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Amina Wadud: Gender Justice as Interpretive Filter

Until recently teaching at Virginia Commonwealth University, Wadud is best known internationally for leading the Friday prayers first at a mosque in Cape Town, South Africa, in 1994, and then in an Episcopalian meeting hall in New York in March 2005.  As mentioned earlier, her scholarship combined with her activism parallels both the careers of Jamal al-Banna in his trade union work and Farid Esack in his anti-Apartheid struggle in 1980s South Africa.  Wadud has been deeply involved in grassroots women human rights organizations for almost three decades now in Asia, Africa and North America.  But her activism has from the start been linked to her scholarly pursuits, and particularly in her bid to develop an “alternative Qur’anic hermeneutics” led by women whose voices in tafsïr had been silenced until now.

Wadud’s contribution to current Islamic reformism is rich, if under-appreciated.  For this reason, I will briefly look at her work as it bears on justice and the Qur’an in three points: her deconstruction of “Islam,” her theological framing of the human person, and the “postmodern” turn in her understanding of hermeneutics.

Deconstructing “Islam”

Amina Wadud wrote the opening chapter in Gisela Webb’s edited book, Windows of Faith: Muslim Women Scholar-Activists in North America, mainly as a reflection on the dynamics of Muslim participation in the 1995 World Conference on Women in Beijing.
  She noticed that those Muslim women adopted three different strategies in their approach to women’s issues.  The first two perspectives she calls “neotraditionalists,” that is, “they both uphold the pristine honor attributed to women as articulated within the classical texts such as al-Ghazali’s book on marriage and sexuality.”
  Yet this “honor” was in fact derived, not from her own personal worth, but rather from the authority exercised over her by her father or brothers.  In patriarchal societies a woman’s self-worth is defined only in relative terms, in reference to the male-dominated family: “a pious or recalcitrant wife, mother, daughter, or homemaker.”  Yet beyond tradition, argues Wadud, this stark patriarchal structure should also be seen as a reaction to the many years of misrepresentation by the colonial powers (“Islam inherently oppresses women”), a phenomenon now intensified by the massive urbanization of the last few decades.  So whereas women in the most conservative societies stay at home to fulfill their traditional roles, most others are now forced to work outside of their homes because of severe economic pressures.  While the first category may be called “conservative,” the second should be seen as “reactionary.”

A third strategy among Muslim participants in the Beijing Conference was the secular one, represented by those women, “pro-Western, pro-modern, and anti-tradition,” who have no patience for religious discourse of any kind, but who choose to borrow all their ethical norms from various formulations of international law.
  Hence Wadud’s own position, which forges a fourth strategy somewhat between these two extremes: “Islam as a process of engaged surrender” (more on this later).

Two remarks are pertinent here.  First, in Wadud’s view, both the neotraditionalists and the secularists have defined “Islam” in a particular way, which for her is just as confused and reductive as the Western stereotype of “Islam.”  The problem, she contends, is that each side is confusing in one way or another three different aspects of “Islam”: the “primary,” the “intellectual” and the “cultural” Islam:

At its most fundamental level, Islam is built upon two primary sources: the Qur’an, with the Muslim consensus maintaining its status as the revealed word of Allah, and the sunnah, or normative practices of the Prophet Muhammad (pbuh).  At another level, the complex and detailed Islamic intellectual legacy was built upon these two sources to form a number of sciences and disciplines: shari‘ah (law), ethics, exegesis, dialectics, philosophy, and aesthetics.  At a third level, Muslim people within their cultures draw from the first two levels and from their environment to bring about various permutations and complex configurations.

Though al-Banna and Kamali would agree to some extent with these distinctions, only Abou El Fadl and Wadud go on to draw the following conclusions, and particularly about the culturally limited perspective of traditional Islamic law.  In much the same way as Fazlur Rahman, they both distinguish between the Qur’anic injunctions which were relative to the Prophet’s contemporary society and culture and the more universal ethical norms, like those of justice and equity, which have to be implemented differently across ages and cultures.

My second remark has to do with the significance of the 1995 Beijing Conference for Islamic feminism.  We began this essay with the implications of MacIntyre and Platcher’s views on various religious traditions coming into conversation with one another in a pluralistic public square.  Wadud’s contribution most closely illustrates this concern: whatever the deficiencies of the current structure of the United Nations, is this not an appropriate location for voicing ethical concerns by women of many faiths (and non-faiths) relative to the issues they find most urgent to tackle?  CEDAW (cf. note 118), the convention currently in force, is by definition imperfect, yet for her the conversation deserves to be continued on national and international levels.

