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Abstract
Over the course of the 21st century, a growing number of Muslim women scholars and activists have emerged around the world.  Their fundamental questions about the relationship between Islam and women have helped and may continue to help transform Islamic laws pertaining to women and to bring about more egalitarian Muslim societies.  In this paper, I argue that Muslim women scholars and activists play a major role in the reinterpretation of Islam and the modernization of Muslim societies.
This study attempts to explore a complex transnational Muslim dialogue about gender equality and gender justice, in which the underlying concern is about women’s traversal and claiming of the public sphere as their medium of struggle for equality and inclusion as well as the process of negotiation of their gendered identities that this entails.  This study argues that all women, and in particular scholar-activists, can make some constructive changes to enhance and improve their situations, however restricted those situations, particularly by consciously linking the private and public aspects of their lives.  Thus this emerging public sphere not only connects issues for women from the private sphere into the larger public sphere but also projects attributes of civility, engagement, pluralism and voluntary participation.  Muslim women’s activism redefines the public nature and role of religion in motivating people to engage in what, in democratic theory, is referred to as the “politics of presence” (in other words, the influence or impact of one’s presence on the political discourse), as distinct from the “politics of representation”.   Their critical discourse demonstrates that Islam is not alone in the spectrum of endeavors sought to apply new mechanisms for an increased democratic presence.
To provide insights into the significance of the “new” form of Muslim dialogic engagement and activism, this paper advocates the need to broaden our political imagination to incorporate religious perspectives as well as alternative (discursive) forms and spaces of politics that were previously overlooked because they did not fit a predetermined, Westphalian notion of the “political”.
This dissertation concludes that in order to counter the dialectical dynamics of hegemony and extremism that define and regulate the rhetoric of Muslim women’s increased participation and emancipation, Muslim women scholar-activists are engaged in new transnational discursive practices and spaces, Muslim women are engaged in redefining Islam as well as creating a post-statist, post-hegemonic, post-national, and transnational or “translocal” public space.  Not only are Muslim women redefining the normative tenets of Islam, but they are redefining the normative content of a global civil society and a peaceful global ethos as well. 
Chapter 1: Introduction
There is a gathering critique of the Westphalian interstate order, as well as the nation-state from which it is built, as suitable grounds to imagine a truly civil international society.  There is also a search for new forms and spaces of politics in a post-hegemonic, post-Westphalian order.  My research makes the case for envisaging new forms and spaces of the political community, in which higher levels of universality and difference can be realized, thus transcending the limitation of the Westphalian era (Linklater 1998:16).  My dissertation is also a search for the hope of a post-hegemonic order that “derives its normative content in a search for common ground among constituent traditions of civilizations” (Cox 1992:141).  I use “hegemonic” to underscore “a structure of values and understandings about the nature of order that permeates a whole system of state and non-state entities…. The hegemonic order derives its universals from a dominant society, itself a product of dominant civilization (Cox 1992:140-1).  Hegemony is built upon “the interplay between the construction of the Western identity and the representation of non-Western societies” (Linklater 1998:47).  The West employs the negative representation of non-Western people and societies in order to “construct its own identity as the highest civilization and to legitimate its project of global domination” (Linklater 1998: 48).
On the one hand, scholars argue that globalization creates new forms of hegemonic power that threaten cultural differences.  The homogenizing tendencies of globalization; that is the West’s efforts to universalize its conception of politics and society, fuel the politics of identity and community (Linklater 1998: 32).  This argument acquired new relevance with the global resurgence of religion, which is often described as a “revolt against the West”.  
On the other hand, present developments and trends strongly suggest that globalization and fragmentation “will continue to frustrate these homogenizing tendencies” (Linklater 1998: 43).  Globalization facilitates the creation of new communities with the aim of creating universal norms and establishing the principle of respect for cultural differences and social variety.[footnoteRef:1]   [1:  I rely on Andrew Linklater’s work as the theoretical support for my discussion of the emerging Muslim discursive/dialogic community and its implications for local and global politics.] 

Theoretically, critical international theory has been centrally concerned with the prospects for and the character of new forms and spaces of politics that transcend Westphalian limitations.  Critical international theory maintains that “the development of wider communities of discourse which make new articulations of universality and particularity possible” (Linklater 1998: 49).
The Third Debate: Critical Theory and Social Constructivism
During the late 1980s and early 1990s the debate between positivists and post-positivists became the dominant debate in international relations theory and has been described as constituting the Third “Great Debate” (Lapid 1989).  Scholars of the Third Debate have been concerned with the weaknesses of the positivist analysis.  In the contemporary era of global transformations we are faced with new sets of questions and problems that the embedded structures of international relations are unable to account for.  Robert Cox contends that positivism “is less well adapted to inquire into complex and comprehensive change” (Cox 1992:133).  The dominant analytical construct of realism and neo-realism is inadequate to confront the challenges of global politics today.  
Critical international theory has been challenging and criticizing the dominance of neo-realism in mainstream international relations.  Prominent among this criticism is the claim that the dominant nation-state system is the main source of resistance to the restructuring of international relations (Cox 1981).  Equally important, creative theoretical and political efforts to create alternative political arrangements have been systematically discounted or ignored (Linklater 1998:21).  This limited imagination of international relations is afforded through the systemic exclusion and suppression of difference (Linklater 1998).
In addition, constructivism makes a vital contribution by offering crucial insights into the “socially constructed” nature of the human world, and human knowledge of that world.  Constructivism has employed interpretive methodologies in order to engage in much needed analyses of the normative content of international politics and the constitutive functions of norms in world politics.  The greatest contribution of constructivism appears to come from the strength of its socio-historical explanations of “how social and political norms emerge, both domestically and internationally, and how these norms affect the actions of governments and individuals” (Price and Reus-Smit 1998:287).  
Richard Price and Christian Reus-Smit argue that the dialogic engagement between constructivism and critical international theory enables critical theorists to mount a more powerful challenge to positivist theories (Price and Reus-Smit 1998:259).  This critical possibility is exemplified in the normative approach outlined by Andrew Linklater.  Linklater’s investigation into the problem of community cannot be undertaken without the type of research provided by constructivism. Constructivism contributes empirically viable interpretations of practices of inclusion and exclusion, and the dynamics of how these change over time.  This approach is central to realizing the “critical” goal of “emancipation”, especially if it is understood as the inclusion in moral community[footnoteRef:2]. [2:  For a detailed analysis of the vital contribution of constructivism to the development critical international theory, see Richard Price and Christian Reus-Smit.1998. “Dangerous Liaisons? Critical International Relations Theory and Constructivism” European Journal of International Relations 4 (3): 259-294.] 

