual and attitudinal change, being an internal process could not be directly measured by a mere 

survey of skills.  Thus, learner’s and teachers’ participation in the knowledge-generation, or in what is 

known conventionally as data collection, becomes essential for understanding the interaction of 

conception and practice (behavior) with regard to language skills.   

 The Participatory Action Research method differs from conventional survey and qualitative 

studies by the process and the meaning of data collection (Brod, 1992; Selener, 1992; Hall, 1981, 

1975).  In conventional survey and qualitative studies, researchers usually begin with a set of 

premises and research questions.  In Participatory Action Research, the participants (learners, teachers 

and administrators in this case) are the determining factor in generating knowledge for themselves 

and for the research.  That is, they, in effect, research their own learning and teaching processes in a 

collaborative explorative manner with the researcher to generate the research inquires. For example, 

Teachers and administrators in the present study were involved in discussing the content of the 

preliminary questionnaire, and in the formulation and interpretation of the responses to generate 

further questions. Such involvement helped them reflect on their own perception while informing the 

research; defining the problem, gathering and analyzing the data, and interpreting the results to reach 
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consensus for a collective strategy. Learners were as involved, (see “Problem Definition and Data 

Gathering” section). 

 The researcher guided the process (as explained below in the three phases of the study) to 

facilitate a reflective and analytic discussion regarding the relations between aspects of gender and 

literacy.  These aspects include adult learning process (Lindeman, 1926) and the perceptions that have 

surrounded female learning (Stalker, 1996; Laubach Literacy International, 1990). These aspects also 

include instructional methodology (Middleton, 1993; De Castell & Luke, 1989) and structure 

(Parpart, 1993), organizational structure (The UN, 1995; UNESCO, 1992), and the role of teacher and 

administrator (Barazangi, in preparation).  The implication of such analysis is in the lessons that we 

may learn for understanding contemporary global meanings of literacy and of learning aiming at 

change in gender relations (Whitmore, 1988). In our analysis, we define literacy operationally as the 

ability to communicate both in written and oral forms within one’s respective setting. 

 

PROBLEM DEFINITION AND DATA GATHERING THROUGH 

 PARTICIPATORY ACTION RESEARCH 

 We conducted the study in three phases to move with learners, teachers  and administrators 

toward conceptual and attitudinal change. 

 

First Phase 

 The first phase involved constructing and administering a questionnaire to learners in both ABE 

and ESL programs. The researcher, after several sessions of participant-observation in some 

classrooms, designed a preliminary questionnaire. Copies of this questionnaire were distributed to the 

teachers through the head-teacher in each program. The head-teachers also served as program 

coordinators, a fourth level administrative position in the BOCES structure. The  purpose of sharing 

the questionnaire was to get feedback on the appropriateness of the  literacy level for the learners and 

to introduce the Participatory Action Research approach to literacy through action. The questionnaire 
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was, later, revised and administered mainly orally by the teachers and the researcher as part of the 

classroom instructional material--replacing the standard hand-outs. That is, instead of teachers’ 

prepared hand-outs of daily syllabic material, copies of the revised questionnaire were distributed to 

the learners (see sample of content below). The teacher, in the presence of the researcher, read each 

question and explained the different options from which learners may choose their answers. Each 

learner, depending on his or her literacy level, attempted to read the different options with the help of 

the teacher, the researcher, and the social worker in the ABE classes. Volunteer interpreters helped in 

explaining the questionnaire and the process of responding, and in recording responses in the ESL 

classes. 

 Thirty-two American-born adult learners in ABE co-education program participated in the first 

phase (12 participants were females). The 32 learners attended all three levels (ABE, Pre-GED, and 

GED) in five classes at two locations. These and the ESL learners lived mainly in a combined 

suburban and rural setting.  The city’s population is 30,000 and its economic ventures rely mainly on 

a research university and a liberal arts college. 

  Forty-five recent immigrants learning ESL also participated in the first phase (thirty-two 

participants were females). They attended all four levels (1-4) of ESL classes at different locations. 

These immigrants were largely from China, Ukraine, Korea, Latin America, Russia, and Vietnam.  

The researcher’s letter introducing the questionnaire to participants and confirming  their consent was 

translated into five languages: Chinese, Korean, Russian, Spanish, and Vietnamese. 

 The questionnaire that teachers and administrators helped design introduced literacy through 

action--the central concept of the project--to both learners and teachers. The questionnaire consisted 

of six sections titled as follows: “your views,” “learning and our life,” “practice of learning,” 

personality,” “short answers (about the program),” and demographic information  (age, sex, family 

status, level of education, profession, country of origin, parents education and profession). Under  the 

section “your views,” the first question, for example, was: “Of the things listed below, what made you 

wanting to go to school now? (please circle two): 
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 A. I want to make more money 

 B. I want to meet other people 

 C. I want to take care of myself,... 

 G. I have to study, Social Service requires that 

 H. Other (please specify).” 

 Another question was “some people have different ideas about their role in this country. How do 

you feel about others’ help to you?” (circle one number). The scale of  responses was from 1 (some 

people do not care about my problem) to 7 (most people want to help me). A third question was 

“Who of the people listed below have been most important to you?,”  with the options being; parents, 

boss, children, spouse, religious leader, teacher, friend, etc. 

 The reflective process of this first phase was facilitated, knowingly and unknowingly, by the 

teachers and administrators.   Most of the teachers and some administrators read the questionnaire 

prior to implementation. Teachers also had the opportunity to explicitly express their own views on 

the diversity of their students’ needs as well as their views of literacy.    The researcher facilitated the 

process of examining their own teaching and the material they use by soliciting their comments and 

suggestions. These suggestions were, as indicated earlier, incorporated in the questionnaire prior to 

being administered.  Furthermore, teachers’ observations and comments were recorded daily in the 

research journal, and were taken into consideration as the project progressed. 

 Teachers explained, step-by-step to the learners, in the presence of the researcher, how to mark 

their responses. By realizing the effect of their role as facilitators, teachers’ active participation 

created a positive tension between the perceived meaning of literacy and the meaning created by the 

process of reviewing and administering the questionnaire.   That is, by moving from the conventional 

mode of presenting an interpretation of a written text (pre-prepared syllabus), teachers helped learners 

in making their own meaning of the text (the questions being asked) . De Castell and Luke (1989) 

discuss the usually preferred strategy of the mass production and mass implementation of ‘teacher-

proof’ curricular programs to teach the basic skills of reading and writing (p. 77). Barazangi (1995) 
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discusses meaning making through direct access to the text.  As teachers and learners read, listen, and 

discuss the questionnaire, they, in a sense, became the makers of the meanings to be derived from the 

text of each question. They reflected on their own meanings of literacy, teaching, and learning, and 

shared these meanings. 

 Teachers and tutors were not only aiding learners--particularly beginners in the ESL program and 

those with learning difficulties in the ABE program--but were also going through a tense process of 

modifying their own views about literacy and about their learners. Unknowingly, teachers were also 

modifying the views of the learners about becoming literate, and hence, causing tension among and 

between learners and teachers.  This tension is assumed necessary for conscious raising and for 

moving toward conceptual and attitudinal change. 

 Through participatory reflection on their own learning--while listening to the questions being 

introduced orally with the help of interpreters (social worker and teacher among the ABE groups, and 

native speakers among the ESL groups)--learners became aware of the relationship between their 

learning and the literacy program.   We assume this awareness to result from self-realization as an 

active agent in the learning process.  For example, learners, while responding to the questionnaire and 

discussing their diverse answers, benefited from this study as follows: 

 a.  They learned how students may express their feelings and concerns before their own teachers 

in a systematic, open way.  They were assured that it is a responsible thing to state one's needs, 

interests and opinions openly (Mace, 1994).  

 b. They were exposed to literacy in action while responding to the questionnaire. That is, they 

were, in effect doing an exercise in reading and writing, seeing different question and answer forms, 

learning new words and expressions (e.g. for the ESL learners, it became clear that "working with 

others" meant to learn in a group setting, and not only to work on the job), and have tried their 

comprehension skills  (Hall, 1993), while being conscious of the learning process. 

 Meanwhile, learners were re-searching their own meanings of literacy, becoming aware of the 

relationship between daily life circumstances and learning, and explicitly articulating their goals of 
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becoming literate.  In conventional literacy classes, learners are usually asked to go through routine 

exercises, while the content is often irrelevant to their interests. 

Second Phase  

 The second phase aimed at moving with the participants into the analytic reflective process. 

Learners and teachers were asked to follow-up on the responses to the questionnaire during the focus-

group interviews.  Volunteer interpreters also helped in the focus-group interview. During this phase, 

focus-group interviews were conducted with all ABE classes, and only in two out of the five ESL 

classes.  Females were pulled out from the remaining three classes and were interviewed in all-female 

focus-groups in another room.  After tabulating the responses to the questionnaire (recording the 

frequencies of each answer to each question), the researcher developed another set of questions.  The 

purpose was to further probe learners and teachers regarding what appeared to be a pattern in their 

perception of literacy and learning. Almost fifty percent of all the participants also took part in the 

focus-group interview as a classroom discussion. The group interview was facilitated by the 

researcher, but guided by the teachers.  All interviews were audio-recorded, with the exception of one 

group that did not feel comfortable with recording their voices. The researcher posed oral queries to 

learners about their seemingly discrepant responses to the questionnaire (e.g., “how is it that you state 

that literacy will help you improve your personal life, but then you say that there is small opportunity 

for change?”). Teachers, meanwhile were simplifying, in language and meaning, the researcher's 

queries and at times participating in creating answers. 

 Two things were intended, and to a large extent achieved, through this process; raising tension 

between meanings of literacy and learning, and realizing the role of one’s own worldview and goals 

for learning and self-realization.  Through examining their responses and the discrepancies that have 

existed between them, ABE learners became aware of the social meaning of literacy (being able to 

communicate one’s needs, interest and opinion) vis-à-vis their own and some teachers’ limited 

conception of literacy (being able to read and write).    
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  Meanwhile, ESL Learners started to question explicitly others’ assumptions about their 

incapacity to conduct a stable life as recent immigrants without being able to read and write in 

English. Most of these ESL learners questioned their unemployment status since they had a high level 

of formal education from their native countries. Despite their relatively productive family and social 

life, they were still being viewed as dependents. Some ESL learners even questioned the usefulness of 

reading and writing in English when they could not converse or communicate with the social worker, 

nor with their  “American” neighbors. Some questioned the semi-isolating low-income housing 

policies that kept them--immigrants--and low income natives away from the rest of the population 

and from each other. The two types of learners (ABE and ESL) are not helped, and apparently are 

made suspicious of each other to the point that they did not want to communicate with each other 

either, even on the level of individual one-on-one social or tutoring interaction. When asked if they 

would tutor recent immigrants in English conversation, some ABE learners shied away by saying that 

they were not sure how to ‘handle-themselves’ with non-English speakers.  Similarly, when some 

ESL learners were asked if they communicate with their “American” neighbors to practice spoken 

English, the answer was that they were afraid to cause misunderstandings. 

   By participating in the group and/or individual interviews in the second and third phases, 

learners have practiced their listening and speaking skills, have learned how to argue their views in a 

group without “being yelled at” (ABE learner) or  “shame for not speaking English clearly” (ESL 

learner).  Also, ABE learners have realized that their ability to express themselves are much better 

than was assumed and that they could analyze their own feelings and concerns even with their 

“foreign neighbors.” The ESL learners have also realized that their speaking ability is much better 

than it was assumed, and that they could express complex ideas in “English.” Furthermore, during 

group interviews, teachers became aware of their students' perception of literacy and learning. This 

awareness, as explained earlier, also created a positive tension among meanings of literacy and 

among learners and teachers. 

Third Phase 
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 The third phase involved administrators, teachers, and learners in discussing the results to reach 

consensus on solutions and strategies of implementation. The researcher transcribed the audio-

recorded interviews and identified repeated concerns.  She also developed another set of questions to 

ask of each individual who agreed to be interviewed individually for a case-by-case follow-up. 

Fourteen females of all the participants were interviewed individually as part of the third phase of the 

study.  Four of them participated in a tutoring-like interaction for a varied period of several months.  

Given that there was a shortage in one-on-one volunteer tutors, the researcher volunteered to tutor 

while following the research procedure with some of the learners  (see section “Learners generate 

their own solutions”). 

 Discussion of the tension, diagnosing the problem by learners and teachers with the support of 

some administrators, and generating solutions, was achieved. The researcher was able to reach 

consensus with the one ABE teachers group.  The session helped in building strategies to follow-up 

with learners.  For administrative and logistic constraints neither an ESL group fellow-up nor a long-

range assessment of the results was possible. The researcher, instead, reached-out to the 10 ESL 

learners and 4 ABE learners who had agreed to be interviewed individually.   She was also able to 

interview and maintain regular visitation and tutoring sessions for several months with four of these 

learners (detailed below), aided by some university student volunteer interpreters and one ABE 

teacher. 

 

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION THROUGH ACTION PLANNING 

 As explained earlier in the three phases of the research, data gathering and analysis was achieved 

through learners and teachers participation in the questionnaire, the focus-group and individual 

interviews.  Throughout the three phases of this Participatory Action Research, learners and teachers, 

knowingly and unknowingly were gathering and analyzing the data that informed this research. As 

the researcher gradually tabulated the results after each phase--generating new questions from the 

responses to the questionnaire and from the focus-group interview--she was in effect reporting back 
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on the results to both teachers and learners in order to further encourage their discussion of  the 

findings. These findings can be identified in conventional research terms as quantitative and 

qualitative results.  Given the space limitation in this paper, we will only present in this section 

examples of quantitative results, and how they were analyzed and synthesized.   Examples of the 

qualitative results will be discussed under the next section. 

 The quantitative data resulted from tabulating the frequencies of the responses to the 

questionnaire.  Since there were no statistically significant differences between males’ and females' 

responses, we aggregated their responses, looking for patterns of similarities and differences among 

learners. We also compared the responses to the different questions within each individual case in 

order to check for discrepancies.  Such discrepancies informed the next set of questions that were 

generated and asked during the focus-group discussions and individual interviews. The following are 

some examples of quantitative patterns in the responses to the questionnaire: 

 Under “your views” in the questionnaire,  responding to the question “What made you wanting to 

go to school now?” eighteen of the thirty-two (18/32) ABE respondents chose the answer “I want to 

change my personal life.” Fourteen of them chose a middle rating about “other people wanting to 

help,” and only seven of these 14 said that most helpful people have been teachers. 

 Responding to the question “who of the people listed below have been the most important for 

you?” nineteen of the thirty-two (19/32) stated that the most important people for them have been 

parents, and 17/32 stated teacher as important. 

