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,.a‘FMVords in contemporary political and ideologi-
cal lexicons have been as misused and abused as
‘Islam’ by both Muslims- and non-Muslims alike”
-(p-33). With this statement, Fatima Mernissi, the
noted Moroccan sociologist, begins her contribution
to Faith and Freedom.
the spirit of this volume as a whole. Under the lead-

ership of Mahnaz Afkhami, ten women and -one man

come together from varied ethnic and disciplinary
backgrounds to challenge both Muslims and non-
Muslims to re-assess their opinions and re-examine

their perspectives concerning the current status of

women’s human rights in the Muslim world. 2
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This volume is the fruit of a conference entitled ..
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Her brief comment captures

“increasingly, women are questioning the frame-
work within which Islamic discourse has developed.
The primary question is no longer what Islam has
said, but who has said what on behalf of Islam and
why. Thus, increasingly, the politics of achieving
the rights to interpret Islamic texts becomes salient”
(pp. 13-14). Here, women’s calls for change res-
onate mostly from within Islam; the respect and pro-
tection of women’s rights are viewed as part and
parcel of a rich Islamic tradition. The book’s con-
- tributors attempt to expose the existing disparity
between what religion advises and what those who
hold power say, and also examines the confusion
which results when the two are presented as one and
the same. The book’s analyses center on the issue of
power and its uses in contemporary Muslim soci-
eties. :

In her review of the politics of gender in the Middle
East, Deniz Kandiyoti surveys Western influences
on Muslim women'’s rights from post-colonial state-
building to present-day Western aid and IMF poli-
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Fatima Mernissi’s critique of the attribution of
g]t of “rationality” to the West and democ-
nd rrationality”  to lIslam is insightful,
best formulated in her endnotes rather than in
the body of her text. Mernissi confesses her contri-
. uuogé%;gxs:volume may have been something of
exercise in therapy, and her first few pages cer-
convey that flavor. After the confusing intro-
) ver, she very effectively articulates
nature of the Muslim World’s
utside world”.
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presents an inspiring model for readers. Farida
Shaheed’s promotion of a complementary mode of
action, networking, is convincing. She explores its
effects on fostering empowerment among women
while respecting the complexity and diversity in
backgrounds and aspirations of the immense popula-
tion of the Muslim world. Both Shaaban and
Shaheed reemphasize the essential perspective of
the book, i.e., that Muslim women should define
their own identity for themselves within the context
of the rich Islamic tradition.

The first section closes with a comprehensive view
of the international scene in Ann Elizabeth Mayer’s
clever juxtaposition of the forms of rhetoric
employed by Muslim countries, the U.S.
Government, and the Vatican vis-a-vis women’s
equal rights. Her analysis is as thorough as one
could wish to see expressed in 25 pages and suc-
cessfully demonstrates that Islam presents no unique
obstacles or hindrances to the achievement of
women’s human rights.

The second section deals with women and violence
by surveying the experience of women in Saudi
Arabia, “political rape” victims in Pakistan, the war
against women in Algeria, the plight of refugee and
returnee women in Afghanistan, and Toujan al-

Faisal’s recent experiences in Jordan. The cases
chosen provide concrete examples of the kind of

physical intimidation and oppression
experience as daily realities in some M
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their dependent children (p.176).

Mahnaz Afkhami’s editorial approach is inclusive.
This is reflected in the structure as well as in the
tone of the volume. Concerned with developing a
concrete plan of action that will lead to the empow-
erment of Muslim women and the protection of their
human rights, she calls for the contribution of peo-
ple from all social strata, from Muslims and non-
Muslim societies, from the North and from the
South. She offers a straightforward list of realistic
actions that she believes must be undertaken by
Muslim women and “women from the North” in a
cooperative effort if such goals are to be accom-
plished (see specifically pp. 5-6). The reader’s only
regret here is that these points are still not regarded
as self-evident on any significant scale. The contri-
bution by Karima Bennoune best captures this cry
for cooperation and respect between Muslim and
non-Muslim women.

One of the first steps toward achieving a better
understanding of the situation of women in the
Muslim world may be the very act of reading this
important volume. The book’s language is clear, the
arguments are well-structured, and although it con-
tains many references to historical events and con-
ons, the volume is extremely well-annotated
ay therefore serve as a good tool for those
interested in exploring these issues more closely.
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