Focusing on the question of community in its normative content, Linklater argues that universalism and fragmentation, resulting from contemporary global forces, offer an unprecedented opportunity to transform the international order to be “more universalistic, less unequal and more sensitive to cultural differences” (Linklater 1998:7).  In short, changes in the modes of social and political interaction, usually studied under the rubric of globalization, are forcing us to rethink categories of politics and community.  
The social processes of “imagining the community” have important consequences for envisioning alternative spaces and forms of the politics.  Recognizing with Benedict Anderson that the nation is an “imagined community”, it is important to note that the critical outcome of this insight is that this imagination “will have to carry us beyond the nation” (Appadurai 1996: 337).  Moreover, as Peter Mandaville argues the hegemony of a particular configuration of state and society is being challenged by a variety of transformative forces, most important among them is the emergence of new forms of public spaces whose boundaries do not conform to those of the territorial nation-state.  These public spaces are translocal in that they reference “activities which occur in the interstices between bounded communities” (Mandaville 2001: 12). 
In this regard, there would appear to be some degree of overlap between Mandaville’s argument about the new Muslim transnational public sphere (ummah) and Anderson’s argument about the “imagined community” and how people become “cognizant of themselves as part of social collective” (Anderson cited in Mandaville 2001:150) as well as Appadurai’s argument of translocalities as a non-national or post-national social formations (Appadurai 1996:337-338).
Mandaville argues that translocality opens up the possibilities for the ummah to become a social reality (Mandaville 2001:150).  The Muslim ummah is portrayed as “the global Islamic public sphere or civil society that represents an increasingly visible critical mass of Muslim intellectuals, laity, and clergy (ulama)” (Sharify-Funk 2005).  Transnational encounters allow Muslims to partake in discourse about the nature of community, politics and gender in Islam.  In this sense, the community is imagined as a dialogue of transnational social networking in which participants negotiate boundaries and meanings.   These dialogues and encounters within the Muslim community in translocal spaces play an important role in Muslim identity formation.  
Thus, globalization is facilitating the formation of worldwide dialogic communities.  In the dialogic community, social and political norms are established through ongoing dialogue in which multiple needs and concerns (especially those needs and concerns of subaltern groups) may finally gain voice.
Islamism as a Post-Hegemonic Discourse
The question of Muslim transnational dialogic community is relevant to other forms of international relations, namely inter-civilizational interactions, and the prospects for greater universality, in which different civilizations (cultures and religions) thickly engage in theoretical and political debates concerning the normative content and structure –global ethos—of post-hegemonic world politics.  It is becoming clear that if the normative structure or the global ethos is to represent a genuine universality and not just reinforce liberal and Western-centric global order, it needs to thickly engage with worldwide religious perspectives and traditions (Hatzopoulos and Petito 2003:11).  Universality cannot be but the result of dialogical engagement, in which different moral claims can be expressed freely.  Cultural differences are no barriers to equal rights of participation within a dialogic community.  The dialogue, in which no moral position is excluded, overcomes the forms of power and exclusion imposed on different cultures; redefines the dominant conception of modernity; and envisages a post-hegemonic order.  For a genuine universality, Václav Havel argues:
[i]t is not enough to take a set of imperatives, principles, or rules produced by Euro-American world and mechanically declare then binding for all. Different cultures or spheres of civilizations can share only what they perceive as genuine common ground (cited in Hatzopoulos and Petito 2003:8).
The difficulty with this conception of universalism arises from the fact that the “universal” discourse conveys global intolerance of multiculturalism and a drive for homogenization.  In his clash of civilizations thesis, Huntington argued that in the post Cold War global order nation-states were no longer relevant category of analysis, civilizations emerged as primary actors.  Cultural differences are becoming the main source of conflicts because “people of different civilizations have different views on the relations between God and man, the individual and the group, the citizen and the state, parents and children, husband and wife, as well as differing views on the relative importance of rights and responsibilities, liberty and authority and hierarchy” (Huntington 1993:25).  
The West is characterized through emphasis on social pluralism, the protection of individual and civil liberties and the separation of religious and secular authorities (Huntington1996:70), whereas “the rest were analytically lumped as negatively representing the opposite, which in turn, reinforced the superiority of the West” (Hatem 2006:23).  Huntington’s “West versus the rest” notion underscores the “continued privileging of the West in the definition of its ‘other’” (Hatem 2006:23).  
Mired with ethnocentrism, the Western conception of ethical universality has “singled out” Islamic civilization and Muslim women as obstacles and threats to civility and modernity, “subjecting them to withering intellectual and physical attacks” (Hatem 2006:22).  Huntington asserts that the most serious challenge to the West is the Islamic civilization.  The civilizational fault line between Western and Islamic civilizations explains the current source of conflicts.
The underlying problem for the West is not Islamic fundamentalism.  It is Islam, a different civilization whose people are convinced of the superiority of their culture and obsessed with the inferiority of their power.  The problem for Islam is not the CIA or the U.S. Department of Defense.  It is the West, a different civilization whose people are convinced of the universality of their culture and belief that their superior power, if declining power, imposes on then an obligation to extend that culture throughout the world.  These are the basic ingredients that fuel conflicts between Islam and the West (Huntington 1996: 27-28).
Mervat Hatem argues that more than the recent rise of Islamic fundamentalism, the West’s problem with Islamic civilization lay in the Islamic civilization’s belief in its own universalism and superiority (Hatem 2006:23).
 The search for a common ground for a post-hegemonic order “can best begin with an effort to understand those perspectives that have appeared most to challenge the existing hegemonic ways of understanding and acting in world politics….The Islamic tradition is the “other” in relation to the Western tradition which is both the closest and the most difficult for the Western-conditioned mind to understand” (Cox 1992:142).