 It seems that 50% of the ABE learners are not making a connection between the teacher’s role in 

their learning (becoming literate) and their own goal of wanting to change their personal life. The 

discrepancy in their responses suggests that these learners either do not see teachers as playing the 

supportive role that parents usually do, not learning from teachers the needed literacy skills to change 

their personal life, or not interested in such skills given a difference in their views of what constitutes 

a change in personal life from what teachers and administrators may have assumed.  The qualitative 

results (reported below) support the latter interpretation. 
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 Thirty-nine of the forty-five (39/45) ESL respondents stated that they want to learn English to 

take care of themselves or to change personal life, "English can help me to take care of my self, for 

my family, for my friend.” Eighteen of these 39 stated that most people want to help, and 20/39 said 

that most helpful people have been parents.  When asked “who of the people  have been most 

important?,” thirty-two of the forty-five (32/45) stated that the most important people for them have 

been parents.  The same matching respondents (32/45) also stated children as important.  Yet, only 

6/45 stated teacher as important. 

 These results suggest that ESL learners find it difficult to replace parents’ care and help with that 

of teachers even when parents are not usually in the same country, and even when they know that 

learning English language skills will help them take care of themselves.  This might be the result of 

feeling home-sick or because of the extended family relationships in their native society. Listing 

children as the most important could also be because children of immigrants often aid their parents 

because they learn the language faster. A third interpretation is that teachers were not helping these 

learners achieve specific interests, as the qualitative results suggest. 

 Under “Learning and our life,” learners were asked to respond to the following: “Learning is very 

much related to how one thinks about education” by circling one number per statement. The numbers 

represent a five-point scale from (1) “strongly disagree” to (5) “strongly agree.” 

 A. Learning English should enable me to change. 

 B. The teacher and the learner are partners,... 

  

  Nineteen of the thirty-two (19/32) ABE learners agreed (choosing number 4) that learning should 

enable them to change.  Also, 21/32 agreed that teachers and learners are partners.  When asked 

“when something goes wrong, how do you usually think about (solving) it?,” however,  only 11/32 

stated that they need to work harder when things go wrong, and 14/32 said that they will try again.  

Furthermore, under the section “personality,” when asked to rank self on the same five-point scale, 
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13/32 agreed that they will do anything for a teacher they like, and eleven of these thirteen (11/13) 

were happy with simple instructions. 

 These inconsistent responses suggest that some learners find it difficult to think about the present 

task more than the past, though many are happy to have the chance to study with "good" teachers.  

The following comments given by some of these learners, under the section “comments,” suggest that 

it takes a special rapport between these adult learners and the teacher to motivate them to work hard 

or to maintain the discipline of attending classes on a regular basis: 

    - “I have a chance” “[I meet ] interesting people,” “I'll find a better job,” 

    - “Teacher show us what's really wrong and correct our mistakes.” 

 Yet, still,  some learners feel that they have special needs that warrant special instructional 

practices: 

    -" [I am] having a hard time learning that I don't know [what to do]," 

    -" I like more to learn how to take one day at a time, to get my life together and to   

 have money, and to enjoy life," 

    -" I would like to do something that will always be in my memory.” 

 This latter comment was uttered by one learner who was adamant at finishing the questionnaire 

by herself because she wanted to “do things differently.” 

 

 Thirty-nine of the forty-five (39/45) ESL learners agreed that learning English should enable 

them to change.  Also, 35/45 agreed that teachers and learners are partners.  Another 22/45 agreed 

that they will do anything for a teacher they like.  Only nine of these twenty-two (9/22), however, 

were happy with simple instructions, despite the fact that 19/45 stated that they need to work harder 

when things go wrong, and 15/45 said that they will try again. 

 These findings also suggest that some ESL learners find it difficult to think about the present task 

more than the past, though many are happy to have the chance to study with "American" teachers.  



 
     

 

 

18 

Their comments reflect their interest in having sensitive teachers and safe environment for making 

mistakes, in addition to having free services: 

    -"[I like] teacher and book," "I like my teacher," "sensitive teacher," 

    -"Free talk,"  "free classes," "interesting people," "we'll find a job," 

    -"Feel comfortable speaking, even if I make mistakes," "repetition [helps]." 

 

 The overall results suggest that the problem lies not in the persisting high numbers of the 

functionally illiterates, particularly females, but in the perception (conception and practice) of literacy 

by teachers, administrators and adult educators vis-à-vis learners.  It became clear from the learners 

comments (not all reported here) that their definition of the problem is not their “inability” to read 

and write, but that their life circumstances were not being considered when literacy programs were 

designed. Most of the responses in the section “short answers” about the programs indicate that these 

learners are aware that the programs are designed according to administrators’ and teachers’ 

perception of literacy needs  as mere reading and writing. 

 Furthermore, the female immobility problem lies not in the obvious cases of gender 

discrimination.  Rather, the problem lies in the perception of gender and of gender justice in 

educational research and praxis (informed practice). This is particularly true when we examine the 

lack of major changes in female adult education (Stalker, 1996), and especially literacy curricula 

(Bhola, 1994).  That is, Miller, Nelson, and Moore (1998) suggest, as educator we “have a social 

responsibility to empower those we teach by facilitating dialogue that encourages them to construct 

themselves and their (research) worlds as knowing subjects rather than passive recipients (Freire, 

1970)” (p. 412).  The most salient factors of the present study that might explain the evolution--and 

the modification of phase three among the ESL learners--are the approach of the study, particularly 

the researcher’s active participation in the classroom in which she was encouraging learners to 

express their views.   Active participation of the researcher was viewed as “unscientific” by some of 

the conventionally trained practitioners (teachers and administrators).  Such perception was clearly 
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pronounced when the ESL head-teacher requested that the researcher halt further group interview, 

with the excuse that teachers were not comfortable with the tension among the learners and with the 

way the research was conducted. 

 Learners’ ownership of information-generation might also have been perceived by these 

practitioners as a weakness in the validity of the data.  Participatory Action Research approach is 

often perceived as threatening to the authority (of teachers and administrators in this case), and, to a 

certain extent, to the structure of a hierarchical organization like BOCES. The predominantly female 

operated structure--the adult education program at BOCES--in a field that is traditionally run by 

females on a voluntary basis--literacy--seems to produce an unprecedented combination of power as 

well as competition for control.   There were only two males among the 11 female teachers who 

participated in the study, and only one top level male administrator among three-level female middle 

administrators in the adult education program at BOCES.   Teachers had more leverage in designing 

and imparting the syllabus according to what they perceived the learners’ needs to be.  The researcher 

was introducing strategies for the learners to gain their self-realized interests (see Mace’s, 1994, 

differentiation between literacy needs and literacy interests), but was not given the opportunity to 

discuss such strategies with individual teachers beforehand. 

 Language as a conceptual-behavioral system became more subtle when literal and cultural 

translation was needed. ESL students were harder to approach. Language may have also caused the 

build-up of resistance by some of the learners, particularly the males when they were not invited to 

some of the all-female focus-group interviews. This resistance was particularly obvious when the 

females were either the spouses or daughters of those males who expressed uneasiness with the 

presence of the researcher.   By contrast, this resistance did not exist among ABE learners.  To the 

contrary, some ABE male learners volunteered to aid the researcher when she was explaining some 

questions to females with learning difficulties. 

 

LEARNERS GENERATE THEIR OWN SOLUTIONS 
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 Solutions were found by focusing on conceptual change prior to behavioral change concerning 

literacy, gender, and education. When thinking about literacy practice, social justice becomes a 

prerequisite to social change (Barazangi, 1996), and the focus is shifted to attitudinal change prior to 

structural change.  Several other factors contributed to the dynamics of the problem definition that 

participants also used to find solutions from within their own resources.   These factors include 

structural power (Young, 1990; Memmi, 1965) and control (Papart, 1993), time and timing (Giroux, 

1994), research approach (Maguire, 1987) and professional perspectives (Knowels, 1978). Also 

included are languages and translation, immigration and education (Stewart, 1993), politics of 

knowledge-generating (Whitmore, 1988), and politics of gender equality (Barazangi, in press). 

 The most obvious of these factors is the power of the hierarchical structure. We can attribute the 

movement of the intended Participatory Action Research group process to the individual level to the 

fact that the contacts between the researcher and the teachers were mainly through the head-teacher. It 

became apparent later that not all communications by the researcher were made known to all teachers. 

Also, the fact that teachers were being paid by the hour imposed time limitations and lack of 

flexibility for direct contacts with the researcher (researcher was able to speak with teachers only 

during coffee brakes). This lack of communication resulted in misunderstanding the purpose of group 

interview.  

 Despite the above obstacles, the research premise that learners will generate an agenda by being 

involved in the research process was confirmed by group and some individuals’ response.  

The qualitative data analysis and discussion here will focus on some female responses during 

individual interviews.  The responses of Lamis and Zeba (pseudonyms) in the ABE program and 

Hana and Mays in the ESL program are examples of such responses.  Individual interviews were 

conducted outside the regular instructional session, and outside the class time and space. 

  Lamis, a 27-year single girl affirmed that:  “[class discussion in the high school] made me more 

shy especially when there is smart aleck who make comments.” She added:  “The main reason [why 
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such comments bothered me] is that we did not belong to the church, and they picked on us: if you 

don't belong to the church, you don't belong to the school." 

 Lamis’ parents, I she stated, belonged to different churches,  but her mother insisted that Lamis 

and her brothers attend the school that belonged to her (the mother’s) church.  Since the children did 

not attend services in that church either, they were singled out by other children as “not belonging” to 

the school.  For Lamis to tell the researcher about this past history, when the latter was only asking 

why Lamis did not actively involve in the focus-group interview, is indicative of Lamis’ long struggle 

with her past.  More importantly, although Lamis has moved through different locations in the 

literacy program, it seems that no one has attempted to do something about Lamis’ persistent 

conception--that she did not belong--that prevented her from participating in the classroom. 

 Zeba, a  21-year single mother of an 8-year old boy stated in a joint interview with her closest 

girl friend, Lamis: "The hardest [hurdle to get started again in training for GED] was getting here [to 

the classroom] and being able to do it while many things are going on at home.”  She continued:  

“There is days when I could not separate life at home and here, it makes it harder for me to learn." 

 Lamis and Zeba  were preparing to take the GED for the third time.  They stated that passing the 

GED test has been the stumbling block in their way to advance their training in a field in which each 

dearly wanted to make a difference, child care.  The researcher, acting as a tutor, probed further 

during her conversation with them.  As a result, it became clear what the common grounds that they 

and other females in the same situation were working against. These females have not realized their 

identity yet.  Despite their complaints that the GED tests do not match what they were learning in the 

ABE Classes, Zeba and Lamis were actually perpetuating their own problems by blaming themselves 

for not “making it,” contrary to what Horton and Freire (1990) suggest.  Even when the 

researcher/tutor, offered to help in writing a letter to the testing board about the problem, the two 

learners did not come to the assigned meeting place as scheduled.  When asked later, Lamis and Zeba 

lamented that it would not have made a difference because they would not be able to pass the test 

anyway.  By maintaining such attitudes, Zeba and Lamis, perhaps unknowingly, reinforced the 
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perception of being “failures. ”  They also reinforced the hierarchical limitation on direct access to 

knowledge. Instead of searching for the address of the testing board themselves, they relied on the 

teacher to find it for them. Obviously, even when the teacher was supportive of their learning and 

passing the GED test, she would not want to be involved in a strategy that might affect her own job 

security. 

  The researcher was able to facilitate for the learners the identification of alternative processes by 

starting at the level at which they perceive themselves. The consequences that rose out of changes (or 

the lack of) at the individual level can be observed in the above incident with Lamis and Zeba and in 

the remarks of two ESL female learners; Hana and Mays: 

 -Hana: "My supervisor told me to do something, I didn't understand. I asked him 

  to write it down and he said, I don't have time to do so, go learn English. 

 - Mays: "I want talk to boss, learn me what to say,  people laugh when I talk." 

 These two learners are already in the work place. They read some English, but cannot 

communicate with the supervisor and co-workers comfortably despite their eagerness to learn and 

improve their skills.  Their work situation does not allow it either. Listening to the sequences of my 

(I, the action participant researcher) audio-taped conversations with each of them, I could see changes 

in Hana’s approach to the problem once she had changed her perception of herself.  Meanwhile, 

Mays’ approach remained almost the same: 

 Hana, a forty-year old married woman with two young sons in kindergarten and pre-kindergarten 

grades. At the beginning of the first interview with her, she did not want to speak English to me, 

insisting on communicating through the interpreter, even though she was able to understand what I 

was saying.  She had stated at the beginning that she would like to find a job and go to work, 

asserting that learning English is going to help her to better understand other people. Consequently, 

when she can understand people better, she added, she can have better English skills and she can have 

a better job.  As the interview progressed, she was emphasizing that she needed a tutor to help her 
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with conversation.  When I offered to play the role of a tutor while talking with her about her learning 

English in the ESL program, she liked the idea and started addressing me directly in English. 

 By the time we had our fourth meeting, Hana had found an evening job, so she could continue her 

ESL classes.  Her husband was working during the day, and he did not mind missing ESL classes 

because, as she said, “He wants I learn better English to talk more children teacher.”  She always 

redirected our conversation to find-out how I raised my daughter to be bilingual and to maintain some 

native cultural values, while being able to “succeed in America.” 

 Such a transformation in Hana’s behavior (accepting me as a tutor and speaking in English 

directly with me after an earlier reluctance, and her outlook on learning English) raises the question: 

“How do we expect transformation among learners when the same perception of women, particularly 

females in literacy programs, has persisted even after the original cause (marginalizing women's role) 

is assumed to have changed?” 

 The answer lies in the relationship of ‘change’ and ‘resilience’ in an organization or a field of 

work.   It seems that what was an inner personally satisfying or liberating to the middle-class white 

females in “Literacy Volunteers of America” is being given an economic value now. This economic 

value turned into a powerful patriarchal tool when the volunteer female tutors assumed the role of 

teachers or paid tutors in “Adult Education Programs.”   This added value, perhaps unknowingly, 

transformed the self-liberating act of these female volunteers into an oppressive act to others who are 

not of the same class, race or national origin.   Despite their intent to help others, these female 

teachers may resist any change in their perception and practice of literacy because they fear the loss 

of their gains. They, in turn, can become patriarchal and oppressive, while learners also become 

resistant to change.   This resistance means that attitudinal transformation among female teachers did 

not take place and, therefore, they could not fully help these immigrant individual learners to 

transform.  Teachers’ persistence in following a particular perception of literacy was not viewed by 

Hana as satisfying to her interests. Thus she wanted a mediator, the interpreter. Yet, when the tutor’s 
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strategy (and, perhaps, worldview) seemed to help her interests, Hana was ready to communicate 

directly with the tutor. 