Wadud’s disappointment in Beijing was that neotraditionalist women opposed CEDAW in the name of “Islam,” making no distinction between the Islamic primary sources and their later commentaries and legal constructions in various contexts.  Was there Western pressure in Beijing on other traditions to conform to its own perspectives?  Indeed there was, asserts Wadud: “Some Muslim response is called for in the context of Western hegemonies and their political and economic monopolies for they pose a threat to the preservation of an autonomous Islamic identity.”  However, “[w]hen Muslim responses . . . begin to defend inhumane practices that do not genuinely reflect the objectives and spirit of the Islamic primary sources, it seems to be a situation of opposition against the West at all costs.”
  Part of their failure, she believes, is their shallow theological understanding.

A Theology of the Human Person

Not unlike Abou El Fadl, Wadud elaborates a theology of the human person as central to her reformist agenda.  Yet, perhaps because she is not a legal specialist as he is, she does so in a way that deliberately sidelines the conventional view of law as central to Islamic identity.  But before tackling the issue of law, I will comment on her understanding of “Islam as engaged surrender.”

Her choice of words here is significant: it is not “submission,” because, as she sees it, this leaves no room for voluntary action: submission implies an act that is “involuntary, coerced externally and limited to a prescribed set of required duties.”
  Engaged surrender, by contrast, requires the role of human agency.  This is crucial because tawùïd, the Islamic affirmation of God’s Oneness, is also an ethical term: it “is the operating principle of equilibrium and cosmic harmony. . . . [T]awùïd relates to relationships and developments within the social and political realms, emphasizing the unity of all human creatures beneath one Creator.”
   The only distinction between people is on the basis of taqwä (Q. 49:13), hence the primacy of social justice, with the objective of eradicating all barriers to discrimination, and here specifically, on the basis of gender.  If human beings are truly created to be God’s trustees on earth (Q. 2:30), then the purpose of this human agency is to work in harmony with God’s purposes of justice and equity.  “Being khalifah is equivalent to fulfilling one’s human destiny as moral agent, whose responsibility is to participate in upholding the harmony of the universe.”
  This is not, insists Wadud, to follow the dictates of sharïœa as most Muslims would see it.  Why not?  Because “historical shari’ah was an intellectual movement that began after the death of the Prophet, the end of revelation” and is, as a result, a man-made system.  Besides, all humanity is involved in fulfilling this primordial trust or covenant (Q. 33:72).

The implications are far-reaching.  First, our actions in private or in public must flow out of a deep spirituality of surrender to God.  This is the Qur’anic creative tension between khiläfa and œibäda.  We are both moral agents and servants, and God, who alone knows our heart, will hold us accountable for the integrity of our inner motives.  And here her Sufi influence shows, “it is my contention that one’s personal spiritual development forms the cornerstone of one’s activities.
  This also ensures that reading the sacred text is a dynamic event, in which Divine Author, human trustee and text work out together an understanding that fulfills God’s purposes in that particular context.

Second, gender justice becomes a controlling grid in her reading of the Qur’an, along with the idea of historical contextualization.  In both chapters one and six (“Qur’an, Gender and Interpretive Possibilities”) and in the 2000 chapter, the issue of slavery comes up.  This turns out to be a critical example for Wadud.  The Qur’an calls for justice, yet there is no text to prohibit slavery, only incentives to free slaves, either as a meritorious good deed or to expiate past sins.  Yet Muslim found themselves participating in a global discourse on justice and slavery in the nineteenth century.  She notes, “[w]hen slavery became virtually obsolete, globally, it did so with no particular assistance or resistance from Muslims.”  So when slavery was in fact abolished, Muslims applauded, seeing abolition as “a significant movement toward human dignity,” because the Qur’an aims “to lead humankind to establish and sustain a just and moral social order.”

From slavery, then, Wadud turns to gender discrimination.  And it is here that we can see her hermeneutical strategy as parallel to “liberation theology”:

Yet discussions of women’s full human equality seem impossible without a comprehensive intra-Islamic transformation.  I continue to see the Qur’anic text as a central means for that transformation provided the hermeneutical implications are accepted to the extent that both the historical intellectual tradition and the current intellectual considerations are seen as integral to that centrality and prerequisites to actual social reforms.
 