Islam provides a post-hegemonic discourse that derives its normative content mainly from the Qur’an and the prophetic traditions.  The civilization of Islam “is asserting its presence in the shaping of any future world order” (Cox 1992:147).  Islam emerges as the most coherent, non-Western alternative to the Western conception of modernity (Mandaville 2001:68).
Islamism, as a political discourse, provides a compelling critique of the way “modernity” has been experienced by Islamic societies.  Islamism is “a contemporary discourse of opposition and debate, dealing with issues of social justice, legitimate powers, and ethical life in a way that challenges the hegemony of Western political and cultural norms” (Buck-Morss 2003:2).
But what will be the point of access to understanding the Islamic civilization?  I suggest that the critical discourse articulated by Muslim intellectuals, whose analytical insights merit discussion and debate within the global public sphere, to be the point of access to understand the Islamic civilization.  The efforts of those intellectuals ensure that the struggle for a civic-pluralist politics will remain a central theme in the Muslim discourse for years to come.  Whether this civic-pluralism in contemporary Muslim discourse will spread and become the model for a broader pluralistic reformation of Muslim politics will depend on many factors to be discussed in a later chapter.  The interacting voices of Muslim intellectuals have contributed to the emergence of a global Islamic public sphere, which fulfills “a crucial political function insofar as it offers a discursive space in which Muslims can articulate their normative claims (i.e. Islam) from multiplicity of subject positions” (Mandaville 2001: 186).  Many reformists associate this public space with the Western concept of civil society as an alternative public space which is autonomous vis-à-vis the state, wherein Muslim men and women are freely practicing their innate human right of ijtihad (Mandaville 2001: 25).  According to Fazulr Rahman, ijtihad is the ““critical spirit” of “free intellectualism”, which is “genuinely Islamic and creative”” (Buck-Morss 2003:10).  The principle of ijtihad can be compared to the Western conception of freedom of thought and expression.
New explorations in what we might term a “critical Islam” are emerging through a reassessment and re-interpretation of traditional textual sources.  Going back to the early traditions is hence not a throwback to “fundamentalism,” but, in the case of these new Muslim discourses, an attempt to critically re-read the ethical core of the founding texts directly into contemporary contexts without the mediation of centuries of dogmatic theology.  The emergence of a new Muslim public sphere has also meant a significant change of personnel in terms of who is authorized to undertake this critical renewal of Islam…. [D]ebates over the political imperatives of translocal Islam—and also over who can legitimately set this agenda—serve to create new Muslim public spheres in which formerly disenfranchised voices (e.g. ‘deviants’, ‘moderates’, and women) are empowered to articulate alternative interpretations of Islamic authenticity (Mandaville 2001: 4).
I chose to focus on the debates, conversations and contestations occurring within Islam instead of focusing on the debate between Islam and the West because they are vital for gaining insights that the Western hegemony is not the only obstacle contemporary Islam needs to negotiate; there is also the internal hegemony regarding interpreting the ethical claims of Islam (Mandaville 2001:179).  Mandaville correctly argues that “the debate between Islam and the West is certainly important, but we have allowed it to over-determine our perception of Islam that crucial contestations and negotiations within Islam go unnoticed” (Mandaville 2001:1). 
These debates demonstrate the clash within Islam between two types of interpretations: traditionalist and reformist.  In this clash/ debate, Muslim women are engaged in social criticism and social action.  Muslim women are rereading and reinterpreting sacred text.  In so doing, Muslim reformists are trying to transcend what Robert Cox calls the “embeddedness”, with a directive force, of patriarchical ideas, conceptions and practices in public and private life.  Cox argues that “[t]he ontologies that people work with derive from their historical experience and in turn become embedded in the world they construct.  What is subjective in understanding becomes objective through action” (Cox 1992:133).  Patriarchal and hegemonic behaviors are rooted in social relationships.  However, any ontological viewpoint is open to question.  In Islam today, there is a critical reformist movement that challenges the traditionalist interpretation of the Qur’an and the patriarchal hegemonic behavior it reproduces.
A theory of critical Islamic interpretation, like Western critical theory, is exposing the picture of hegemonic power in order to achieve an ideal of human emancipation.  However, a critical Islamic theory is founded upon a different claim than Western critical theory’s general tendency to assume that religion is more likely to have a counter-progressive agenda, and hence remain silent or indifferent in the face of injustice.  Critical Islamic theory must challenge hegemonic claims of absolute, context-free knowledge by putting forward an alternative approach to communal values and focuses on the interaction among text, interpreter and context (Sharify-Funk 2005). 
Debates and discussions within Islam illustrate that “[m]ultiple, contested, and coexisting meanings of Islam are integral to the struggle for justice in Islamic reform today” (Wadud 2006:5).
Having recognized the value of the dialogue among Muslims searching for common ground by re-examining what Islam means in more inclusive ways, the case of Muslim women “scholarship-activism” is instructive as an access point for understanding the Islamic civilization.  The Western hegemonic discourse sees “Islamic” gender politics as one of the main difference between the West and Islam. Oppressed, secluded, and veiled Muslim women became the focal point of representational discourses on the Middle East, which fueled racism and Islamophobia (Zine 2006).  The “true clash of civilizations” concept developed by Pippa Norris and Ronald Inglehart posits that “the deep-seated cultural divisions between Islam and the West will revolve far more strongly around social rather than political values, especially concerning issues of sexual liberalization and gender equality” (Norris and Inglehart 2003:5).  After the authors tested the “clash of civilizations” thesis, they concluded that with regard to gender equality and sexual liberalization, “the West is far more egalitarian and liberal than other societies, particularly Islamic nations”, thus, “[t]he most basic cultural fault line between the West and Islam does not concern democracy—it involves issues of gender equality and sexual liberalization” (Norris and Inglehart 2003:11).  
In the West, the dynamic interacting Muslim voices have been often rendered invisible, or obscured by stereotyped representation of Muslim women.  Muslim women are often depicted as passive victims, rather than as agents who are actively engaged in efforts to reshape their identities and their societies.  The ‘new’ Islamic discourses geared toward activism, engagement and participation in the public sphere and the rational, progressive and critical scholarship by Muslim women can correct this narrow narrative for a better understanding of the Islamic civilization that is different from the stereotypical views of Islam as static, patriarchal, un-modern, and violent.  