 The above results also lend themselves to the development of another overall strategy. By 

viewing female teachers’ resistance within the existing hierarchical organizational structure in itself 

and realizing these females as stockholders, we may be able to view their resistance as a positive 

indicator of their rigor, both individual and cultural.  That is, by understanding teachers’ resistance at 

the depth of the organizational worldview rather than at the surface of the structure, in which literacy 

function is seen only in relevance to perceived learners’ needs and not in relevance to learners’ 

interests, we may be able to generate attitudinal change. 

  Mays, a nineteen-year old single girl, was living at the time of the interview with her brother, 

sponsored by an older sister who had emigrated ten years ago and owns a restaurant. I, as a 

researcher, asked Mays, through the interpreter:  “You were asked [on the questionnaire] why you are 

going to school. You answered ‘to change my personal life.’  Yet, you also stated that the 

opportunities to do so are small.  How do you, then, expect to change?  Why do you think that 

opportunities are small?” She answered,  “Now I have a regular job, and it's hard to go to work and at 

the same time go to classes, no time.”  

 Though I offered to play the role of a tutor to her, as I did with Hana, she agreed to talk with me 

but insisted on having the interpreter join in the conversation. The interpreter, Pam, became the tutor 

and was visiting Mays alone.  Pam, after few sessions with Mays, briefed me that all Mays wanted to 

learn was some phrases so she could communicate with her supervisor at work.  When I discussed the 

matter with Mays--encouraging her to learn the foundations of the language to improve her job skills 

as well--she confided that she has been in and out of ESL classes several times already.  She indicated 

that she was moving from one part of the country to another, depending on where her family “found 

her a job.” She added that every time she was laid-off she went back to ESL classes, and after she 

found the present job, she was told by the head-teacher that the ESL program could not find her a 

tutor for after work hours.  
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 When I related such interests (other ESL learners told me that they could not have tutors either) to 

a program director and to a concerned international volunteer group at the university,  I did not 

receive a satisfactory answer.  Such responses raise the question: Why should we, the researchers 

even if we were females, expect these females teachers and program directors to let us bring-out 

repressed thoughts or feelings into the explicit consciousness?  As stated earlier, the patriarchal 

structure of a paid job that replaced the volunteer altruistic structure is not only professionalizing the 

literacy field but also creating a shortage of volunteer tutors.  We are told that although some of the 

teachers would like to tutor, they do not have the flexibility that they once had as volunteers. 

 The answers to these questions seem to lie in the conception of ‘change’ and the ‘status quo’.  

What was a common-sense, altruistic voluntary field of work  ‘literacy,’ it seems, has also been given 

an academic value, ‘adult education,’ now.   This added value has institutionalized female 

marginality.   Female adult education practitioners have been mainly maintaining the role of applying 

recommendations made by predominantly male adult education researchers or managers.   It seems as 

if the opposition to bringing females’ repressed thoughts and feelings into the conscious level have 

transformed, unknowingly, the strive for respect into a strive to maintain the status quo.  In addition, 

when social services agencies attached social welfare funds to attending adult education classes, the 

pressure to maintain the existing organizational structure became stronger.  We are told that social 

workers become involved in determining the level of English/literacy classes for individual learners 

as well!  

 The issue, therefore, is: “How to preserve the rigor of the female teachers and administrators and, 

at the same time, keep the dialogue between them and female learners open in order for them to hear 

the learners’ voices?” 

 The answer might be in finding means to help secure the female teachers’ understanding of the 

following: 
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 a.  That their drive can be inclusive.  That is, when they realize “others” as individuals, not only 

as people with social needs, these teachers’ drive becomes stronger and more effective (Parpart, 

1993). 

 b. That their resilience can be maintained with change. That is, their persistence with the same 

course of action, despite the seeming change in learners’ need, may have a positive indicator if they 

recognize learners’ interests.   Yet, this resilience may become obsolete if it distances itself from the 

individual and social dynamics of self-realization. 

 c.  That their expostulation with some patriarchal professors or researchers in adult education 

needs not filter down to learners.  That is, their personal drive can be transformed into a political one 

if they join hands with learners and some researcher to change the meaning of learning. 

 

CONCLUSIONS 

 A built-in feature of this project is the promotion of dialogue among researchers and between 

them and learners, teachers and administrators in adult learning, particularly literacy. The purpose is 

to exchange information, including perceptions of the phenomenon at hand, namely the centrality of 

literacy to women's education and development.   Resulting from the initial steps of this dialogue, the 

researcher and the teachers, and some administrators, despite their divergent assumptions have 

realized the intrinsic commonality of basic human needs for literacy and language skills.  Yet,  as the 

research process evolved and the results of this study indicate, teachers’ and learners’ conception of 

literacy did not always converge, particularly when learners’ interest in self-realization and in actually 

changing their status quo was at stake. 

 Specific situation and contextual factors, such as social and economic needs for literacy among 

the two sets of learner population, do not seem to deter from generating common observations 

concerning female literacy interests. To the contrary, during the researcher’s participation in the ESL 

classes, the dialogue brought to the surface the similarities in meanings of gender and literacy to those 

generated by ABE learners.  The dialogue also brought up the importance of a deeper understanding 
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of the different factors, including adult education and learner’s role in re-thinking literacy in the 

context of gender. 

  Such an understanding would not have been achieved only through conventional statistical 

survey of literacy skills, nor through workshops for teachers alone, neither by mere comparison to 

other research.  The dialogue concerning the two separate sets of learner population has led to two 

specific perceptual observations:  The persistence of  (a) the conventional conception of literacy, and 

(b) the hierarchical structure in adult education, particularly in female education.  The narratives of 

individual cases are good evidence that recurring attempts to change perceptions about the 

effectiveness of literacy programs are still not fully successful. This is supported by the UN reports 

that not much has changed over the years in the attitudes about women’s literacy, education and 

development.  According to the UNESCO report (1992), 800 million world adults were illiterate in 

1970 with increase of 25-30 million each year, predominantly among females.  The UNESCO report 

and Kirsch et al. (1993) findings affirm the persistence of the illiteracy problem; the results of this 

study affirm the need for an alternative approach to understanding the problem.  Learners’ and 

teachers’ knowledge-generation not only did it inform this Participatory Action Research but mainly 

brought to the explicit their own views of literacy and of learning. This explicit dialogue resulted in 

generating from within their own perspective strategic solutions that were implemented directly by 

the learners and by some teachers. 

 Furthermore, as Kirsch et al. (1993) found that women among the adults surveyed have 

significantly lower average document and qualitative proficiencies than their male counterparts; the 

females that we interviewed in the present study have lead us to the possible avenue as to how we 

may be able to eliminate, or at least, modify such a trend.  The literacy-in-action approach did not 

only benefit some learners as they reached the self-realization stage, but it has resulted, we were 

informed, in some structural changes in the BOCES adult education classes.  
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The primary objective of this book is “to engage in a conceptual analysis of human rights 
in Islam and international law, and application of this analytical discourse to explore 
women’s human rights in the Islamic tradition” (p.3).  Shaheen Ali is responding to the 
question “of whether Islam is opposed to women’s human rights and equality” that has 
assumed a special significance in the post United Nations (UN) era. This accorded 
significance to international law and norms is, however, faced with skepticism from 
many Asian and African UN member states, perceiving the rights language and concepts 
instruments “as manifestations of cultural imperialism and euro-centrism. In the Islamic 
context (within Asia and Africa), the situation is further aggravated where some aspects 
of international human rights law are considered both culturally and religiously alien” 
(p.1).

More specifically, Ali adds, the adoption of the UN Convention on the Elimination of All 
Forms of Discrimination Against Women (the Women’s Convention or CEDAW) has 
evoked particularly strong objections from many Muslim countries “on the basis that 
some of its substantive provisions contain values and pronouncements contrary to the 
Shari’a (principles of Islamic law) on the status of women” (p.2).  The author argues that 
“women’s human rights in Islam are not entirely irreconcilable with current formulations 
of international human rights instruments...”.  The basic premise of her argument stems 
from a “recognition that the Islamic legal tradition is not a monolithic entity... and 
Islamic law lends itself to a variety of interpretations that have far reaching implications 
for women’s human rights in Islam” (p.3).  She assumes two underpinnings to her thesis: 
(a) that patriarchy has been silencing the more egalitarian aspects of Islam by adopting a 
‘literalist’ as opposed to a ‘progressive’ interpretation of the sources of Islam, and (b) that 
“contrary to the common perception, the principles of Islamic law, or Shrii’a, do not 
consist of immutable, unchanging set of norms, but have an in-built dynamism that is 
sensitive and susceptible to changing needs of time”  (p. 3-4).  

The author raises other factors in support of her study, such as (a) the “disparity between 
the theoretical perspectives on women’s human rights, and, its application to Muslim 
jurisdictions determined by elements of cultural practices, socio-economic realities and 
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political expediencies on the parts of governments” (p.4), and (b) the disillusionment of 
citizens of many Muslim countries with their respective governments and the increasing 
demands for an Islamic system of government by revivalists, rejecting most Western and 
secular human rights norms and values and hence most human rights instruments 
including the Women’s Convention (p.2).  Thus the focus is on developing a framework 
for understanding Islamic law vis-à-vis international law in order to achieve the goals of 
the study. To this end the book consists of an introduction and seven chapters in three 
parts. It also includes extensive bibliography and indices. 

Part I of the book is titled “Women’s Human Rights in Islam: Initiating the Discourse.” 
The author presents in Chapter I a conceptual analysis of human rights in Islam and 
International law, particularly the debate about the definition of ‘rights’ and ‘human 
rights.’ In Chapter II, she presents a theoretical framework of women’s human rights in 
Islam. Part II is titled. “Women’s Human Rights in Islam: Application in Muslim 
Jurisprudence,” and consists of three chapters. In Chapter II, she discusses the ‘public’ 
and ‘secular’ under constitutional law and its implications for women’s human rights. 
Chapter IV addresses “private’ and “Islamic’ while discussing Muslim Personal Law and 
its implications for women’s human rights. In Chapter V, customary practices and 
‘cultural Islam’ are presented to show the emergence of the ‘operative’ Islam law on 
women’s human rights. Part III is titled “International Discourses on Women’s Human 
Rights: Impact on Women in the Islamic Tradition.”  In Chapter VI, she discusses the 
development of the international norm on non-discrimination on the basis of sex, and in 
Chapter VII, she discusses the response of Muslim states to international human rights 
instruments affecting women in light of reservations to the Women’s Convention. 

The book is a very good source of documents on human rights, Pakistan personal law, as 
well as the different debates and perspectives on the subject of Muslim women’s role and 
human rights (see Appendices and Bibliography). Although the author failed to site some 
relevant works (such as Muslim Women and the Politics of Participation: Beijing 
Platform. Edited by Mahnaz Afkhami and Erika Friedl, Syracuse University Press 
(1997)), I will focus my critique on her conceptual framework and related definitions. 
The conceptual framework determines the validity of the argument and the understanding 
of related documents, as well as the credibility and sustainability of the recommendations 
for the issue under discussion. 

The author prides herself on distinguishing her work “my major point of difference with 
most scholars writing on Islamic law is that I define the Shari’a as principles of Islamic 
law as opposed to Islamic law itself” (p.19, fn.37).  Yet, she, like most scholars, confuses 
the meaning of Shari’a with the construct “Islamic law.” Also, she mixes the sources of 
Islamic Shari’ah (the Qur’an and Sunnah or Hadith Books) with the instruments or 
measures ((Ijtihad, Qiyas, and Ijma’a) of interpreting these sources.  Perhaps it is these 
confusions throughout the centuries that have resulted in both misunderstanding the 
meaning of Shair’ah and misappropriation of its principles. These confusions are 
particularly prevalent when determining the authority (the binding) of the Qur’an as the 
primary source of the ideals or the principles with that of the Prophetic Sunnah as the 
primary source of the practice of these principles in time and place. Further complexity is 
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added when mixing the authority of these two primary sources with Muslims’ 
interpretations (including jurisprudence rulings) during different eras and in different 
places.

What is known as “Islamic law’ neither represents the Qur’anic Shari’ah (the collective 
guidelines of the Qur’an that encompasses an intertwined moral and legal binds, once the 
individual accepts these guidelines as his/her belief system) nor its principles. “Islamic 
law” is mainly used by Orientalists in reference to jurisprudence opinions, documented in 
books of Fiqh and supported by some Qur’anic verses and Hadith narratives. By giving 
these opinions the legal character, known in the West as ‘law,’ Orientalists have confused 
the Qur’anic Shari’ah (guidelines) with other legislations or cannons.  The fact that the 
jurisprudence process relied on individual reasoning (ijtihad) of Qur’anic verse(s), using 
the prophetic Sunnah as an example of interpreting and practicing a particular principle in 
time and place, does not make that process equal to the legislative process of law. 

Furthermore, the jurisprudent opinions were never intended, even by the jurists 
themselves, to be codified as “cannons of law.”  That is so because the very nature of 
Qur’anic guidelines is that they should be re-interpreted again and again in time and 
place. Thus, by equating the Fiqh opinions with ‘law’ and by giving them the title 
“Islamic”, Muslims and non-Muslims have given more authority to these opinions than 
what is intended in the Qur’an. Whether the issue is human rights, or women’s equality, 
the intention of the Qur’an (the Arabic word meaning “being read”) is to remain open to 
reading (‘Iqra’ or ‘read’ is the first revealed verse) and re-reading in context. Therefore, 
if we emphasize the fact that only the Shair’ah principles in the Qur’an are binding, and 
not the collective of interpretations, we will not need to go through the lengthy discussion 
that Ali used to prove her argument. 

I do, however, recommend this book as an important addition to library collections on 
Muslim women, human rights, and law.  
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A MUSLIM WOMAN EDUCATOR'S REVIEW AND CRITIQUE OF 
"CLAIMING OUR RIGHTS" 
 
NIMAT HAFEZ BARAZANGI 
 
The purpose of Claiming Our Rights: A Manual for Women's Human Rights Education 
in Muslim Societies by Mahnaz Afkhami and Haleh Vaziri (Bethesda, MD: Sisterhood Is 
Global Institute, 154 pp., 1996) is "to facilitate transmission of the universal human 
rights concepts inscribed in the major international human rights documents to grassroots 
populations in Muslim societies."   It is an invaluable contribution of the Sisterhood Is 
Global Institute (SIGI) and a much needed beginning to educate Muslim women's of their 
rights in Islam.   It will fill a gap in the "culturally relevant language to convey the 
message of international human rights documents to Muslim women" to take the "human 
rights concepts to women at the grassroots level." (ii) 
 
The manual, “a work in progress,” consists of four parts, six appendices and annotated 
bibliography (141-154).  The first part is an introduction of goals, premises and method. 
The second part is a guide to the facilitators: "Learning through dialogue, diversity and 
democracy" as the manual is a "component of an educational model which [SIGI] is 
designing to promote human rights awareness among women...in the Global South, and 
particularly, in Muslim societies." (xii)   The third part is the main thrust of the manual 
(1-58 ) and consists of learning exercises.  The fourth part consists of the workshop and 
facilitator evaluation form (59-60).  The appendices are: (1) Suras of the Qur'an dealing 
with/referring to women (62-81),  (2) samples of relevant Hadiths (82-85), (3) the first 
heroines of Islam (86-88),  (4) samples of Arab relevant proverbs (89-90), (5) major 
universal documents relevant to women, including the Convention on the Elimination of 
All Forms of Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW) (91-130),  and (6) various 
human rights and women's organizations in selected Muslim societies (131-140). 
 