Notice that it is not just the Qur’an that is central to what she sees as a needed “comprehensive intra-Islamic transformation” focused on gender justice.  It is the Qur’an, then, as read through the double lens of “the historical intellectual tradition and the current intellectual considerations.”  Just as in South Africa Muslims joined Christians and Jews in devising their own versions of Latin American liberation theology in order to defeat the racially and economically oppressive structures of the apartheid regime,
 so the grassroots work of Wadud and others with Muslim women worldwide has been focused on reading the text in light of their concrete gender-justice struggles.  Esack’s definition of a Qur’anic liberation theology also fits Wadud’s methodology:

A theology of liberation, for me, is one that works towards freeing religion from social, political and religious structures and ideas based on uncritical obedience and the freedom of all people from all forms of injustice and exploitation including those of race, gender, class and religion.  Liberation theology tries to achieve its objectives through a process that is participatory and liberatory.  By this I mean that it is formulated by, and in solidarity with, those whose socio-political liberation becomes real through their participation in this process.  Furthermore, an Islamic liberation theology derives its inspiration from the Qur’an and the examples of the prophets.

Engaging the text in small groups of activists for Esack leads its participants “in a process of shared and ongoing theological reflection for ever-increasing liberative praxis.”
  As Wadud puts it, theory (and by implication, much of the theological reflection in her writing) “is only as good as its practical implication.”
  One great obstacle for gender justice in a Muslim setting, for instance, is that traditional fiqh (historical formulations of Islamic law, let us say, in the four major Sunni schools of law) has been confused with sharïœa.  That is problematic, she writes, because “gender disparity was an underlying characteristic of shari‘ah in its historical development and as such still remains one of the most hotly debated topics in reform movements today.”
  This requires a redefinition of sharïœa.  As many reformist Muslims see it (she quotes several), it is the Divine Will in terms of ethical norms and imperatives, while also including the worship rituals (the “five pillars” and the like), but nothing beyond that.  Thus, while sharïœa is of divine origin, fiqh is a time-relative human construction.

It follows, then, that ethics have to be disentangled from law, and ultimately “religious” law is collapsed into the secular law necessary to the good functioning of a democratic nation-state.  “Justice,” after all, means different things to different people, and especially to people in different ages.  Indeed for Wadud, the moral responsibility of the human agent of God “includes the flexibility of changing one’s perspective on any issue as humanity acquires more understanding toward a better means to fulfill that which best reflects the divine will.”
  Just as Muslims recognized the divine wisdom behind the abolition of slavery, so they should recognize the wisdom of CEDAW today (at least in its general intent).  Moreover, “justice is one value that is both universal in principle and relative to its manifestation in time and place.”
  Its implementation, then, both locally and globally, will require a “continual dialogue,” and all the more, given the complexity of contemporary life in terms of technology, trade, the fact of abject poverty and hunger for millions, changing international alliances and ethnic and religious tensions within and beyond national borders.  Only a more postmodern hermeneutic, however, will enable the Muslim community to truly deploy the wealth and transformational power of the Qur’an.

Postmodern Hermeneutics

It is here, as mentioned above, that Amina Wadud’s work is most clearly parallel to that of Abou El Fadl.
  Figures 1 and 2 below seek to summarize the main aspects noted above in her use of the Qur’an in crafting a theology of gender justice.  It starts with the distinction between the three facets of Islam, its primary sources, its intellectual legacy and its variegated cultural expressions (Figure 1).







Figure 1: Wadud’s Three “Islams”

As mentioned above, there is nothing earth-shattering in this diagram for Muslim reformists.  The conservative Shaykh Yusuf al-Qaradawi, also a self-proclaimed reformist, leverages this tripartite distinction in his efforts to draw young extremists back into the “moderate” fold.
  Yet recognizing that culture impacts our interpretation of the text and being willing to infuse more flexibility in our reading and application of the received legal tradition is one thing.  To assert on the other hand that the ethico-legal texts of Qur’an and Sunna were deliberately tailored for application to seventh-century Arab society and culture—and therefore not meant to be applied literally in other contexts—is a much more radical view.

Yet this is what Wadud is saying, as illustrated by her reading of Q. 4:34, “as for those [women] from whom you fear [nushüz], admonish them, banish them to beds apart, and scourge them.  Then if they obey you, seek not a way against them.”  Here she delineates four stages of interpretation of this verse:

1. Stage One: the verse in its historical context.  Here, may a husband strike his wife?  The answer seems to be a simple “yes.”  Yet there is no record of the Prophet ever striking any of his wives.

2. Stage Two: “a practical intervention between literal textual application and conditional application.”
  This is the “yes, but . . .” answer.  The general fiqh approach has refused the literal application in favor of a moderating approach: strike, but only symbolically, and without causing any harm.