Islamism as a political discourse embraces far more than dogmatic fundamentalism and terrorists’ violence that dominate in the Western press.  It is also a powerful source of critical debate in the struggle against undemocratic imposition of a new world order by the United States, and against the economic and ecological violence of neoliberalism, the fundamentalist orthodoxies of which fuel the growing divide between the rich and the poor.  This is to say that secularization is no guarantee against dogmatic beliefs and that even foundational religious texts are open to multiple interpretations (Buck-Morss 2003: 49).
Buck-Morss’s argument reveals the possibility latent in the Muslim intellectual activity to demonstrate that Islam is capable of articulating a critical discourse adequate to the demands of global public sphere in which the hegemony of the secular discourse has been shaken or eroded (Buck-Morss 2003:101).  The erosion of the Western hegemonic discourse of political modernity, enabled by what Bobby Said calls the “decentering” of the West, allows Islam to be articulated in new ways through reform and tajdid (renewal) (cited in Mandaville 2004:68).  
Democracy on the global level necessitates understanding and engaging this “other” discourse, “emanating from a ‘civilization’ that is intrinsically different from ‘our own’” (Buck-Morss 2003:4).  As long as the Western hegemonic discourse remains unwilling to accept the right of Muslims to tailor their own version[footnoteRef:3] of modernity, the global arena will not be conducive to equality and democracy.  As Asma Barlas illustrates: “globalizing equality means that we cannot speak about sexual equality in Muslim societies without speaking about equality in the global arena…the language of rights needs to be employed not only to ensure women equal rights in Muslim societies but also to ensure Muslim societies equal rights in an emergent global public sphere in which we can not only ‘think past’ U.S. hegemony but actually move beyond it” (Barlas 2005:106).   [3:  This version of modernity is rooted in the Islamic faith.] 

Deconstructing the foundations of Western discourses and texts opens up the space for other cultures, religions, and (sacred) texts that were previously overlooked by Western social theory (Jacques Derrida cited in Kubálková 2003:86).  
A Genuine Common Ground?
The policy question for this approach is how to promote conditions that are conducive to a genuine common ground among civilizations?  The mutual recognition of the norms and values of other civilizations is a good starting point.  This means the readiness to try to understand others on their own terms (Cox 1992:141).  This could be quite difficult to achieve because of the homogenizing tendencies of the Western discourse and its negative representation of non-Western societies.  Difficulty also arises from the way political change outside the West is reported in the West (Cox 1992:141).  There is a tendency to analyze everything through Western concepts, which has led to mystification and has left the West ill-prepared for understanding the current transformations of Muslim politics.  For example, reformist Islam is mostly viewed and tested based on the Western concepts of liberalism and secularism.  Several studies that will be discussed in the literature review show the disconnection between liberalism and secularism and develop an alternative concept of secularism suitable for the analysis of Muslim politics[footnoteRef:4]. [4:  For details see Heba Raouf Ezzat and Ahmed Mohammed Abdalla. 2004. “Towards an Islamically Democratic Secularism.” In Faith and Secularism, ed. Rosemary Bechler. London: Counterpoint, 33-54.] 

Genuine common ground also requires and demands trust. There is a need to trust the ability of non-Western people and societies to “think through the logic of their cultural beliefs and to carefully sift out weak arguments from strong” (Rorty cited in Linklater 1998:77).  
The normative content of genuine universalism is determined by a process of internal discourse within different constituencies of global civil society and a dialogue between them in order to promote an overlapping consensus about the normative content (An-Na’im 2002:70).  The process of negotiation and dialogue presupposes mutual respect and appreciation of cultural and contextual differences.  It also entails an appreciation of the need for consensus-building, instead to trying to impose Western views on others.  This consensus must be actively sought by all sides, “instead of passively waiting for religious communities to succeed or fail in the test of inclusion” (An-Na’im 2002:71).
Two factors can obfuscate the efforts of creating a universal global ethos.  1) The “‘prejudgments’ that we carry with us as indispensable and unavoidable starting point in any dialogical engagement” (Gadamer in Haztopoulos and Petito 2003:11).  2) The differential power relations between the developed and developing countries.  Regarding the second factor, I want to stress the role of religion and religious ideas as an intervening variable between structural conditions and actors’ interests and preferences (Risse-Kappen 1994).  We need to take into account the positive contribution of religion in mobilizing believers to challenge oppressive structures for emancipation and true universality (An-Na’im 2002).   Richard Falk describes the relationship between power and faith as follows:
A belief in the transformative capacities of an idea that is sustained by spiritual energy lends itself to nonviolent forms of struggle and sacrifice, thereby challenging most secular views of human history as shaped primarily by governing elites, warfare, and a command over innovative military technology…The central founding narratives of the world’s great religions are preoccupied with liberation from oppressive social and political arrangements (Falk 2003: 198-199).
Islam demonstrates an emancipatory potential and a strong tendency to self-universalization.  By asserting itself on the global stage, Islam disturbs the notions of territoriality and power as defining features of the Westphalian order.  “The intellectually critical and socially accountable power of Islamism” (Buck-Morss 2003:46) is legitimizing Islamic discourses, if not Islam itself, in the global arena (Mandaville 2001 and Barlas 2005).  
The New Islamic Intellectuals and “Globalization from Below”
When applied to the question of Muslim women’s rights, genuine universality can be a useful approach not only to challenge the voices that justify the violation of women’s rights under the guise of single interpretation of Islam imposed by a patriarchal religious authority (Tohidi 2003:181), but also to challenge the using of women’s rights as a tool for the West to impose its hegemony and values on Muslims.  Undermining the universal and the particular polarity, Muslim women are opting for a reflexive path of “multiple critique”.  The contextualization of Muslim women’s rights can lead to creative theoretical and political endeavors of “multiple modernities” and multiple as alas (authenticity)[footnoteRef:5]. [5:  See chapter seven for details.] 