Though I would have liked to comment on every aspect of this document with the intent 
of making it faithfully accessible and meaningfully learnable to every Muslim woman, I 
will only discuss its theme and methodological implications, and the "major premise," 
focusing only on the first proposition of the 7-propositions premise. 
 
Its themes, derived from the mission statement of Platform for Action of the Beijing 
Conference (iv), are necessary for individuals who are already aware and started to 
question the discrepancy in the practice concerning their human rights.  What is needed 
in the methodology, therefore, is a section that will facilitate awareness-raising as the 
initial step that will instigate women to start questioning and dialoguing about the 
different themes.  This methodological adjustment would have been addressed intuitively 
had the authors, as well as the scholars and practitioners who were consulted, considered 
an important element in their explanation of the meaning of "Shari`ah" under the section 
"Major Premise."   The authors, despite their utmost care not to "impart the truth" but to 
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"facilitate dialogue" (Mahnaz Afkhami's letter of introduction) have over-looked the fact 
that human knowledge and action are affected by the human  belief system.  Whether we 
call it  "religion," "faith," or  "worldview" , such a belief system composes an important 
component of one's prior knowledge.  This prior knowledge either makes an individual 
aware or dormant concerning abuses of her human rights.  It also makes an individual 
either accept or reject the "central premise of this human rights educational model that 
there is no contradictions between human rights and Islam." (v) 
 
The “Major Premise” states: “Most Muslims believe that Islam contains the essentials of 
human rights and that its content, as God’s revelation, is superior to ordinary law. 
Consequently, human rights documents must be presented as consonant with Islamic 
tenets, if they are to succeed in Muslim societies.  A promising human rights education 
model, therefore, must be able to contravene the argument that universal human rights 
contradict Islamic tenets. A Central premise of the human rights education model 
presented here is that there are no contradictions between universal human rights and 
Islam.  This foundational statement is based on the following propositions:” 
 
Proposition #1 of the "Major Premise" states: "The Qur'an as the 'written' word of God is 
eternal, infinite, and mystical, understood in its eternal and infinite function by the 
prophet only.    All other mortals have received it in oral form and understand it 
according to their human gifts.  The religious experience, i.e., the experience of the 'word 
of god,' therefore, is by definition a personal experience, whereas obeying the 'religious 
law,' the shari`a, is obedience to man mad-law." [Italics are mine] (v-vi) 
 
If, for example, a facilitator believes in proposition  #1 as stated above, she/he will not be 
able to dialogue with the majority of Muslims, men and women.  That is, because in 
Islam, there is no distinction between receiving an oral or a written form of the word of 
God.  The Qur'an--the continuous reading--was revealed to the Prophet orally, even 
though it is stated in the Qur’an (85: 21-22) that the Quran was inscribed in  “Tablet 
preserved.”  The Prophet also ordered the trustworthy among his companions to inscribe 
the Qur’anic revelation in writing after he received it orally through Gabriel. 
 The question to the authors, therefore, is how the form of the Qur’an “as the 
‘written’ word of God” that was sent to the Prophet is different or similar to the form of 
the “written” Quran that has been available to Muslims for centuries, as preserved by the 
Qur’an inscribers during the revelation, and as collected in the one and only known 
document to Muslims since fifteen years after the Prophet? 
 To state that the Qur’an is “ eternal, infinite, and mystical, understood in its 
eternal and infinite function by the Prophet only” is problematic on two counts: 
 
 First, the consensus of the Muslims is that there is nothing mystical about the 
Qur’an. 
 
 Second, to state that only the Prophet can understand its eternal “written” form is 
confusing both the issue of “Written” vis-à-vis “oral”, and the issue of what other human 
beings, beside the Prophet, have received and are able to perceive of the Qur’an.   It 
might be true that Muhammad, as the Prophet, had understood its eternal, infinite 
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function on a different level as that of other humans, but to state that only the Prophet 
understand the eternal message of the Qur’an is a perpetuation to an intruding concept to 
Islam that myself and other Muslim women are trying to demystify. That is, the 
perception that only the selected few can interpret the Qur'an is contradictory to the 
meaning of “Qur'an” in the Arabic language , “a reading” , “and read of what is possible  
from the Qur’an [the guidance]” (70:20),  and as the Qur'an speaks of itself, “It is a guide 
and a mercy for those who believe” (27 : 77). 
 
 In addition, to state that “All mortals have received it in oral form and understood 
it according to their human gifts” is contradictory to the Qur’anic dictum “Read in the 
name of the Creator...who taught [human] by the pen” (96:1-4) which means that to read 
is to learn and to act as guided by the Book, and that human individuals receive the 
Qur’an through both reading or hearing a recitation of the written document (17:106).  
Also, individuals do not only understand Qur’an according to their gift, but also 
according to the Qur’anic intrinsic clarity (41: 2-3).  Also, every human is encouraged to 
understand the Qur’an through its signs (Ayats) (41: 53) in order to act on it.  But 
‘Shari’ah’ is the collective understanding of the Muslim community (ummah) which 
must evolve constantly because of advancement in human understanding, and changes in 
circumstances. According to the Qur'an (2:30),God has entrusted (gave Al Khilafah/  
Vicegerency/trusteeship to) all humans with the divine will (shari`ah/ moral guidelines).  
Thus, they all need to understand it, though at different levels of comprehension, in order 
to practice it in their daily life.  Yet, the collective decision that will affect the entire 
community should be a consultative, collective one according to certain procedures, and 
following specific sources. 
 
 Furthermore, to simply state that "obeying the Shari`a is obedience to man-made 
law" is a direct violation of Muslim's belief that the Shari`ah (in its Qur'anic sense as 
explained above) consists of both the infinite word of God and his Prophet's model in 
explicating God's word, as well as the man-made interpretations. 
 It is true that there has been problems in applying ‘Shariah’ in the legal sense as is 
loosely used in contemporary Muslim societies and by some few elitist males, but this 
problem stems mainly from interpretations that are mainly based on secondary sources as 
intermediaries of the “divine will”.  Such kind of interpretations have been backed up by 
state power and, in fact, have very real effects--sometimes negative effects--on women’s 
lives.  These latter types of interpretations are behind the advocacy why I, and other 
Muslim women insist on the participation of Women in the collective interpretation 
process for the Muslim community.  We are keen on demystifying the perception that 
only the select few males may interpret the Qur’an.  Such advocacy is acknowledging 
that humans may have a different ‘personal’ understanding and experience of the ‘word’ 
of God, but it is not the same as saying that “All mortals have received it [the Quran] in 
oral form and understood it according to their human gift.” 
 
 I hope that the authors will pay special attention to remedy some of the above 
concerns in future revised editions of this manual. 
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Qur'an and Woman
 By Amina Wadud-Muhsin. Kuala Lumpur: Penerbit Fajar Bakti Sdn. Bh.d. 1992. 
      pp. 118.

 Wadud-Muhsin's book is a welcomed addition to Islamic studies scholarly work as 
well as to the list of readings in Women's Studies and Islamic Studies courses.   The 
media and the popular culture literature in America and Europe are not the only biased 
group in portraying women in Islam as "oppressed"  and that their liberation can take 
place only outside Islam.  Contrary to my trust in the impartiality of educational 
institutions,  I am finding that such institutions are more inequitable when it comes to 
scholars who address the "Muslim woman question" from within the framework of Islam. 
I was surprised, for instance to find that only one theological seminary library in the 
entire United States has obtained this book, even though many universities, including my 
institution, have a long list of recent publications on Muslim women. 

Qur'an and Woman "is an analysis of the concept of woman drawn directly from the 
Qur'an."  "The Qur'an represents a 'world altering' force which must be recognized and 
understood" (p. iv).  As Wadud-Muhsin states, the Qur'an was a catalyst for change in the  
political, social, spiritual, and intellectual lives of the immediate community of people in 
the Arabian Peninsula.  I would add, the Qur'an can also be a catalyst for change in the 
present lives of Muslims as well as non-Muslims if understood away from many of the 
presuppositions of the many interpreters and commentators.  The book originated in the 
author's University of Michigan Ph. D. dissertation, and is a concise, easy reading, and 
invaluable source for understanding woman's "liberation" from within the Islamic world 
view.  The uniqueness of this book is in its analysis of the Islamic worldview, based on 
the "original source," the text (the Qur'an), and not on the secondary sources 
(interpretations and other literature) that have often produced a "disconnection from the 
original text and its intent" ( p. iv).  Secondly, the rationale behind this analysis is also 
significant. The author's discussion of the motivations behind each disciplines that 
defined the parameters in which the discipline was to focus is as important.  This is 
exemplified in "the question of the concept of woman" in Islam that was largely "inspired 
by the sad condition of women in Islamic societies at the time of independence from 
colonialist forces (p. v). Examining Woman in the 
Qur'an--the emphasis is mine to draw attention to the significance of Wadud-Muhsin's 
analysis of the role of woman as a human entity in the Qur'an--does not merely concern 
Muslim woman, nor woman as part of the gender group, but it concerns woman as an 
autonomous human being.  To examine woman in the Qur'an may seem formidable to 
those who are not synthesizers of the Islamic world view and its underlying principles.



Wadud-Muhsin's task was more than just examining the related parts (verses) of the 
Qur'anic text.  Her intent was that this "research was to make a 'reading' of the Qur'an that 
will be meaningful to women living in the modern era" (p 1). 

Qur'an and Woman is an affirmation of two major themes in the study of the Qur'an, 
especially with reference to woman, that have not been captured by many Western 
scholars, Westernized feminists and Muslim male writers.  The first, and the focus of this 
review, is that the Qur'an as a text should be read in space and time, but without being 
atomized as an historical text, nor interpreted outside its context and spirit in order for 
such a reading to have "an effective tool for the liberation of Muslim women: 
demonstrating the link between that liberation and this primary source of Islamic 
ideology and theology" 
 (p 2-3). 
 The second theme, which is not unique to the Qur'an and Woman as it has been 
increasingly emphasized in recent years among Muslim scholars and writers, is the need 
of continuous interpretation of the Qur'an (e.g., M. Shahror, al-Kitab wa-al-Qur'an, 1990) 
in order to realize its principles in practice, particularly with reference to women (e.g., A. 
Ali Engineer, The Rights of Women in Islam, 1992). 
 Wadud-Muhsin's book consists of introduction, four chapters, and  conclusion.  In the 
introduction, the author discusses "how perception of woman influence interpretation of 
the Qur'an."  She basically lays out the background of the book, including methodology, 
language of prior text, perspectives on woman, key terms and concepts of the Qur'an, and 
chapter outlines.  Her emphasis is on the role of woman in the Qur'an as the primary 
source, and the importance of a feminist reading of its text (p. ix). 
   Chapters one and two, "In the Beginning, Man and Woman were Equal: Human 
Creation in the Qur'an," and "the Qur'anic view of women in this world," are most 
effective when read together.  They represent two stages in human existence, the first 
emphasizes equality in creation of humankind of a single nafs (soul).  The second 
explains the distinction between individuals only on the basis of Taqwa (reflecting both a 
pious attitude of "constraints appropriate to a social-moral system" and an action of 
"consciousness of Allah" because of such pious manner) and "how the potential for 
change, growth and development lies within the nafs of the individual (or the group)" 
(p36-37). A special significance in the second chapter, as emphasized by the author, is 
that of the women mentioned or referred to in the Qur'an, and woman as individual. 
   Chapter three, "The equity of recompense: The Hereafter in the Qur'an," addresses 
human recompense on the basis of human activity, adding a third stage in human 
existence.  The fourth chapter, "Rights and roles of women: some controversies," 
disputes the concept of inherent value placed on man or woman and affirms that 
functional distinctions are baseless in the Qur'an (p. 63).  Despite recognizing the 
biological and the noble function of child bearing and suckling that only woman can do, 
the Qur'an does not consider mothering as the woman's only, nor exclusive role (p. 64).  
The author suggests the significance of context and chronology in "understanding 
Qur'anic social reform for women," as the Qur'an does not operate in vacuum, but was 
responding "to particular circumstances in Arabia at the time of the revelation" (p. 78). 
 Two major contributions that are particular to Qu'ran and Woman and that deserve 
special attention: The hermeneutical methodology and the prior text of gender-specific 
(Arabic) language, distinguishing between grammatical vs. conceptual function of 



masculine and feminine.  I will elaborate on the first only, but it is necessary to mention 
here that it would have been more effective, had the author maintained the non-gendered  
translation of the Arabic text when she was referring to "Allah" as she did with "nafs" 
since both refer "to something Unseen," and cannot be understood in the human context 
of maleness or femaleness (p. 20).  
 A hermeneutical model, within which Wadud-Muhsin places her work, is, in her 
words, concerned with three aspects of the text in order to support the conclusion: (1) the 
context in which the Qur'anic text was revealed; (2) the grammatical composition of the 
text; and (3) the whole text, its world-view (p. 3 and 62).  Because "differences of 
opinion can be traced to variations in emphasis between these three aspects," the author's 
'reading' of the Qur'an from within the female experience becomes especially effective.  
A feminist reading of the Qur'an can "argue against some conventional interpretations," 
one of the purposes of the book and a special task which the author has set for herself.
But, in my view, such reading also brings to the surface the intention of the Qur'an as a 
book to be read and interpreted by every one.  To avoid the potential relativism, the 
author asserts,  "there is continuity and permanence in the Qur'anic text itself" as 
exemplified by the points of convergence of the various readings (p. 5).  Thus, she adds, 
the unchangeable principles must be understood by each social context to be able to 
implement them, which is the objective of the Qur'an. 
 Three questions, however, Wadud-Muhsin has left unanswered with relation to 
hermeneutical method and the various readings of the Qur'an.  The first,  is how can one 
draw principles from outside the Islamic world view (such as those of a hermeneutical 
model) and apply them in the study of the Qur'an without risking a diversion from the 
metaphysical and epistemological underlying assumptions of the Qur'an?   The second is 
how can one draw a line between the universal intent of Qur'anic principles and the 
subjective interpretation when each reading has to be in a social context?  And the third, 
is how may a woman recapture her humanity and move beyond exercising a reading of 
the Qur'an from a feminist perspective?   
 Even though Wadud-Muhsin's methodology and the discourse of her argument 
allowed for such a follow-up, for some reason she has opted not to do what could have 
been an added pedagogical value to her work.  This gap between analyzing the principles 
and determining the contextual application, or the ideals and reality remains unresolved, 
despite the author's systematic analysis and convincing arguments, particularly in chapter 
two when discussing Taqwa. Since Taqwa was the only distinction between a woman and 
a woman or a woman and a man, then perhaps the answers to the above three questions 
lie in understanding humankind as a moral being.  If one accepts Fazlur Rahman's 
interpretation of the term, Taqwa, (as alluded to in footnote 21 of chapter two)--and at 
this time I see no other plausible interpretation that can both preserve the integrity of the 
individual, and maintains the universality of Qur'anic principles-- then one may accept 
the need to maintain such tension between the ideal and application, or else humankind 
loses its humanity.  That is, as Rahman states, without human's strive to balance, or the 
ability to maintain an equilibrium of the "limits of God" and the limits of individual and 
social moral standard,  then the entire purpose of human existence and ability to choose 
loses its meaning (p. 43). Taqwa gives meaning to human existence as much as the 
individual choice, even among what God has ordained, gives credibility to being 