3. Stage Three: find linguistic or semantic alternatives (the “perhaps not” answer).  Wadud had herself pursued the possibility of translating the verb àaraba (“to strike”) with some of the verb’s less common meanings, thus reducing the possibility of violence.  Yet even if seventh-century applications of this verse somehow mitigated the ruinous grief of domestic violence, what we know today leaves us still more uncomfortable with it.

4. Stage Four: we intervene with the text.  Put otherwise, we say “no.”
  In wrestling with this verse over the years (and with the ùudüd penalties), Wadud has come to the conclusion that she “cannot condone permission for a man to ‘scourge’ or apply any kind of strike to a woman.”
  This would violate other Qur’anic principles, justice and human dignity above all.

We have to collectively admit, writes Wadud, that as Muslims we have “always manipulated the text in concert with civilizational, or, better still, human development.”  This is the moral agency for which we were created.  Today the situation has changed: 

Since we live in the time when at least the conceptualization of women’s complete agency and equality between women and men is conceivable, then we must dance the delicate dance between text and agency to assert a movement of complete gender justice.  I have already argued significantly that the text can be interpreted with egalitarianism in mind; I now propose one step that some consider even beyond that.  We are the makers of textual meaning.  The results of meaning-making is the reality we establish from those meanings to human experiences and social justice.

It would be beyond the scope of this paper to continue in detail the argument Wadud makes about textual meaning and hermeneutics.  What can be said here is that, on the one hand, the text is a given—“we cannot rewrite the Qur’an.”
  On the other hand, “[w]e need to make the text mean more for women’s full dignity than it has been conceived to do or applied toward at any other time in Muslim history.”  True, there is sexual bias to be found in the pages of the Qur’an, but this is only because the category of gender as a species of justice was not a part of this people’s consciousness or cultural worldview.  These verses did not come across to them as biased; but they do today, argues Wadud.  The main lesson here is the necessary contextualization of revelation: “Whatever sexism might be found in the words of the immutable Qur’an is a reflection of the historical context of Qur’anic revelation
”  Clearly, she contends, the legal codes in Muslim countries that do not reflect the kind of gender justice called for by the sacred text should be rewritten.






Figure 2: Wadud’s Hermeneutic of Gender Justice Theology and Practice

I have tried to visually portray my reading of Wadud’s “liberative hermeneutic,” or her gender-justice theological reading of the Qur’an in Figure 2, which in its dialectic use of theory and praxis closely matches the hermeneutics of liberation theology.  Though she seems to think of this dialectic between text, current ethical norms, culture and activism for women’s causes as four sources constantly interacting to produce an evolving theology of gender liberation (picture four circles with arrows darting back and forth and leading to the theological product in the middle), I chose to express it more as a process of interpretation.  In effect, the sacred texts are read through four successive lenses and the outcome—ever in progress—is an Islamic theology of gender justice applied to the challenges of today’s world.  It is “postmodern,” I argue, not just because of its contextualist stance (revelation shaped for seventh-century Arabia), but especially in light of its hermeneutics: readers/hearers of the Qur’an are empowered by God to participate in the meaning-making process in every age and every sociocultural context.  We are far beyond the traditional view of meaning as the deciphering of words with the only tools of Arabic philology, etymology and grammar.  Text is above all discourse, far more polyvalent, and far more promising in terms of creative applications and strategies for changing the world in more God-shaped ways.
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� See her first book, Qur’an and Woman: Rereading the Sacred Text from a Woman’s Perspective (Oxford and New York: Oxford University Press, 1999).  For her activism, see her Chapter 3 in Inside the Gender Jihad: Women’s Reform in Islam (Oxford: Oneworld, 2006): “Muslim Women Collectives, Organizations, and Islamic Reform”, pp. 87-119, and in particular her involvement with the Sisters of Islam movement in Malaysia.


� This is in Part One of Webb’s book, “Qur’anic/Theological Foundations,” and Wadud’s chapter is entitled, “Alternative Qur’anic Interpretation and the Status of Muslim Women” in Windows of Faith (Syracuse, NY: Syracuse University Press, 2000, pp. 3-21).


� Wadud, “Alternative Qur’anic Interpretation and the Status of Muslim Women,” 5. This would be the akin to Salafism, keeping in mind its wide spectrum, as I explained it in my two blogs on that subject.