The hegemonic Western discourse tends to represent itself as universal, objective and natural in promoting a set of ideas, values and standards that should be binding to all humankind.  This claim removes these “standards” from the domain of political contestation “by privileging them at the outset and treating these “universal standards” as the most authentic, universally valid expressions and beyond critique” (Barlas 2005:104).  Barlas contends that “just by giving the denotation ‘universal’ for these standards at the conclusion of certain international deliberation does not guarantee their universality” (Barlas 2005:104).  There is a very heated debate of whether “women’s rights” is a universal or a Western concept.  Western discourse scarcely values any political endeavor that does not operate according to its own secular terms.  Barlas again posits that “secularism in it garb of “universalizing reason”, keeps [feminists]….from realizing some simple truths about Muslims, [that is]….the Qur’an, nonetheless abides in our consciousness so enduringly that we are unlikely to toss it aside in the name of sociopolitical values or ‘universal standards’” (Barlas 2005:104).  Muslims see “secularizing Islam” as “too high price to pay” to be accepted and included in the global civil society (Ezzat and Abdalla 2004:53).  We need to acknowledge that rejecting the unconditional embrace of modern secular discourses on human rights as universal and absolute is different from the reductionist approach of merely accepting medieval constructions of law and interpretations of text as final and absolute.
At this juncture, it is important to note that Western hegemony and its totalizing discourse is not the only type of hegemony that Muslims are negotiating.  There is also the totalizing discourse that claims the right to represent the “true” Islam.  In the Islamic hegemonic discourse, the historically conditioned understanding of Qur’an has been promoted as objective and absolute.  By emphasizing the impact of historical contexts on human interpretations (as suggested by the work of Asma Barlas, Amina Wadud and others), advocates of women’s rights can claim their right in developing an alternative interpretation and participate in the articulation of normativity suitable for contemporary Muslim life.   The new Muslim “textual activism” differentiates between what is absolute and what is relative in Islamic sharia[footnoteRef:6].  The result of their hermeneutical endeavor has been a challenge to local religious ideas and practices long taken for granted to be “Islamic” as well as a challenge to authoritarianism.  Muslim “new thinking” has led to the fragmentation of religious and political authority.  It resulted in an increasingly open discussion of issues related to democracy, gender and the common good (Eickelman and Piscatori 1996: x). [6:  This argument is developed by Heba Raouf Ezzat in her interview by Karim El-Gawhary (1994:26).] 

Issues of Muslim women inform the analysis and politics of women’s liberation movements.  My analysis sustains a running argument with and against key analytical concepts in Western social theory.  In my dissertation, I probe some of the conceptual challenges that Muslim women activism poses to Western social theory.  
First: Islam has been influenced by the emergence of new ideas and new breed of intellectuals that aim at the creation of a peaceful global ethos- too easily dismissed because their premises are not Western.  Muslim intellectuals play an important role of articulating new concepts and paradigms in domestic and international politics.
The role of intellectuals—Gramsci argues—is to “eradicate the illusions from the mind and imagination”, disclosing hegemonic behavior and interests embedded in them that draw sustenance from the dominant ideology (cited in Moghissi 1999:147).  The role of intellectuals is particularly important in the emerging critical Islamic movement and its implication for women.  Muslim reformist intellectuals struggle to construct and maintain a “counter-hegemonic” discourse and movement.  These intellectuals “play a key role in developing critical awareness as well as actively engaging in the formation of political and ideological consensus” (Sharify-Funk 2005:18).  This critical awareness, Gramsci argues, develops “through intelligent refection…on the reasons why certain situations exist and on the best means of transforming [these situation through] social reconstruction” (Gramsci cited in Moghissi 1999:147).  Muslim intellectuals are deconstructing traditional percepts and practices and reconstructing more democratic, gendered–balanced ones, challenging the process of knowledge itself.  Thus, reformist thought contributes to the emancipation of Muslim women through developing the idea of gender as a continually constructed identity and the idea of the legitimacy of the female voice.
Reformists call for the creation of public space for producing a stable group identity that empowers women to effect change.  This public space, however, is not devoid of hegemony.  The struggle against hegemonic understanding waged in the public sphere or civil society is quiet a difficult task, especially where “legal framework protecting civil discourse is always liable to be shattered” (Moghissi 1999:147) and where the discursive arena for articulating a counter discourses is monopolized by a religious discourse that negates, excludes, and narrows women’s options.
The discourse used by the new Islamist intellectuals “seeks to question the legitimacy of the state, the institutions and even society… the new Islam exists in spaces which institutionalized forms of politics cannot reach … The new Islamist intellectual thus represents an interstitial political identity, one which inhabits the gaps between institutional forms” (Mandaville 2001: 177).  The new Islamic intellectuals demonstrate the interconnectedness of hermeneutical and political questions.  Their contribution opens up avenues for rethinking and reformulating Islamic thought and practice.  Muslim women scholar-activists argue that reconstructing Muslim religious knowledge opens the doors for reconstructing Muslim societies (Barlas 2005 and Wadud 2006).  It is important to note that these new Islamic intellectuals are very popular among educated young Muslims (Mandaville 2001).  Young Muslim women see Islam as a progressive force, which will allow them to move from patriarchal interpretation of Islamic percepts and practices but at the same time avoid submission to Western cultural norms.
Second: The tensions and transformations occurring with Islamic societies have had an impact on Muslim women.  Women are analyzing the kind of Islam that would help empower them instead of limit their capacity.  Gender represents an area where the influence and efficacy of traditional authority and practice appear to be diminishing.  Increasingly, Muslim women are “taking Islam into their own hands” (Mandaville 2001).  The expansion of the public sphere and the use of new technologies make awareness and interaction possible for women across the Muslim world[footnoteRef:7].  This empowerment is occurring from a popular base.  The major impetus for change is coming from individuals who participate in transnational networks and movements for reinterpreting their religion and reconstructing their societies from within their own context.  One new aspect of Islamic globalism may be the shift in the nature and location of the recent Muslim diaspora experiences in Western Europe and North America which will properly have far-reaching consequences for Muslim identity and views of the ‘other’ (Mandaville 2001:66).  The encounters between the Muslim and the Muslim ‘other’ play an important role in the process of identity formation.  The dialogue with the Muslim “other” involves “new social capital that draws on contemporary intellectual styles and uses different communication technologies to circulate ideas and views about “what is properly Islamic” (Eickelman and Anderson 2003:x). [7:  The term ‘Muslim world’ refers to “a discursive entity rather than to a geographic region.  In this sense, the Muslim world is defined by communicative action framed in terms of or in relation to the Islamic discursive tradition.  Similarly, therefore, ‘Muslim society’ is constituted in social relations between actors sharing normative boundaries defined by the same discursive tradition” (Mandaville 2007:113).] 