distinctly characterized as a Muttaqi (a person  who is conscientious of this moral 
balance).
 But would this type of explanation mean surrendering to the dominant social-moral 
standards that resulted from males interpretation of the Qur'an, as it appear to be the case 
in the author's analysis of the terms "darajah (a step of distiction among deeds)," 
"faddala (Allah has preferred some of creation over others),"and "nushuz (disruption of 
marital harmony)" (pp. 66-78).  It is not enough to indicate the discrepancy between the 
principle and practice to convince the reader with the Qur'anic social reform for women, 
nor to allude to the patriarchal society in Arabia at the time of Qur'anic revelation as a 
justification for the dominant males' social bias.  To achieve the required equilibrium 
among Muslim men and women--that is being neglected at present mainly because 
woman is being denied her humanity by not being able to maintain this equilibrium on 
her own--would require invoking other important Qur'anic principles, such as the 
recognition of woman as a Khalifah (trusteeship) too.  Though the author alludes to 
Khilafa (pp. 74 and 85), she did not elaborate as to how the Qur'an encourages woman's 
(and man's) immediate action to bring woman up to this level and, consequently, change 
some of the prevailing social norms.  
  What is important to remember in this process, however, is that the goal is not to 
eliminate the tension by claiming sameness in the struggle for equality, but to balance the 
tension back, perhaps in favor of woman, as the Qur'an has intended in the first place.  
The pedagogical responsibility of this book then lies in intervening among men by 
coaching them to read,  and act within this perspective of the Qur'an, and to make women 
realize the vastness of their task in educating themselves and others in the Qur'an. 
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The Rights of Women in Islam
 By Asghar Ali Engineer. London: C. Hurst & Company. 1992, pp. 188. 

Engineer's book though not unique in its purpose, the defense of women's rights in Islam, 
is different from other books that deal with the same subject in its approach to the 
"question of women."  By attempting , in this book, "to separate what is contextual from 
what is normative" and to "recapture the original spirit of Qur'anic laws with regard to 
male-female relationship," the author hoped to equip Muslim feminists with a powerful 
weapon in their fight for equal status with men (p. vi).  The author is to be commended 
for this unprecedented courage to contradicts what has been the customary views on 
women's rights in Islam, whether by Muslims or non-Muslims.  His documentation from 
the Qur'an, Hadith and early Islamic history of issues like sexual equality, marriage, 
divorce, and others that have been only presented from the Muqallidun's (those who 
follow the foot-steps of ancestors) points of view is a major step by a Muslim male 
scholar.
  The main argument of the book centers around the misleading interpretation of 
Islamic Shariçah (law) as totally divine and immutable (p.6).  As Engineer explains, 
Shariçah has evolved over centuries and it never remained static, and hence immutable 
until the A.D. 12th century. The Qur'anic injunctions are the only divine part of the 
Shariçah. The Prophet Muhammad's extrapolations in words and practice of these 
injunctions is the second part and should be used as a guidelines for Islamic behavior. 
While the prophet's companions' and later jurists' and theologians' interpretations of the 
Qur'an and the prophetic tradition, the third part, remain limited to the circumstantial 
context of the time.  Engineer states that by mistakenly claiming such a divine status of 
the whole of shariçah, not only the different theologians' and jurists' interpretations have 
become the norm, but these interpretations resulted in transforming some of the Qur'anic 
contextual injunctions into normative ones.  This is exemplified in the transformation of 
the concept of three divorces in one sitting--"denounced by the Hanafites school of 
jurisprudence as innovative and sinful form of divorce," but still widely practiced in the 
Indian subcontinent where the Sunni Muslims follow this school--into the "Muslim 
personal law" that was enacted by the British and was given the "status of immutable 
divine law." (p. 7)   Another important point of Engineer's argument is the evolution of 
the concept of Shariçi ahkam (injunctions) and how it was moved from being  moral into 
legal bondage.  The incorporation of the principle of ijtihad in the Shariçah methodology 
which was frozen at some point, rather than keeping ijtihad as the overall principle in 
Qur'anic exegitic interpretation is another important point (p. 8).  This incorporation not 



only caused the evolution of Shariçah to come to a standstill, as Engineer suggests, but it 
also raises the question as to why only the Shariçah is studied in its last formative stages, 
while all other philosophical and ontological principles of other peoples and religions 
have been studied in their historical evolutionary context.   Given that Engineer's 
argument concerning the Shariçah, and his differentiation between the normative and 
contextual aspects of Qur'anic injunctions are the core of his discussion throughout his 
book, I will focus my review on Engineer's argument, its implications, and utility in 
recapturing the spirit of the Qur'an with reference to women's rights. 

The Rights of Women in Islam contains an Introduction and seven other chapters 
starting with chapter two, "status of women during Jahiliya" (in reference to pr-Islamic 
societies) and ending with chapter eight, "Muslim Personal Law--the Need for Reform."  
In the Introduction, the author analyzes the concept of Shariçah, refusing the argument for 
its divinity and analyzing the sociological influence in interpreting the divine scripture. 
Though the author's argument produces a better understanding of women's status in 
Islam, and presents compelling evidence in favor of women's equality, his argument is 
limited by overlooking a fundamental Qur'anic principle, the concept of khilafah (human 
trusteeship of the earth for each individual male and female), and by the framework in 
which he discusses women's rights.  The latter is exemplified in two issues.  First, the 
discussion of the contemporary conscious about women's rights as being a phenomenon 
only of modern societies.  He goes one generalizing from this assumption that "Human 
consciousness in modern society is conditioned by the concept of human rights and 
human dignity." (p. 2) This generalization seems to take the idealists view that 
consciousness determine reality.  By accepting this view, one  could easily divert from 
recognizing the purpose of the Qur'an as an assertion of human rights and human dignity 
in response to the realities of the time. 
   In this context of human "modern consciousness," Engineer also makes an 
unacceptable parallel between the institution of slavery and the subordination of women.  
The Qur'an disapproves both, slavery and women's subordination, evidenced by the 
principle that no human is superior to other except in Taqwa (i.e., superiority is judged by 
individual's deeds and only by Allah).  The fact that slavery was not abolished totally 
until modern times does not indicate licensing of slavery by the Qur'an, as was 
interpreted by some jurists and Western scholars .  The same is true with regards to the 
practice of women's subordination to men.  Although Engineer makes these points 
clearly, his treatment of women's subordination or male superiority becomes unsettled 
when he attempts to differentiate between the contextual and the normative (.e.g, when 
he attempts to explain the meaning of darajah, an edge that a man has "over a woman," 
in 2:228). 
 Another important difference between the question of slavery and that of women is 
that women represent fifty percent of the human society and, thus, their oppression and 
inferior status have created and continue to create fundamental misunderstandings of 
male-female relationships, family structure, and human-to-human relation in general. 
This misunderstanding, in turn, dictates the nature of "master-slave" relationship, and not 
vice-versa.  There seems to be a confusion here, as is the case among some other 
Islamists.  The author attempts to interpret the Islamic framework of human equality 
within the twentieth century concept of human rights that was introduced to counteract 



racial and nationalistic inclinations, ignoring gender and class injustice.  For those who 
are invoking a relationship in the study of gender, race, class, and nationalism 
(particularly the feminists among them), this parallel between women's rights and slavery 
could create another confusion regarding the nature of this relationship.  Let there be no 
dilution and diversion from the main problem of female subordination.  
 The second issue that imposes some limitations on the author's argument, in the 
Introduction of The Rights of Women in Islam, lies in the author's discussion of the "tafsir
bi'al-rai' (i.e., Qura'nic interpretation according to one's own opinion)" vs. understanding 
the Qur'an in light of one's own experience and consciousness.  Engineer's differentiation 
between "personal desire, rai', and true opinion that is the product of a new 
consciousness," (p. 4) does not help explain the basic principles and methodology in 
Qur'anic exegetic practice as a base for generating public rules that are bound by time 
and place vs. the Qur'anic injunctions that are universal in their broader meaning, as 
Fazlur Rahman explains in The Major Themes of the Qur'an.  Furthermore, the author 
confuses the reader when he elaborates on certain examples, departing from the main 
point, and leaving somewhat disjointed evidence, such as his comments on the personal 
desire of modernists' vs. orthodox' reading of the Qur'an and on the difference between 
morality and ethics with reference to purdah and chastity (p. 4-5).  The author, in 
essence, has overlooked the Qur'anic obligation upon each individual to understand the 
Qur'an as a prerequisite to practicing its injunctions, and that this understanding should 
be within the parameters of the Qur'anic worldview and not only in the social context of 
the time.  
 Engineer's lay-out of the rest of the book does not differ much from other traditional 
books that discuss the rights of Muslim women mainly in relation to family or to males.  
Chapters three, four, five, and six deal with the "concept of sexual equality," "other 
aspects of equality of women in Islam," "marital rights of women in Islam,' and "women 
and divorce in Islam" respectively.  Unlike Amina Wadud-Muhsin's (Qur'an and Woman, 
1992), treatment of woman's rights as an individual human,The Rights of women in Islam
devotes only one chapter, chapter seven, to "Islam and the individual dignity of women."  
Even under this title I remain concerned with the author's treatment of woman having an 
individual status while accepting some interpretations without questioning their merit.  
For example, he moves from verse 4:32 which states that "for men is the benefit of what 
they earn and for women is the benefit of what they earn" to affirming that "it is a clear 
enunciation of a woman's individuality, dignity and rights" without explaining the 
relationship.  He also adds, "Even if there are certain contextual statements in the Qur'an 
indicating men having a slight edge over women, in the socioeconomic sense it does not, 
in any sense, detract from her individuality."(p 145)  Engineer seems to interpret verse 
2:228, in the general socioeconomic context instead of limiting it to the context of 
divorce as the verse intends.  That is, the darajah (degree or edge) that men  are told to 
have in this context means an obligation toward reconciliation with their pregnant ex-
wives since they (the men) have initiated the divorce.  Therefore, the edge has nothing to 
do with the socioeconomic benefits that a husband gives a wife as her right, and not as a 
favor or as a means to make him superior.  In chapter eight, "Muslim Personal Law--the 
Need for reform," Engineer concentrates on the Muslim personal law in India and 
addresses the views of the major three groups; the reformists, the secularists, and the 
conservatives.



 In summary, the difference between normative and contextual may have clarified an 
important point, dismissing the claim that he entire Shariçah is divine, but it lacked a 
follow-up as to how to change the perception about interpretations.  As the jurists' 
interpretations were also given credence on the same level of Qur'anic injunctions and the 
prophetic tradition, the entire Qur'anic pedagogical intention--the continuous 
interpretation of its principles in time and space context--is suspended.  Both, the theme 
and the argument are woven by Engineer through his analysis of issues that have troubled 
researchers and practitioners as well, but there is not even a contextual superiority to men 
as Engineer argues. (p. vi)  This is so because to accept even a contextual superiority is 
not only contradictory to the spirit of the basic principle of the Qur'an--that all humans 
are equal except in Taqwa--but it also gives indirect license to men and others to abuse 
such relationship even with social superiority.
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Abstract 

Muslim women are treated in a similar manner by the media and the globalization 

political process.  Because of this fusion between sensational media reporting and policy-

making, combined with compartmentalized scholarship (area studies, Islamic studies, 

women’s studies) and activism (Muslim vs. Western), a Muslim woman is often not 

viewed as an autonomous entity that could and should be involved in policy-making.  

This pattern of ignoring Muslim women's political participation is repeated even in the 

United States. With the exception of a few, the majority of American Muslim women of 

varying backgrounds and educational levels are neither involved in the domestic nor in 

the international affairs of the US.  Hence, the issue is:  how is it possible for the 

estimated three million American Muslim women to become a political reality to further 

the US democratic policy, the US Muslim political and legal rights, or Muslim women's 

human rights all over the world. 
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Introduction 

The theme for the 1997 annual national convention of the American Muslim Council 

(AMC) was "Muslim America: Becoming a Political Reality." 2  Established in 1990 as 

one of the first Muslim organizations to defend the political and legal rights of American 

Muslims, AMC was also among the first to include women on its advisory board, and 

recently (1997) on its board of directors. This inclusive practice was, and continues to be 

before and after AMC has opened its nomination and election process to the general 

membership. During the first five years of its operation, AMC was governed by self-

selected board of directors who nominated advisory board members. Although its 

membership has grown to over 5, 000 members,  according to an informal statement by a 

member of its board of directors, AMC only opened the nomination process of its 

advisory board to the general membership during the 1997 annual national convention. 3  

Yet, the role and the involvement of women in high level decision making remained 

limited and was constantly re-conceived in line with the swing of the national and 

international gendered agenda.  The AMC, though considered one of the most liberal 

Muslim organization and has made an important impact with regards to Muslims political 

rights with the help of credible professional female members,  has yet to realize the full 

potential of women’s political participation. 

 This lack of realization and the problem of women not becoming a political 

reality in the US lies not only in the various degrees of perceptions and misconceptions 

about Islam and Muslims in the US, neither in religious tolerance vs. bigotry, or in 

Multiculturalism vs. national unity. Rather, this problem is mainly of perceiving women, 

particularly Muslim women as morally dependent and, hence, politically irrelevant or 
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non-central to the discussion of their own state of affairs or that of the community and 

the nation. Worst yet, neither Muslim women themselves, nor policy-makers (Muslims or 

none) recognize this issue as a problem because these women perceive themselves and 

are being perceived as citizens by proxy. 4  According to these perceptions, a woman is 

only recognized as secondary in the economic unit or in the genealogical unit: as a 

daughter, a wife or a mother who plays a complementary role (Badawi 1998).  Both 

views contradict the Islamic worldview wherein an individual is only recognized as an 

agent of change when she, or he, expresses her views and shares in the decision-making 

process as an autonomous entrusted being (The Qur'an, 2:30; The Author 1996). 