� Ibid., 5.  It is often the case that women who are educated and work outside the home, especially in strongly conservative contexts, experience what Wadud calls “the double bind”: they have to work both outside the home and continue to perform their traditional duties after they come home, with often little or no help from the male members of the family.  On another note, I would point out that the term “reactionary” is misleading.  Fortunately, she dropped it in her 2006 book.


� While Wadud also sees the positive contribution made by the UN-sponsored CEDAW (Convention to Eliminate All Forms of Discrimination Against Women), she deplores the secularist tendency to systematically sideline Islamic spirituality and ethics.


� Ibid., 4.  Wadud offers an insightful section on the politics of “naming” in Inside the Gender Jihad (“To Define Islam Is to Have Power Over It,” pp. 17-24).  In particular, she writes, “In the politics of working to reform Islam, some definitions can be used to limit gender justice and others to liberate.  Definitions are the heart of interpretation and part of the path for gender-inclusive interpretation.  Therefore, the use and abuse of the word ‘Islam’ is politically charged” (p. 2006:18).  The insight into the power of discourse goes back to Michel Foucault and was picked up to great effect by Edward Said in his landmark book, Orientalism (1978).  Saeed makes a nod in this direction when he follows Tzvetan Todorov in his distinction between language and discourse (Interpreting the Qur’an, pp. 106-7), but he shies away, in my estimation, from drawing any substantial conclusions.  Nevertheless, it is inserted in the only chapter that begins to deal with postmodern hermeneutics (“Recognition of the Complexity of Meaning,” pp. 102-115).


� Wadud states that Rahman had been a formative influence on her own thinking.  See Abdullah Saeed’s Interpreting the Qur’an: Towards a Contemporary Approach (London and New York: Routledge, 2006), and in particular what he calls the “Contextualist” approach, also a deliberate widening of Rahman’s views.


� Wadud, “Alternative Qur’anic Interpretation,” p. 6. ??????????????????


� Wadud, Inside the Gender Jihad, 23.


� Ibid., 28.


� Ibid., 34.


� Ibid., 36.  Perhaps the best statement on her the Sufi input to her theology is this: “This engaged surrender perspective is not new or unique in one sense.  It has historical precedent among the sufis [sic], or Muslim mystics.  Before the current era, however, mystics chose more ascetic lives in social retirement and were mostly unconcerned with issues of social justice” (Wadud, “Alternative Qur’anic Interpretation, 11).


� Ibid., 15.


� Wadud, Inside the Gender Jihad, 188.


� See Esack’s Qur’an, Liberation and Pluralism, especially pp. 32-5, 82-5, 194-203.


� Ibid., 83.


� “Praxis,” the Greek word for “action” or “human practice,” is a code word in liberation theology for the continual dialectic between reading the sacred text and acting upon it.  This is done by the oppressed classes (including native peoples in Latin America) in small groups.  The process of interpreting the gospel in this case is a hermeneutical circle: from reading the text together to action; in turn that action for social justice in the trenches raises questions, which then lead the group back to the text, and so on.


� Wadud, Inside the Gender Jihad, 16.


� Ibid., 49.


� Ibid., 36.  One example is that, beyond their ability to give birth, women naturally nurture and care for their young.  Yet they have also been confined to this role in traditional patriarchal societies, while today, with many of them having also the pressure of working outside the home, they could be teaching these skills to their men, who could help shoulder those responsibilities in a more just manner.  New laws should take this sharing of roles into account, both easing women’s burdens and giving them recognition through economic rewards in the public sector (ibid., 46-7).


� Ibid., 43.  Note here the useful way of balancing an objectivist view of justice as a universal moral value and its embodiment in different historical and cultural settings.  “Justice” as a concept, will necessarily remain a somewhat slippery term.


� I choose “parallel” intentionally, because her work on alternative interpretations of the Qur’an predates Abou El Fadl’s work by several years.


� Islamic Awakening Between Rejection and Extremism, new English edition revised and edited by A. S. Al Shaikh-Ali and Mohamed B. E. Wasty (Herndon, VA: International Institute of Islamic Thought; Riadh, Saudi Arabia: International Islamic Publishing House, 1995 [1987]).


� Wadud, Inside the Gender Jihad, 202, emphasis hers.


� Here she is looking over her shoulder to Khaled Abou El Fadl’s book on women, Speaking in God’s Name and telling her readers that his way of expressing the occasional necessity to say ‘no’ to the text is a “conscientious pause,” a position he takes on the ùudüd stipulations and wife beating (Wadud, Inside the Gender Jihad, 200).


� Ibid., 200.


� Ibid., 204, emphasis hers.


� Ibid.


� Ibid., 205.
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