This new aspect of Islamic globalism is also giving the periphery an increasing influence over the historically dominant center.  Reform and ideas originating in the West among Muslim diaspora may be reversing the flow of ideas from the diasporic periphery to the Muslim core (Mandaville 2001).  However, that is not to say that innovative ideas and reform come only from Western Muslims[footnoteRef:8]. [8:  Chapter five discusses innovative ideas and reform originating in Egypt.] 

Third: Western social science remains unwilling to treat religion as important social factor on par with secular forces.  This view lacks the respect and appreciation of cultural and contextual differences.  This research attempts to transcend this conception in order explore how the engagement with religion might lead to creative theoretical and political endeavors.  Given the central role of religion in the political culture of Islamic societies, it is critical that conceptualizations of the public sphere and civil activism take into account the public role of religion.  By reasserting itself in public space, Islam is disrupting the conventional accounts of modernity and challenges the dualism of public and private.  Islam, as a discursive field, provides a post-hegemonic, post-Westphalian alternative approach to the secular international politics. 
For my ontological starting point, I propose to focus on alternative form and spaces of the politics.  In later chapters, I show how new discursive forms and spaces in translocality, especially the dialogic community, is more relevant to our understanding of contemporary Muslim “politics”, defined as the “negotiation of meaning” (Mandaville 2001).  From such an ontological beginning, I proceed to examine my case study of the contemporary Muslim discourse and debates on gender justice in Islam and the role of Muslim women scholar-activists in the emerging transnational Muslim public sphere.  My case study is an example of a particular movement whose discourse imagines non-statist, dialogic forms of political community.  I chose to focus on Islam and Muslim women because Islam represents a prominent non-statist, post-hegemonic discourse which today claims global validity as an ethical construct (Mandaville 2001).  My goal is to provide an empirical portrait of Muslim women activism as a form of transnational grassroots politics organized around these themes: agency, participation and engagement.  Muslim dialogic engagement provides a much richer picture of how Muslims come to define and experience their political identity.  I conclude this section by reasserting my original claim that the limited imagination of politics can be expanded and transformed as a result of contemporary Muslim forms and spaces of political practices. 
The Research Problem
First, with the end of the Cold War, theorists started to analyze what global politics is likely to become in the new era.  Francis Fukuyama asserted that the end of the Cold War has led to “the end of history” that is the end point of mankind’s ideological evolution and the universalization of Western liberal democracy as the final form of human government.  Fukuyama’s assertion that “triumph of the West, of the Western idea, is evident first of all in the total exhaustion of viable systematic alternatives to Western liberalism” (Fukuyama 1989) is being challenged by the global resurgence of religion and the assertion of traditional and indigenous cultures in the new world order that replaced the Cold War (Bull 1984).  What is happening on the global stage does not implicate the end of history but the “initiation of a new era of conflicts and reconciliations” (Cox 1992:145).  In order to understand the future of global politics, we need first to consider the sources of conflicts in this new era.  Samuel Huntington (1993 and 1996) assumes that international conflicts in the post-Cold War era are taking place between civilizations, which according to his definition are based mostly on religion.  One may disagree with the bulk of Huntington assumptions, but most importantly Huntington posits culture and identity (especially religious identity) as important factors that influence world politics and political behavior.  But to look at the current resurgence of religion through the lens of “the clash of civilizations” is misleading.  From my point of view, the current Islamic resurgence is not a “revolt against the West” (Bull 1984) as much as Muslims’ aspiration and struggle for authenticity and cultural liberation as well as an attempt to indigenize modernity (Thomas 2003:22).  
Second, the challenge of Islamic fundamentalism to peaceful global ethos and global civil society arises from its supranational appeal and aspiration and its specific vision of the public good that negates people’s ability to make their own moral and political choices.  Public discourse in the West tends to equate Islamic globalism with pan-national fundamentalist networks that is conservative and intolerant.  In the transnational Muslim public sphere, no particular ethical claim is negated or excluded; “difference is negotiated, rather than eradicated” (Mandaville 2001:181).  But the emerging transnational public sphere has been overlooked or dismissed because its activities did not fall into the range of activities associated with the traditional conception of global civil society (An-Na’im 2001 and Mandaville 2001).
Third, there are a number of gaps and silences in the literature on social change in the Muslim world that must be addressed for a fuller understanding of contemporary Muslim realities.  For example, the Muslim experience in the Western Europe and North America, which has far-reaching consequences in bringing about democracy and change in the Muslim societies.  These gaps in the literature have impoverished the Western political imagination and left ill-prepared for understanding the current transformations of Muslim politics.
Fourth: there is an increased international attention to, but not a deep understanding of, the status and rights of Muslim women in Islamic societies.  Women’s rights and status dictated by religious percepts are seen as another form of the clash between religious values and international standards/ imperatives.  The different treatment of women is seen as manifest proof of the anti-equality nature of the Qur’an.  The Western discourse focuses mainly on Islam’s compatibility, or lack thereof, with Western conception of democracy and human rights as well as Muslim policies’ conformity to “universal standards”.  The West bases its claims regarding women and Islam on generalized assumptions about an undifferentiated mass of Muslim women as passive, secluded victims of their misogynist religion, who are equally oppressed by patriarchal men.  There were a number of attempts at introducing modernity and gender justice to Islamic societies but they mostly failed to interest Muslim women because they were clearly from without the Islamic tradition.  Secular modernist approaches and programs failed to recognize the deep-rooted commitment to piety and authenticity among Muslim women.  Many Muslim women say Islam is the first source of their identity.  It is not enough to recognize the problems facing Muslim women.  I argue that the correct framing and definition of the problem makes a great difference (see chapter two).  Secular approaches were unsatisfying to Muslim women because they failed to identify their real problems and, consequently, failed to provide adequate answers and solutions. 