 Although voting turnout often is low for all citizens, and even during the last 

election it was lower among women (54% of women did not vote), 5  I am using 

"political" involvement in its widest sense beyond voting, beyond Muslims' advocacy of 

gender equity, and beyond feminist advocacy of gender equality or parity of men and 

women in public life. 6  When I discuss Muslim women's political involvement, I am 

aware of the variation in identification with Islam (The Author 1997) as much as the 

variation in the Muslims' experience of both domestic and national authority, secular or 

religious (Eickelman and Piscatori 1996).  Recognizing these variations would preclude 

me from portraying the Muslim woman as passive and abused, but it would not preclude 

me from asserting the reality that the majority of Muslim women are excluded from the 

decision-making process as partners in the interpretation of Islamic texts (The Author, in 

press).  Be it the claimed foundations of every thing Muslim, Islamic teachings (the 

ideals), though stable and favor justice for women (The Author 1996), these teachings 

have been exclusively interpreted by males (the practice) aborting the gender revolution 
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in Islam, as Mazrui (1993) states. Therefore, women's participation in the interpretation 

process of Islamic primary sources and perhaps reformulating of present laws and 

perceptions that govern Muslims wherever they are is not only a "legitimate 

[political/legal] right" 7  but is a matter of fulfilling one's identification with Islam. The 

Islamic article of faith, there is no God but Allah, may not be fulfilled unless the 

individual who pronounces it consciously chooses the Islamic worldview and actually 

acts on it void of any intermediary. 

 The issue of women's lack of political involvement, therefore, might be projected 

as an internal Muslim community problem,  but it is equally a reflection of the general 

US and other nations’ policy-making process, in which the voices of women are not 

sought after. Taking the easy way out, elected officials and governing bodies more often 

than not, particularly in the case of Muslims, listen mainly to a one-sided view of the 

Muslim males as if these men are the only public representatives. 8  The solution, 

therefore, lies in the hands of policymakers as much as it is in the hands of scholars with 

multicultural background and interest. Similarly, it is in the hands of Muslim 

community's predominantly male decision-makers as much as it is in the hands of 

Muslim women themselves, particularly those who self-identify with Islam.  In other 

words, because of compounded reasons that I will explain in details later, Muslim women 

have become a national domestic burden and often a source of public and international 

embarrassment. 

 For instance, a recent debate took place about Niqab (face veil) by both AMC-L 

and Muslim JD-L news group on the internet (April, 1997). The debate was instigated by 

an e-mail of the AMC executive manager to the AMC Advisory Board members 
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claiming a victory by protecting a Muslim woman's right to ware the Niqab despite a 

state ordinance against concealing one’s identity. The debate was instigated by this 

author, and another Advisory Board member, both are scholars-activists in the US 

Islamic feminine movement. Each member protested not the defense of the woman's right 

to choose the face cover, but the claim of the AMC officer that this legal gain was a 

victory for Islam. Both members wrote, separately, to the effect that the face cover is not 

required by Islam, but is a customary practice, and that AMC better educate its officers 

about what constitutes Islamic or non-Islamic.  One of member decided to post the two 

responses to the Muslim JD-list, a news Group for KARAMAH, the organization of 

Muslim women lawyers and legal councilors. As a result, another heated debate was 

generated, only to re-confirm one of my basic assumptions: Women are still seen as in 

need of being protected, and their morality--represented in the dress form--is still the 

affair of the community.  Furthermore, as I requested that female members on the AMC 

Advisory Board be consulted on such issues before a decision of the sort is made, another 

storm was generated in the organization. Finally, the AMC By-laws--under review then--

were revised without further consultation with the Advisory Board,  and a statement was 

added to the effect that the Board of Directors is not bound by the Advisory Board 

recommendations. The implications of these events--and that of other contradictory 

reports, including the report on the indifference of US Gas companies towards the 

Afghani Taliban's war against women's education and public participation (Feminist 

Majority Report 1997)-- are the same;  Muslim women issues are only of concerns when 

they serve the particular group’s or government’s agenda. 
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Regardless of the motive and the variation in the degree of complacency with the views 

of few extremists--Muslims or non-Muslims--behind these events, the prevalent issue is 

still the same: women, particularly Muslim women are viewed as morally and politically 

dependent.    

 Though we pride ourselves in the US to be a democratic society and claim 

freedom of choice for each individual, in reality Muslim women have not been able to 

access their rights to understand, to consciously choose, and to actively act on their 

choice of Islam as a worldview and as a way of life.  Even when the US constitution 

protects multicultural and multireligious affiliation, the issue is not only that of cultural 

and ethnic identity, nor of religious practice in the privacy of the homes or the mosques.  

It is an issue of women's active participation in the interpretation of the religious and 

cultural heritage. Ajrouch (1997; 6, 151, 169, 174) eloquently explains the development 

of American Arab ethnic identity in relation to religion, and how it moves the female 

ethnic identity formation into the religious realm, creating more limitations for the 

female, but opening more opportunities for the males when the latter are given the option 

to practice the religion, while females are not. My emphasis on women's self-

identification with Islam is intended to offset this biased identity development process, as 

described by Ajrouch, and to move it from the ethnic and the religious into the 

ontological (view of reality) and the epistemological (view of knowledge) that affects the 

individual's worldview and, consequently,  his or her ability to integrate into a society 

that is governed by a different worldview, such as the US Western worldview (The 

Author 1998). 
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 For example, as the issue of violence against women is discussed in the 

legislative branch, the only Muslim woman activist that have been involved was not by a 

legislative  design, but because this Muslim woman’s active pursuant of the matter? 9  

The significance of a feminine or feminist Muslim perspective is not only in 

representation. Rather, by making legislators aware of the Islamic vis-à-vis customary 

Muslim practices and by drawing relations between Islamic and the US secular or Judeo-

Christian moral and legal foundations, we may be able to avoid not only cultural conflict 

but domestic conflicts.  When a husband realizes that he cannot easily lean against the 

First Amendment with the excuse of freedom of religious practice when oppressing his 

wife, for instance, we would have aborted the chance for both abuse of the system and 

wife, which may subsequently abort what  may seem to be a “cultural clash.”  

 Since this problem, of women’s lack of political involvement, is crossing the 

boundaries of the immigrant and the first generation of indigenous converts to Islam, I 

argue that without deeper understanding of the basics of Islam and without understanding 

Multiculturalism and pluralism as an integrative energetic engagement with diversity, 

beyond mere tolerance, neither policy makers, nor scholars, or Muslim women 

themselves will be able to turn this national liability into an effective three to four million 

active votes as well as politically effective agents of change. I must add here, that this 

issue cannot be considered only a US issue, but certainly it is a global one.  That is, if we 

are preaching, and often claiming to export democratic ideals, particularly concerning 

issues of women’s human rights, to developing/Muslim societies, then we need to start 

by practicing domestically what we preach globally. 
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 How and why? I will explain by starting with a concrete example of what I am 

focusing on here and as a background for my present thesis, and by presenting some 

concrete observations.  I will, then, move into a workable definition of "Islamic identity" 

and what it means for American Muslim women to become a political reality, drawing 

briefly on few basic principles, and concluding with some strategies as solutions. 

 

Background 

David Hollinger argues that "defenders of cultural diversity need to take a step beyond 

Multiculturalism, toward a perspective I call 'postethnic'" (1995, 2-3).   He suggests that 

the "ethnoracial pentagon," which refers to the five-part demographic structure within 

which each American is now routinely classified, is of limited utility as a map of culture.  

He further argues that if we are to discuss cultural diversity we ought  to discuss religious 

cultures of America. 10  Muslims of the 1990s America, who present themselves as a 

religious cultural group, have been striving for political recognition since the 1960s, just 

as the Catholics and the Jews have done earlier in the 17th, 18th and the 19th centuries 

during the era that I will coin as the "preethnic divide."  This era is exemplified in the 

different projections of their struggle and the advantage that American Jews, for instance, 

enjoy in the ability to emphasis Judaism as a religion vis-à-vis as an ethnic minority.  It is 

religious when addressing the struggle of Jewish women against Jewish religious 

institutions (Keller and Reuther 1995), and  it is intellectual , ethnic and religious when 

addressing the secularizing element of the American academia (Hollinger 1996).  Yet 

despite the fact that Jews are recognized as a political entity and their civil rights are 
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protected, Jewishness is not one of the categories in the US ethnic minority scheme.  

What does this mean for Muslims? 

 American Muslims of the 1990s, therefore, are facing the question: How is it 

possible to discuss the "Islamic" religious identity in a society that claims to be secular, 

and yet the basis of its values are the Judeo-Christian traditions?  These values,  being re-

emphasized by the "back-to-religion" right wing movements, while the government is 

tightening the immigration laws, tightening the coda for those with Muslim/Arab 

backgrounds in the name of "Anti-Terrorism Law," (Saad 1997). Meanwhile American 

anti-discrimination laws, based on the "ethnoracial pentagon," do not apply directly to 

Muslims because Muslims are of ethnoracial mix.  American Muslims are 42% African-

American, 24.4% South Asians, 12.4% Arabs, 5.2% Africans, 6% Iranian and Turks, 2% 

South East Asians, 1.6% American whites, and 6.4% other (Nu’man 1992, 13).  Afro-

American Muslims are often dismissed categorically as a significant minority by media 

bashing and attack when they are all wrongly attached to the controversial figure of Louis 

Farrakhan, the leader of the Nation of Islam, whose constituency is less than 10% (Kepel 

1997).   

 Women in the Muslim ethno-religious divide not only carry the brunt of the 

confusion between the ethnic and the religious that is used to legitimate the first, but they 

also are carrying the brunt on both ends of the debate; the Muslims and the ‘nationals.’  

The national right wing backlash movements, in the name of ‘family values,’ is also 

being utilized by some extremist immigrant Muslim groups to protest the US biased 

foreign policy. The debate over human rights issues (cf. 7) is a good example. The irony 

is that the majority of US Muslim women are not aware of such debates, even though 
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they are experiencing the consequences by being further regulated, secluded, and isolated 

from political decision-making while being pampered when appointed as assistants to the 

Imams (the professional, imported preachers who claim community leadership without 

the Islamic consultative practice nor the civil election due-process). These women’s job 

is mainly to overlook women’s auxiliaries and social events in their respective 

communities. 

 Hollinger argues that  Multiculturalists are, in essence, conservatives because 

they refuse to ask authorities to move away from thinking within the limited mixed races 

of the census.  I argue, to the contrary, that it is the conservatives who have a  larger 

stake in the status quo of the "one-culture, different representations", and who are 

enjoining the confusion between what Hollinger himself calls "Multiculturalism and anti-

discrimination remedies."   These conservatives would like to slow-down, or perhaps 

prevent cultural reform that eliminates pigeonholing of the "hyphenated" citizens, not 

withstanding the stigma surrounding the random revisions (and regressions) in 

affirmative action laws. One could see a parallel policy among European countries like 

Briton and Germany concerning their predominantly Muslim South Asian and Turkish 

minorities, respectively. Similarly, but with a convoluted rationale, the French oppose 

integration of their North African minority --1/5 of the population-- while also rejecting 

the parallel cultural lines of the US and Briton. 11 

   Thus, for example,  a Muslim from south Asia or South East Asia who would 

want to classify herself as Asian-American in order to gain the affirmative action favors 

do not fit within this classification because she is not of Asia Pacific ancestry.   Similarly, 

a Muslim of a fair skinned Arab descent does not fit neither with the Caucasian nor with 
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the Asians because she is of "West Asian" ancestry.  Regardless of their ethnic 

identifications, Muslim immigrants tend to be high achievers but hardly recognized in the 

political arena or in scientific and professional societies as Muslims  (Stenberg 1995).  To 

the contrary, they are being projected only as religious fanatics who cannot be 

constructive, rational citizens to the point that Mark Williams, a talk show host on WGY 

in Albany, suggested that "we should look at legislation to outlaw Islam" (Husseini 

1997).  As we approach women's participation, such discriminatory views and practices 

become compounded by not fully recognizing female contribution and autonomy both 

within the Muslim community and the society at large (The Author 1998). 

 Hollinger's suggestion to have a sharper separation of multicultualism from anti-

discrimination remedies by talking about religious cultural diversity might be a one step 

towards solving the problem of American Muslims who are growing in number but who 

have no political clout.  I disagree, however, with Hollinger's explanation, as he did in his 

response to the question,  "how can religious cultures be discussed in a society that 

claims to be secular?"  His answer was that we need to maintain the secular America 

when discussing religious cultural diversity because religion is too large a cultural 

phenomenon with too much at stake to be left in the hands of those who believe in it.  

Such a luxury might be possible for Hollinger, having the flexibility of moving between 

the "ethnic" and the "religious" identification or heritage, but can never be a utility nor 

will it be understood in reference to Muslims.  It is true that Muslims also have other 

ethnic identities--Arabs, Kurds, Afro-Americans, etc.-- but such identities are not 

recognized as part of the US. ethnic mosaic, except in the case of Afro-Americans, nor 

Islam is fully recognized as a religious minority. 12 
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 Furthermore, Hollinger's answer leads us to a broader question: how could one 

possibly discuss a religious cultural group without allowing for its members to explain 

their worldview as a representation of their cultural diversity?  The Swiss Cognitive 

Scientist, Jean Piaget tells us that the first requirement to a moral- or value-related 

identity is the ability to freely construct its meaning within one's framework.  In addition, 

how could we claim the understanding of the various religious cultures without allowing 

for the particulars of each religious group outside our own to express themselves; the 

meanings of their experience and their reality, as Piaget suggests? (De Vreis 1997). 

  I must emphasize here that although I recognize the significant intergenrational 

shift in ideas of religious and political authority (The Author, in preparation, 1988; 

Kepel, 1997) it is exactly the determination of the “religious authority” that is at the heart 

of my thesis. When Muslim women are denied Islamic higher learning (i.e., deeper 

knowledge of Islam's primary sources) and the subsequent involvement in the 

interpretation of the Islamic texts, using as an excuse the limited interpretation that 

women are not to be involved in the public arena, the question of "who is the authority" 

becomes central here. Given the limitation of this context, I could only point out that in 

Islam there is no clergy nor Papacy, nor is there a one single interpretation as the 

authority. 13  There is a set of guidelines for interpreting Islamic primary sources (the 

Quran as the book of Islam, and the Prophet Muhammad’s tradition). That is, when a 

Muslim--male or female--masters these resources and uses them methodically, that 

interpretation becomes part of the Islamic legacy by means of mutual consultation and 

consensus.  
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 It seems as if we have to wait for Hollinger to go through the same intellectual 

transformation that his scholarly equal Nathan Glazer has just revealed before we can 

answer the above questions concerning Muslims political recognition.  A long-time foe 

for affirmative action, Glazer recently stated (1997) that he underestimated the 

significance of race in the multicultural America. 14   Such revelations seem to be 

happening faster than the multicultualists have dreamed of.  This is evidenced in the 

recent shift in Samuel P Huntington's  thesis from his earlier Clash of Civilizations into 

The West: Unique, not Universal.  G. John Ikenberry rightly describes Huntington's shift 

as follows: "Just as we thought it was safe to relax, Samuel P Huntington has arrived with 

bad news: the old world of realpolitik and great power tensions may have faded, but it 

has been replaced by an even nastier and less predictable world of looming cultural and 

religious conflict.” Ikenberry adds, unlike the passing era of power politics, Huntington 

claims, civilizational politics resists reason and resolution:  “A prudent West  must accept 

this new dangerous reality, rally together, and prepare for the worst." 15  Such statements 

are typical manifestations of what Scheurich and Young (1997, 6) call "civilizational 

racism" that "encompasses the deepest, most primary assumptions about the nature of 

reality (ontology), the ways of knowing that reality (epistemology), and the disputational 

contours of right and wrong or morality and values (axiology)... that are fundamental to 

Euro-American modernism.” 

 I would argue with Scheurich and Young that such a bias exists deeply, and I also 

add that it can easily be called also a "civilizational bigotry" with reference to religious 

groups other than the predominant ones at the onset of modernism. 
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 On a broader context of tolerance and Multiculturalism, Noam Chomsky writes in 

Powers and Prospects (1996, 94) "There is a conventional picture of the new era we are 

entering and the premise it holds. It was formulated clearly by the National Security 

Adviser Anthony Lake when he announced the Clinton Doctrine in September 1993: 

'Throughout the Cold Ware, we contained a global threat to market democracies. Now we 

should seek to enlarge their reach’”  (emphasis added) .   With the expanded "successes of 

the  [Clinton's] 'Administration's campaign of commercial diplomacy'," represented for 

example in the "US $35 billion contract for Exxon to cooperate with Indonesia's 

Pertamina oil company... [that] led to a rapid increase in Exxon's stock,"  (103) I feel the 

urgency to alert to the fact that Indonesian women and Muslim women, in general, might 

have to unwillingly embrace both for economic and cultural co-optation .  Although I 

have made this statement earlier, in May, 1997 when I delivered my lecture, the current 

crisis in Indonesia with the pressure from the IMF and the Economic Seven confirms my 

prediction and Chomsky’s (1996, 169) assessement. Another example is seen in Pakistan 

upheaval and further tightening of “moral edicts” for women after the economic 

sanctions were imposed because of its Nuclear activities, while nothing of the sort was 

imposed on Israel despite its explicit refutation to sign the Comprehensive Test Ban 

Treaty (CTBT), and while the US congress itself refuses to ratify the CTBT . 

 In addition, my fear of such co-optations comes from the fact that such corporate 

contracts often lead to economic co-optations that will inevitably leads to social and 

cultural co-optation, specifically with regard to women's role. 16  Being the only country 

with the largest Muslim population in the world (over 160 million) that  allows women to 

be part of the religious decision-making wherein women are members of the Indonesian 
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Ministry of religion, Indonesia's government may be pressured to adopt some superficial 

women's rights measures as part and parcel of today’s development agencies packages 

that will trigger the conservatives' backlash.  This phenomenon of cultural intervention, 

attached to economic intervention, and followed by a social upheaval and conservatives 

backlashes have historically been repeated in many Muslim countries since the early days 

of European economic and military colonization. 17  The present state of Indonesian 

unrest is hardly instigated by an internal matter.  It is rather created by outside elements 

combining both religious missionary interest in the East Timor Island and capitalist 

economic interest of investors from industrialized nations.   The fear of co-optation also 

extends to the US national scene at which Muslim women face a dual dilemma as stated 

earlier. 

Definitions, Principles and Implications 

Islamic identity and equal rights are not given, but gained by the individual's conscious 

efforts towards self-realization.  Conscience is central to Islamic identity as love to 

Christian Identity and law to Jewish identity.  Islamic identity comes from the Qur'an as 

the primary source of Islamic principles, and yet neither may become a reality without 

the other. Nor would the Qur'an be considered a primary source of individual and socio-

political behavior without each person being autonomously learning and acting within its 

parameters. In chapter four of the Qur'an, titled "Al-Nisa' , The Women" it is stated in 

verses 124-125: "If any do deeds of righteousness, be they male or female- and have faith 

[sic] not the least injustice will be done to them.  Who can be better in religion than the 

one who is at peace with Allah, is good and of fair and splendid manner to others and 

follows the way of Abraham the true in faith?" 
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The Evidence of Creation 

Evidence of autonomous moral and political responsibility lies in the basic principles 

about the human female in the Qur'an that have been peculiarly absent from both Muslim 

and non-Muslim, scholarly and media material about Islam. The same Qura’nic chapter 

four, ˜Al-Nisa', opens with the verse: "Oh, humankind (al-Naas), be conscious of (ittaqu ) 

Allah (your guardian) who created you of a single [feminine] soul/person/being (nafs 

wahida)' and created of it her mate 'zawjaha'."� 

 This verse is apropos to understanding the Islamic stance on human creation, 

particularly of the feminine aspect of the single person.  Muslim women who identify 

with Islam and have not been able to access this direct meaning and its implication to 

changing the paradigm of understanding religion, and Islam, cannot be part of the 

political reality.  As this verse re-instates gender justice in the very nature of the human 

creation, it also reinstates the reality that women are an essential part of the interpretation 

process of Islam. That is, because human nature is distinguished by itself 'nafs' (Rahman 

1980, 17).  Rahman states: In Islam, there is no separation between mental and physical 

being, and nafs implies the totality of the [feminine] person and her disposition, or the 

close relation between human heart and mind, which realizes the existence of God 

through her relation with herself, others and nature.  I must add, as Islam is affirmed to 

be both a belief and a social structure that is not based on submission but on action 

(Garaudy 1983,179), being a Muslim requires active participation and not mere 

acceptance of teachings or submission as Islam often is explained in English texts. 
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  By the same measure, how can we assume that the Muslim woman has regained 

her citizenship without her direct involvement in the interpretation of the law of the land 

in which Islam is applied ? History indicates that she was stripped of these rights many 

times under the disguise of  the fossilized "Islamic law" or cultural barriers, or of state 

sovereignty (The Author 1996). The strategy, therefore, is that the woman herself 

generates a new identity within the framework of Islam and that we recognize this 

identity as the operating principle for active egalitarian democracy in America. 

 

The Evidence of  Trusteeship and Leadership:  

The Quranic principle of trusteeship (2:30) is to eliminate proxy for individual moral and 

political conscientious accountability and leadership.   Muslim women's becoming 

partners in the religio-political decision-making is key to creating a political reality of the 

Muslim community and, hence, a sound multicultural democracy in America.  Muslim 

woman's understanding of democracy, therefore, is as significant, because her self-

realization can only affect a sustainable change in society when her self-identity unfolds 

the meaning of trusteeship and leadership in Islam. Muslim community, therefore, may 

not be able to unfold this meaning and to claim a consultative (Shura) decision-making 

process without women's becoming agents of this sustainable change. 

 

The Issue 

Muslim women of all classes and educational backgrounds are caught between the 

zealous Muslim men who prevent women's political participation, on one hand, (Keller 

1998, 20) and the non-Muslim, particularly males with orientalist mentality who may see 
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Muslim women only as followers, on the other hand. 18  Other groups have become 

beneficiaries of this seeming vulnerability. These beneficiaries are represented in 

economic development agencies (e.g., IMF, World Bank, US AID) whose decision- 

makers are only interested in utilitarian educational programs that produces labor and 

economic profit concerning gender policies. These groups also tend to see women only as 

followers or in the context of cheap labor in US- and other Western countries-based 

transnationals. For example, Beneria (1998, 3) reports the impact of industrial relocation, 

especially on women who “particularly suffered disproportionate losses despite their 

effort at acquiring new skills through training. This is consistent with conclusions from 

other studies”. 

  Zealous Muslim men are generally very obsessed with "circumscribing women's 

lives through dress codes, subordination to male authority, and segregated domesticity" 

(Radford Ruether 1995, 432). Yet, these same men do not hesitate to benefit their 

enterpunrship from their women's "home work" with the rationale that the women can be 

paid lower wages. 19  Men like these reject many agendas of scholarship-activism by 

Muslim women even those who interpret Islam from within because, in these men's 

opinion, these women are non-practicing Muslims since most of them do not practice 

“Hijab, Muslim women’s head cover.”  By the same measure, non-Muslim male 

Oreintalists claim that Muslim women's scholarly work is not valid because it stems from 

the Islamic perspective. A Professor at an ivy league's near eastern studies department 

refused to cross-list this author's course on the education of Muslim women, accusing her 

of proselytizing. Even though the course was approved by and taught under the auspices 

of the same university’s women's studies program, the named professor assumed his own 
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authority on Islamic scholarship in that university. Furthermore, when the religious 

studies program at the same university proposed the inclusion of this author’s course 

within its course offering, the same professor, a member of the religious studies program 

board, rejected the proposal because, according to him, "no course on Islam should be 

taught at the university without the approval of the Near East Studies Department" 1991) 

. 

   Because these Muslim women happened to be consciously accepting the Islamic 

worldview, they are being perceived as if their work is neither scholarly nor valid 

“objective”  interpretation of Islam, and that they cannot think rationally and 

independently of their male "guardians."  Such  chauvinist Oreintalist views do not differ 

much in their perspectives of religion and of Islam from the zealous Muslim males, 

because both groups see Muslim women as morally dependent and, hence, irrational and 

scholarly incapable.  Further evidence is found in the ironic hypocrisy of such views, 

evidenced when the same NES professor discusses the importance of improving Jewish 

life on campus in relation to advancing Jewish scholarship at the Jewish studies program 

of the same university (May, 1998). Similar hypocrisy was evident by the Turkish 

government’s opposition to women's choice of Islamic modest dress (wrongly called 

Hijab), discriminating against those women who do practice it, with the excuse that 

Turkey is a secular state. Meanwhile the same government orders mosques to open their 

doors for women. 20 

 The issue of Muslim women's code of dress has received endless controversial 

and rhetorical treatments even by women's groups, 21  or male proponents 22  because of a 

confusion between the name, "Hijab," ( in Arabic, a curtain, or a divide that was intended 
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to protect the privacy of Muhammad’s wives (Qur’an,  33: 53 ) and different social 

customs in practicing the modest Muslim woman's attire, "jilbab, over garment”  ( 

Qur’an, 33:59; The Author, 1996; 1989).  This confusion produces similar perspectives 

and results to those resulting from the confusion between  Holligner's "Multiculturalism 

and anti-discrimination."   My analogy stems from my empirical research findings (not 

reported here) that suggest a confusion and a gap between males' and female's 

understanding of Islam. Men interpret Islam as a submission to Allah's (God's) will while 

claiming superiority and guardianship over women. Meanwhile women see Islam as 

submission to God's will as interpreted by males (The Author 1997,  in press). This gap is 

quantitatively large, but more importantly, it is qualitatively enlarging with time-spent in 

America.  There is a shift in the thinking and the practice of women's role among first 

generation immigrants and that of their offspring from the time I interviewed them in 

1984-85 (The Author 1988).  A more strict, zealous interpretations are prevalent in the 

opinion and the practice of these same individuals in 1997 (The Author, in preparation).  

It seems that these Muslims are being acculturated by the American conservatives' favor 

of "one culture, but different representations" that I alluded to earlier, instead of 

"engaging with the diversity" of the American society, as suggested by Diana Eck 

(1996).  It seems that these Muslims, by being defensive of their identity instead of 

attempting to construct the meanings of their "different identity", 23  are emphasizing 

"tolerance" over "understanding" exemplified in their emphasis of free practice of 

women's head dress, seclusion and the ghettoized enclaves of minor practices over  the 

"active seeking of understanding" (The Author 1998).  They do not realize that tolerance 

"is simply too thin a foundation for a world of religious differences. It does nothing to 
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remove our ignorance of one another, and leaves in place the stereotypes, the half-truth, 

the fear that underlie old patterns of division and violence." (emphasis added)  (Eck 1996, 

44). 

 When, in 1997, I informally tracked each of the interviewed family of my 1984-

85 study,  I was disheartened by the outcome. The majority of the young females who are 

second-generation US citizens were very enthusiastic intellectually and politically active 

in their communities when I interviewed them in 1984-85 at the age of 14-21.  Now, they 

seem to be molded to being followers of their male households in the name of 

"preservation of the Muslim family and identity."  This outcome is also confirmed by 

Ajrouch (1997) where she reports the same tradition of male superiority, using religion as 

the excuse to "limit" females movement and independence. Similar findings confirm the 

same phenomenon being repeated among French Muslims (Kepel 1997).   

 Only about five of the thirty young females whom I interviewed in 1984-85 can 

be said to have autonomous political entity now.  The transformation of these second-

generation Muslim young females seems to be partially affected by the views of their 

husbands who are largely influenced by the double-edge new wave of globalization and 

"democratization" along with the reactive wave of the "politicized Islam" intended to 

resist the 'open market economy and democracy, with its acculturation process. 24   In 

addition to the fact that organizations are changing their stance on certain issues that 

concern Muslim women, 25  Muslim Women's education for political participation in the 

US of the 1990s was viewed by these women’s families as peripheral, and at times 

dangerous or not permissible for fear of dismantling the Muslim family. 26   In the 1960s 

at the time when these first-generation immigrants (the generation of those men who are 
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now propagating more conservative treatment of women) were establishing themselves, 

many of their females were active in the community either in a voluntary or paid jobs, 

and they viewed the education of the younger generation as an asset irrespective of the 

sex of the child.  Though some of these same women are still active, their activities are 

limited within the community as an add-on item under "women's committees" or 

"women's programs." 27 

  The growing resistance against acculturation is being translated into women's 

being the preservers of the culture and, as a result, forging women to perceive themselves 

and to be perceived as morally dependent on their male household who are the defenders 

of Muslims' rights. Women's role in society is viewed only as mothers, daughters, or 

wives who preserve the cultural identity at home, but never as a moral and a political 

entity that can lead the same fight against anti-discrimination and against the melting-pot 

assimilation process (The Author 1998). Even when women have their own Islamic 

movement, the propagation of males' interpretation of the women's political involvement 

is wide spread. 28 

 This phenomenon is not only a manifestation of a tension and a dichotomy 

between the ideals and the practice concerning women's--Muslim women among them--

and education in Western societies, including issues of religious and public education 

(The Author 1998).  Rather, this phenomenon , I argue, is the result of a long-ignored 

relation between the perceptions of  "superior and inferior" cultures,  whether in the form 

of colonizer and colonized or in the form of ethnic and religious minority and majority  

groups, that is reflected in the patriarchal and patronizing behavior of individuals within 

these groups. 29   
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 The collective findings of my empirical and historical research suggest that unless 

we--scholars, Muslim and non-Muslim, individuals and groups, and policy makers--

change our understanding of Islam and its practice, on one hand, and democracy and 

Multiculturalism, on the other, neither secular nor traditional Muslim education would 

help women, or men for that matter, to attain a politically constructive identity.  I should 

point out that although the arguments for, or against Islamic presence in the cultural 

debate are changing from generation to the next and between groups, the fundamental 

perception of Islam as only religious, dogmatic doctrine has not changed.  For Muslim 

women to be part of the religio-political decision-making process in the principled 

democracy away from marketing gender or  "politicized, gendered” Islam, they need to 

be part of the community decision-making process by joining the ranks in re-interpreting 

the Islamic primary sources, as well as the ranks of policy makers who interpret the 

democratic sources.  