Fifth: the role of women in Islam is imbued with diverse meanings and discourses.  The state, religious authorities, traditional Islamists and reformist intellectuals all claim the right to define the role of women in the Islamic society.  This contestation over the meanings attached to women makes the issue of gender a key dimension of contemporary Muslim politics.  Traditional Islamic discourses on women seeks to uphold authenticity and draw boundaries not only between Muslim and non-Muslims (characterized as morally inferior) but also between the “true” guardian of Islam and the “internal other” (characterized as deviant and Westernized) (Kandiyoti 1991:7-8).
Six: Muslim women navigate between two discursive arenas: neo-imperialist, secularist McWorld and androcentric, extremist jihad that script the way their stories and identities are narrated. Muslim women refuse to be caught up in radicalized, gendered politics between the guardians of universal secular modernity and the guardians of Islam that construct a discourse of power based on false oppositional dichotomies and binaries that invoke a “clash of civilizations”.  Muslim women who are committed to their Islamic identity develop a ‘third space’ in which they can speak for themselves and reject the passive characterization of their experience.  They are also creating a transnational dimension of their Islamic identity and resistance.  Through hermeneutical and political activism in the public sphere, Muslim women are opening up new possibilities and forms of engagement and activism and creating new knowledge to challenge the patriarchal distortions of the rights granted to them by Qur’an and sunnah (prophetic tradition).  Muslim women, committed to their faith, are struggling to prove that gender justice is an integral part of their faith.
Muslim women’s discourse moves beyond the binaries (East/West and secular/religious) that invoke the clash of civilizations.  Their discourse challenges and undermines the fundamentalist discourse by addressing the concerns of Muslim women for justice and piety and for social change rooted in their faith, not alien to their culture or imposed from outside.  Muslim women are claiming Islam and the public sphere in order to speak against marginalization and distortion.  Muslim women activism “disturbs the calculations of power and knowledge producing spaces of subaltern signification” (Bhabha cited in Cooke 2001:152). 
My core argument is that by escaping the constraints of the territorial nation-state, new forms of public space and political community are emerging.  Globalization, especially in its reflexive and communicative dimensions, has created an environment conductive to dialogue and exchange, which have led to the emergence of a transnational Muslim public sphere.  This new public sphere provides wider avenues and alternative forms of participation and engagement.   A combination of critical ideas and transnationalism has been transforming the Muslim public sphere toward a pluralistic, negotiated exchange of the sacred meaning.  In this emergent public sphere, Muslim women are becoming the catalysts for transformation in Muslim thought and practice related to gender issues.  Muslim women groups are well positioned to challenge authoritarian, oppressive regimes and to create a peaceful global ethos putting an end to the “clash of civilization” and the threats of fundamentalism and international terrorism in the same way new ideas and transnational networks brought an end to the Cold War.  The contribution of Muslim women working from within to transform Muslim societies should affect the way the West thinks about Islam and Muslims ending the clash/jihadist paradigm and creating a peaceful global ethos with a genuine universality.  
My main research questions, then, might be stated as follows: what is the role of transnational ideas and networking in generating and transforming the Muslim public sphere (global civil society)?  How is transnational social public sphere affecting the way contemporary Muslim women perceive their identities and engage in activism?  To what extent intellectual scholarship by Muslim women can be designated as a site of resistance, or a “counterpublic” that challenges dominant publics?  What is the relationship between religious knowledge and social agency?
Significance of the Study and the Nature of Contribution
This research was triggered by the State of the Art in international relations, the field that claims to be global, yet it managed to be narrowly focused on a single form of political community, i.e. the nation-state.  Conventional international relations theory failed to take account of different forms of politics, community and identity by being mainly state-centric.  I also observed another striking void in international relation literature, that is; the neglect of the role of religion as well as the perspectives and the traditions of worldwide religions.  Much of the literature maintains a curious silence on the role ideas and transnational processes and instead offers a predominately structuralist account of social change that focuses on localized impact of global forces.  
This research aims at presenting a scholarly contribution in which the concept of the Islamic ummah is employed as the level of analysis.  The concept of the ummah imagines alternative forms and spaces of politics and community.  Ummah is a civilizational space; the world Muslim community. Ummah is “a bearer of witness to the truth before all mankind” (Qur’an 2:143).  Ummah transcends race, language and geography.  It is “a universal order enclosing the entire collectivity of Muslims inhibiting the globe united by the bond of strong and comprehensive ideology of Islam” (Moten 1996:3).  In functional terms, Muslims within the ummah are to act as judges to determine extremes (diagnostic function) and as modifiers to smooth out those extremes (practical activity) (Moten 1996:3).
There are three levels of interactions among elements of the ummah.  The first is the organizational level, where Islamic states are members of global organizations such as the Organization of the Islamic Conference.  The second level is the formal relations and foreign policies among Muslim states.  The third level is the transnational relations among Muslim societies, which are referred to as the global Muslim public sphere or civil society.  This public sphere represents “an increasingly visible critical mass of Muslim intellectuals, laity and clergy (ulama)” (Sharify-Funk 2005).  Focusing on this third level, my research addresses the question of how this transnational Muslim public sphere is playing a role in rebuilding or “reimagining” the Muslim ummah- to use Mandaville’s term.
Muslims are living through an era of profound social transformation.  The new Muslim public sphere is shaped by increasingly open contests to reconfigure the nature of religious thought and actions.  The transnational Muslim public sphere encourages debates over meaning, values and different issues such as democracy, civil society and women’s rights.  Narratives that limit transnational Islam to “fundamentalism”, “clash of civilizations” or “international terrorism” are of little use in understanding these transformations (Eickelman 1999).  My research seeks to move beyond this narrow narrative in order to provide an alternative reading of transnational Muslim spaces and politics and their impact on social change in the Muslim societies. 
For this purpose, I seek to draw attention to an emergent phenomenon of transnational interpretive activities and interpretive possibilities for gender justice that could easily be ignored or overlooked in Western scholarly and policy debates because they do not fall into the range of activities associated with the traditional definition of politics and civil society.
My approach transcends conventional labels and goes beyond simply transposing Western categories.  The arguments developed in this research could prove helpful in grafting a better understanding of Muslim politics, which in turn could have an impact on Western views and policies toward the Muslim world.  My modest contribution aims at constructing a partial knowledge that can be helpful in thinking about Muslim politics.  Partial knowledge is helpful in guiding action and in channeling the direction of events towards a desired option (Cox 1992:139). 
Methodology
History generates theory.  History provides us with a set of viable working hypotheses.  History provides “a form of knowledge that transcends the specific historical epoch that makes the epoch intelligible in a larger perspective” (Cox 1992:135).  This knowledge becomes the heuristic for strategies and guidelines for action in the in post 9/11 era of major transformations.
So while appreciating the differences between the Cold War era and our world today, I borrow theoretically from Thomas Risse-Kappen’s case study that demonstrated the contribution of a combination of new thinking and transnational networking to the changes in the Soviet foreign policy and to the transformation processes in Eastern Europe and, thus, to the end of the Cold War (Risse-Kappen 1994, 1995, 2000 and Chilton 1995).  I claim that a combination of new ideas promoted by new breed of Muslim intellectuals and transnational Muslim networks can contribute to social and political changes in Muslim societies and to transforming Western attitude toward Islam and Muslims and, thus, to the end of the clash of civilizations and the conflicts associated with it.  
Risse-Kappen argues that realist and liberalist theories need to be complemented by approaches that emphasize the interaction between international and domestic factors and take seriously the role of ideas- knowledge, values and strategic concepts.  Risse-Kappen’s main argument, therefore, is that under certain domestic and international circumstances, transnational coalitions and actors who attempt to change policy outcome in a specific issue-area succeed to achieve their goals.  Domestic structures such as the nature of political institutions, state-society relations, and political culture determine the ability of transnational networks to gain access and to build winning coalitions in various societies (Risse-Kappen 1994: 186).
My approach integrates domestic structure and politics, transnational networks and the role of ideas in order to understand recent changes in Muslim thought and practice.  My thesis differs from and explains the deficiencies in the prevailing theories on social change in Muslim societies.  It also draws from and integrates a variety of theoretical perspectives and research fields, such as civil society, social movements, gender identities and culture studies.
I probe and assess the transnational Muslim public sphere in the light of two independent variables, one domestic and one international.  By domestic structures I mean, the nature of political institutions, state-society relations and political culture, which determine the ability of transnational networks first to gain access to a country and second to build winning coalitions with like-minded thinkers and activists (Risse-Kappen 1994: 185).  The transnational variable is the extent of coalition building with like-minded groups.  The dependent variable is the transformation occurring in Muslim societies in terms of social change and the widening of Muslim public sphere.  
The notion of dialogue and Muslim intellectual discourse in the public sphere invoke Jürgen Habermas’s theory of “communicative action”, that is the processes of argumentation, deliberation and persuasion that constitute a distinct mode of social interaction to be differentiated from both strategic bargaining (the realm of rational choice) the rule-guided behavior (the realm of institutionalism) (Risse-Kappen 2000).  
My research focuses on Muslim women scholar-activists engaged in claims and counter-claims related to gender relations in Islam as a discursive lifeworld.  It is a form of transnational Muslim public sphere or civil society in which Muslim women negotiate a normative agenda related to the role of women in Muslim societies.  In order to answer my research questions, data are collected and analyzed based on the penetration of the literature and scholarship written by Muslim women intellectuals in order to document their contextual interpretive practices as a form of resistance and social engagement.  This dissertation also utilizes qualitative methods of discourse analysis and participant observation to investigate the impact of transnational social interactions on Muslim women residing in diverse national and cultural contexts.  It is an effort to understand how we and our ideas interact between and across social spaces, constructing new political spaces, new discursive communities, and new political identities.  I carried out participant observations among mosques in Jordan and plan to do the same in the United States and also in the future attend conferences and lectures organized around the themes of Muslim women “textual-contextual” activism.  
Difficulties in conducting this research should be noted.  First and foremost, the Muslim public sphere is a project that is still under construction.  Second, while we can identify tendencies in Muslim women activism in the transnational public sphere, analytically, it is harder to develop propositions and direct causal linkages about the transnational effects of ideas, values and norms that cannot be measured empirically.  Third, the linkage among transnational Muslim women intellectuals and activists is global in scope.  It is also informal and ad hoc (see chapter 4 and 5).  This feature contributes to an “aura of uncertainty” in terms of the scale and the breadth of their activities, impact, and geographic coverage (Mandaville 2005:305).  
Organization of the Study
Chapter one introduces the ontological background of the research.  It establishes the theoretical and practical significance of the research and the relevance of the research question in the contemporary global context. 
Chapter two surveys the growing academic literature on women in Islam and presents two oppositional interpretative and analytical categories: secular modernist and Islamic reformist that both address the traditional, patriarchal Islamic discourse.  The dichotomy between the two scholarly discourses emanates from differences in their frames of reference, methodology and outcome.  It also presents arguments for synergy between secularism and Islam.
Chapter three aims at constructing the conceptual and theoretical framework of the dissertation.  It starts with deconstructing the secular, state-centric claims of international relations, and then it reconstructs a new understanding of the role of ideas, intellectual communities and communicative action in widening the Muslim public sphere.  It envisions an alternative conception of community and civil activism that take the role of religion seriously.
Chapter four explores a form of transnational Muslim public sphere; namely a global advocacy of normative agenda related to the role of women in Islam.  It explores the nature and the origin of Muslim women’s pro-faith discourse and “textual-contextual” activism, their agenda, by whom and how the agenda is determined, the dialogue about the elements of that agenda and how they negotiate their position in relation to other discourses.
Chapter five explores the various voices and scholarship of Muslim women, the interpretive possibilities of their hermeneutical approach as well as their transnational activism.  The chapter also explores the gender debate in Egypt in order to test Risse-Kappen’s proposition that the degree of civil society development and the domestic structures of political institutions, state-society relations and political culture determine the ability of ideas and transnational networks first to gain access to a country and second to build winning coalitions with like-minded intellectuals.
Chapter six is concerned with recovering Muslim women’s voice through communicative empowerment.  The chapter discusses the efforts of Muslim women to create a counter-hegemonic discourse and claims and the challenges they face in the creation of public sphere of justice and inclusion. 
Chapter seven reflects on the major arguments that this research purports to make as well as the findings of the study.  The chapter elaborates on the suggested approach as the best response to the threat of international terrorism by addressing the underlying grievances that motivate terrorists and their supporters.  Finally, it relates the argument made in this research to the broader debates in the field of international relations and identifies areas of future research.
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