 It is important to note here that American women who are involved in 

multicultural feminist scholarship and activism tend not to recognize Muslim women’s 

contribution to the American culture. For instance, the 1994 edition of Unequal Sisters 

(Ruiz and DuBois 1994) acknowledged many changes in multicultural issues for 

feminists, including the religious trend, but failed to explore the Islamic/Muslim 

women’s issues despite the fact that available literature includs several cases of 

significance.  Furthermore, Muslim women's attempts to feminine Islamic scholarship 

from within the Islamic philosophical perspective have been hardly noticed by American 

feminists in area studies, such as the Middle East Studies, and women's studies, in 

general.  Does that mean that Muslim women should lean more on identifying with 
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religious feminists?  The answer to this question lies more in the hands of policy makers 

than that of scholars, even though scholars often begin the drive for change in perception 

and policy making, as obvious in Hollinger's Science, Jews, and Secular culture. 

Unfortunately, few Jewish female scholars, including the Jewish Orthodox women,  have 

come to recognize Muslim women contribution as did Roded (1994). 

 

Goal and Strategies 

My intent was to de-polarize controversial perspectives by bringing back the dynamic 

interpretation process of Islam and democracy, analyzing real and imaginative 

perceptions concerning Muslim women's rights and responsibilities. 

 Since elected officials as policy-makers in the US do not take the extra step to 

understand their constituents, how could we count on them to see to it that these Muslim 

women's voices can be heard as agents of change in the 'new world order of the 21st 

century' if we do not involve these women in the interpretation process?  Also, how could 

a community of scholars claiming to research and defend the rights of Muslim women 

achieve that goal while their main concern of intellectual exercise exceeds their effective 

scholarship in policy making and public affairs changes.  And how could a community or 

a society claim to seek political reality while the predominant perception--by both 

Muslims and non-Muslims in that society--view Muslim woman as not able to go out to 

cast her vote without the permission of her husband, father, or even a son?  In other 

words, she is still viewed as morally dependent and, hence, a political entity only  by 

proxy! 
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 The realities indicate that politicians in the US may export some superficial ideas 

about women's rights to the Muslim world as part of the 'free market' policy, but they 

never really discuss the foundations of what it means for Muslim women to be a political 

reality domestically or globally, because, in their words, they are more concerned with 

issues of economic and national security.   As if women do not constitute 1/2 of these 

national and economic concerns! Or are women only part of the exchanged commodities?   

The excuse, or the backlash by the Muslim community's males who claim that such 

interference in women's affairs is a gross violation of the privacy of domestic issues or 

community affairs does not fly any more. That is, one can only survey the meager 

domestic issues in Muslim communities and societies have not been untouched by the 

colonizers, missionaries and economic and cultural hegemony, including family laws, to 

be able to affirm the fallacy of such claim. The claim that these laws are guarded by the 

Shair'a (translated wrongly as Islamic law) is a facade that easily crumbles when one 

examines the Swiss, French, British, Dutch and other elements in the different post-

colonized Muslim societies' civil laws, particularly personal status codes. 30 

 On the other hand, the Muslim world exports to the US the zealous so-called 

Muslim community leaders who decree, for example, that a woman is not allowed to pray 

in the mosque, or that she has to pray in a separate, second-class type adjacent building to 

the mosque, like the case of the Islamic Center in Washington, DC, or that she is not 

obliged to attend the Friday prayer, or that her voice in public place is sinful .  How could 

these leaders, no matter who they may be, prevent something that Allah (God) and the 

prophet  of Islam, Mohammed allowed? And how could democratic and human rights 

principles be integrated with such practices?  Or is it the policy makers indirect excuse to 
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dismiss Islam and Muslims altogether as being "against human rights"!  It is the 

responsibility of policy makers to realize that practices do not always speak for the 

principles, just as certain principles are not always practiced with the same standards of 

justice, liberty, democracy and equality. 

 One of the Qur'anic intentions in entrusting human beings as deputies is to bring a 

balance between the sexes as the goal of Islamic justice.   The strategic implications of 

this intention lie in :  

(1) Rethinking and acting within this balanced view of justice away from the many 

layers of following precedence and from secular rationalization or media sensationalism 

of Islam. Here, I propose an open dialogue in which self-designated Muslim women may 

participate in discussing issues of their choice without being penalized morally or 

politically. 

 (2)  Facilitating for Muslim women the strategies to realize their identity in a clear, 

transforming meanings. Here,  I propose that Muslim and non-Muslim women chart and 

develop a curriculum of Muslim Women's Studies as an integrated part of the curricula of 

other Women's Studies, and to establish a special institution with all related political and 

scholarly forums. Allowing for, or supporting Muslim schools is not enough. 

 (3)  Interpreting humanist secularists' concerns and those of interfaith/interreligious 

concerns within the Qur'anic concerns for a just human society, where justice means 

balance and fair play, and a sustainable change of women's role. Here, I challenge both, 

the Muslims' claim that there is no separation of religious and political practice, and the 

non-Muslims' claim that secularism prevail in the democratic policy-making process.  

That is, a Muslim woman cannot practice Islam without being involved in the 
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interpretation of the religious text. Also, an American Muslim cannot live dignity and 

democracy when democracy is rationalized only within the Judo-Christian framework 

when interpreting the constitution. Recognizing Muslim holidays is not enough. 

(4) Changing the conception that patriarchal and economically-dominant  modernized 

cultures are superior cultures, even if they claim democratic ideals. The Quranic concept 

of being conscientious of Allah is the check point: That no human is superior to another 

except in his/her ability to balance her free ethical choice with the guiding principles, 

legally and spiritually. Here, I suggest training workshops for both Muslim and non-

Muslim men and women in intergender and intragender relations.  Who ever is capable 

of imparting a just character can represent herself or others.
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Notes 

1.  This paper is based on an invited talk given at the American Muslim Council (AMC) 

1997 annual convention, under the panel: " American Muslims: Our Role in Domestic 

Issues."  The author was nominated after the convention and elected to serve for three 

years as a member of the Advisory Board of AMC. 

2.  The AMC 1992 estimate of the Muslim population in the Untied States suggests a 

total of 5-6 million  (Nu'man 1992), but recent unofficial estimates fluctuates between 7-

8 millions. Though the AMC was the first Muslim organization in the US to include 

women in its advisory board when it was established in 1990, when matters of women's 

rights were pressed (e.g., issues of practicing special attire or the question of abortion (cf. 

25)) female Advisory Board members' involvement was limited or ignored. 

3. Personal communication with Suhair El Masry, May 1998. 

4.  See The Author’s (1997). Also, the "reformed welfare policy" is a good indicator of 

such perceptions, see Gwendolyn Mink “Aren’t Poor Single Mothers Women?: 

Feminists, Welfare Reform and Welfare Justice.” A Lecture at Cornell University 

(November 18, 1998). In addition, see Bauer’s (1998) comparison of university’s views 

concerning the role of female faculty to the home life of dual-career heterosexual couple, 

and the ensuing “cultural cover-up.” 

5. See the First Lady, Hillary Rodhom Clinton's speech at Seneca Fall, July 16, 1998 

during the "Celebrate 98 of the 150th Anniversary of the Women's Declaration of 

Sentiment." The Associated Press. 

6. The “parity” notion is furthered by Francoise Gaspard, a French sociologist and 

France's expert representative to the United nation and the European Council on the 
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issues of immigration and the status of women, as discussed in a lecture entitled, "Parity 

Men/Women in Public Life: A New Feminist Movement” (Cornell University, October 

20, 1998).  The probelm with this notion is in its emphasis on public life as the main 

criterion for parity among men and women that was proved insufficient for Muslim 

women. 

7.  It is ironic that The Women's Watch (1998) has reported this quotation as a victory to 

international feminism. It states:" Sheikha Muza al-Musnad,  wife of Qatar's Emir, says 

that women's participation in politics is not a subject for debate but a 'legitimate right'." 

Meanwhile Qatar was instituting the policy of having separate libraries for women on 

campus. This latter policy, was being criticized by another group, the New Voices for 

Women in the Middle East, as discriminatory measures against women. I wonder which 

standards are being used by the two reports!   In addition, neither act of the Quatari 

authorities statisfies the need of women’s participation in the interpretation of texts.   

8.  With the exception of few reports, most of the reports on Islam and Muslims in the 

mainstream media (e.g., The Washington Post, Newsweek) and in Muslim popular 

culture magazines (e.g., The Horizons, The Message, the Minaret) often quote males on 

different issues, despite the fact that females were actively participating in the same 

reported activity. 

9.  Personal communication with Sharifa Elkhateeb, vice-president of the North 

American Council of Muslim Women, (October, 1998). Also, see The Violence Against 

Women Act of 1998. http://www/now.org/issues/violence/vawa/vawa1998.html 

(10/28/98). 
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10. Cornell Chronicle, April 24, 1997:4.  And in Hollinger 1996-97 Nordlander Lecture, 

"The Will to Descend: Culture, Color and Genealogy" at Cornell University , April 28, 

1997. 

11. See Voice of America: Islam in Europe, quoting Kepel, Gilles in Koleksi Diskusi 

Isnet (Februari 1995): GEN: Islam in Europe (VOA) http://www/isnet.org’archive-

milis/feb95/0032.. 

12. It is only in 1996 that the Clinton Administration adopted the phrase "Judo-Christian-

Islamic heritage."  Even after such adaption, very few government representatives of 

media reporters do actually use the phrase or pay attention to its implications. 

13. See DeLorenz (1998) on the importance of using the plural "Islamic ways of life" vs. 

the singular "way of life." 

14.  See Christopher Shea: Multiculturalism Gains an Unlikely Supporter." The 

Chronicle of Higher Education, April 11, 1997:A16, A18. 

15.  Under the general title " The West: Precious, not Unique: Civilizations make for a 

poor paradigm" G. John Ikenberry and others wrote in response to Huntington's "The 

West: Unique, Not Universal,"  article.  Ikenberry entitled his response "Just like the 

Rest,"  Foreign Affairs,  76 (2) 1997: 162-163. 

16. See  Rebeca Overmyer-Vela’zquez’s discussion of religious co-optation of the Nahua 

(Aztec) world view by the Spanish Franciscan Christians in the Central Valley of 

Mexico. 

“Christian Morality Revealed in New Spain: The Inimical Nahua Women in Book Ten of 

the Florentine Codex.” Journal of Women History   (10 (2) 1998: 9-37). 
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17. See for example, Leila Ahmad's analysis of the Egyptian women's liberation 

movement against the British occupation. Women and Gender in Islam, 1992). 

18. Women who address Islamic issues from within the Islamic framework are 

considered religious proselytizers. R.B. letter  of 1991, in response to The Author's 

proposal for a cross-listing her course on Muslim women's education with his 

department’s course listing. 

19. A comment by Dale Eickelman about Moroccan fundamentalist enterpunores, 

(August, 1997) when reviewed a draft of this article. 

20.  See AMC-L discussion about Niqab, and The Women's Watch report vs. the report 

by The New Voices for Women in the Middle East (cf. 7). 

21. See, for example, The hypocracy of Women's Watch (1998) applauding the Turkish 

government's inclusion of women in prayer, while ignoring the Turkish government's 

discrimination against women who wear hijab. 

22.  This is further illustrated by the AMC’s defending Niqab  vs. ignoring more subtle 

exclusion of women from more pertinent issues and involvement in decsion-making 

process. 

23.  See Piaget's Social Theory for further discussion on how individuals compromise 

their autonomous development when they cannot construct reality by liberating 

themselves from the thought and will of others. The lack of this kind of liberation results 

in inability to co-operate. (DeVries 1997:6). 

24. See Lena Sommestad and Sally McMurry  (1998, 137) argument how a global 

process can have vastly different consequences for women, especially when they made 

their choices on the basis of “vastly different structure of wealth and opportunities..., and 
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that they evaluate their choices on the basis of relative wages as well as according to the 

values of personal development, status, and independence.” 

25. For example, the AMC had its first pamphlet, in 1990-91 stating that abortion is 

permissible until 120 days after conception. In a more recent pamphlet  (1995) on moral 

issues, after the controversial 1994 Population World Conference, it was stated that 

abortion is prohibited, unless there is a threat for the mother's life. 

26. See, for example, Khaliijah Mohammad Salleh. The Role of Men and Women in 

Society. Islamic Horizons, January/February, 1997:57). Also, a question, with a request 

on how to combat such dichotomized views, was raised to this author while addressing 

student and faculty group at Columbia University Medical School in October, 1998. The 

questioner reported that the President of the Islamic Society of North America (ISNA) 

proposed to parents during the ISNA 35th annual Conference that they should get their 

daughters maried at the age of 18 before they go away to college and become corrupted 

by knowledge of the outside life.  The basic strategy that I see working towards such 

propogations is that Muslim girls and women read the Qur’an by themselves to realize 

and to respond to such baseless interpretations. 

27. See summary of the program of “International Conference on Islamic Unity” The 

Muslim Magazine , 1 (4) (October 1998): 40-51. 

28. See US  Muslimah Journal; and philosophy of Bangladesh Islami Chatri Sangshtha 

by Huq 1994, quoted by Eickelman and Piscatori (1996:120). 

29. See, another example of a similar response by Muslims against colonizers' 

acculturation in The Author's "Educational Reform"  and “Religious Education “in the 

Oxford Encyclopedia of the Modern Islamic World  (1995a; 1995b). 
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30. See for example, Ali Engineer ‘s comparison of Indian Muslims' and British law. 

Also, se Al-Hibri’s discussion of personal laws that are claimed to be based on the 

Islamic Shair’a in Egypt, Syria, Jordan, Morocco, Algeria and Kuwait.
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