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REVIEWS 

Women, Islam and the 
State 
Edited by Deniz Kandiyoti 
Macmillan: London 1991, 
ISBN 0 333 52695 3, £35 Hbk 
ISBN 0 333 52696 1, £14.99 Pbk 

Many of us have waited for the publi
cation of this book since the initial 
conference Deniz Kandiyoti organ
ized in 1987 at which the first drafts 
of some of the papers in the book 
were presented. In the post-Rushdie
affair, post-Gulf-War atmosphere, 
the appearance of this book is doubly 
welcome. 

As the introduction makes clear, 
the treatment of Islam- as well as of 
women - has for a long time been 
dominated by ahistorical accounts of 
the main tenets of Muslim religion 
and their implications for women. 
Racists, Orientalists, Fundamental
ists and Muslim feminists all base 
their analyses on essentialist no
tions of what the 'real' Islam is all 
about. In contrast, this collection 
includes some of the best feminist 
scholars in the area, who all point 
out that the specific political projects 
of the various states which they 
analyze construct the specific his
torical ways in which Islam acts 
upon and influences the lives of 
women in these societies. 

The 'woman question' has sym
bolic importance in the ways in 
which various Muslim states, in 

their different trajectories, have con
structed their notions of citizenship 
and social order. Women are not just 
the biological reproducers of the next 
generation of citizens, or even just 
their cultural reproducers: they 
often symbolize the 'spirit' of the 
people, and in Muslim societies, 
their collective 'honour'. As Kan
diyoti points out, the 'woman ques
tion' has been the terrain of hot 
ideological contests. The 'liberation' 
of women was used as a symbol of 
progressive secular elites, while 
women's adherence to a strict Mus
lim code of behaviour has been seen 
as an expression of cultural 'anti
imperialist' authenticity. The differ
ent papers in the book look at some of 
the processes of change and ideologi
cal debates which have taken place 
around the 'woman question' in the 
different countries. They also look at 
the relationships between the state 
and civil society, family and society 
and the relationships between Islam 
and 'national cultures'. 

It is difficult to briefly sum up 
the sophisticated analyses of the dif
ferent papers in the book, but doing 
so will at least give some more con
crete ideas about the range of issues 
covered by the book. 

Deniz Kandiyoti's paper concen
trates on the period over which Tur
key was transformed from a Muslim 
empire into a secular nation-state, 
during which women played a 
central symbolic role m the 
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'modernization' of the nation. In Af
saneh Najmabadi's paper on Iran, 
two periods of political and social 
transformation are compared: that 
of the rise of the Shah, in which 
women played a similar modernizing 
role as that of Turkey, and the 
Khomeini revolution, in which 
women were put behind the veil. 

Ayesha Jalal's article on Pakis
tan highlights some of the paradoxes 
of women's position and women's 
politics in an Islamic state in which, 
for the first time, a woman has be
come a prime minister, while 75 per 
cent of its women live in rural areas 
in which the state has hardly pen
etrated, and their lives are shaped by 
custom, rather than by law. 

The relationship of Islam and 
the state in Bangladesh, the other 
Muslim state in the Indian subcon
tinent, is more ambivalent. N aila 
Kabeer points out that given the 
specific history ofBangladesh and its 
war of independence from another 
Muslim state - Pakistan, funda
mentalism in Bangladesh has until 
now made less headway than in Iran 
and Pakistan. Bangladesh has re
mained a People's Republic rather 
than an Islamic one and women's 
position has been correspondingly 
less attacked. 

Amrita Chhachhi's article on 
India deals with a Muslim com
munity which is part of a secular 
state, in a period of growing com
munal strife and religious funda
mentalism. Chhachhi looks at the 
complex relationship between state, 
capital and patriarchy and the roles 
of fundamentalist movements spon
sored by the state in this. She also 
looks at the particular effects 'forced 
identities' in a situation of national 
and communal conflict can have on 
the position of women, when they are 
being constructed as representatives 
of their collectivities. 

Suad Joseph's paper compares 
the different elite strategies for state 
building in Iraq and Lebanon: a 
strong centralist state in Iraq and a 
minimalist state in Lebanon. While 

in Iraq there was an attempt to draw 
women away from their kinship 
groupings and into the state, in 
Lebanon the tendency was to keep 
them under their groupings' control. 

Margot Badran's paper on Egypt 
examines competing discourses and 
agendas over the 'woman question' in 
nineteenth- and twentieth-century 
Egypt. Her analysis is especially 
poignant in light of the recent news on 
the abolition by the Egyptian state of 
the only autonomous women's organ
ization in Egypt. 

The last paper in the book was 
written by Maxine Molyneux on the 
(by now defunct) People's Demo
cratic Republic of Yemen. As a self
defined socialist state, it carried out 
interventionist policies aimed at the 
political, economic and social trans
formation of its inhabitants. The 
radical character of the state's re
forms raises the question of the effec
tiveness, as well as the limits oflegal 
reforms in 'women's emancipation'. 
This issue needs to be completely 
reevaluated given the recent de
velopments in the Soviet 'Socialist' 
bloc, as well as the developments in 
Yemen itself. 

The weakest point of the book is 
in discussing the Arab world - the 
'heart' and origin of Islam. I missed 
an analysis of the N asserite and 
Ba'athist constructions of 'Arab 
Socialism' (to differentiate from 
Yemen's 'Socialism') which has at
tempted to incorporate Islam and 
Pan-Arabism into socialism. And 
even more I missed an analysis of 
those oil countries, like Saudi Arabia 
and Kuwait, which have sought 
economic modernization while re
sisting any changes in the political 
and social domain, especially in all 
that pertains to women. Analyzing 
these Muslim states might have 
given us further insights into some of 
the processes Amrita Chhachhi 
pointed to about the relationship of 
capitalism and fundamentalism, 
and the discussion of citizenship in 
rentier economies developed by Af
saneh Najmabadi. 



I also regretted the absence of an 
article on Palestinian women. One 
might argue that Israel, the state 
which rules most of them, is not 
Muslim but Jewish. However, be
cause of the adoption by Israel of the 
Millet system of the Ottoman Em
pire, all Muslims under Israeli rule 
are governed by Muslim law in those 
areas of personal law in which Israeli 
Jews are governed by Orthodox Jew
ish law. It would have made an 
interesting comparative case to that 
of India, in which Muslims also con
stitute a minority in a non-Muslim 
state next to a hostile Muslim state, 
but without the specific history of the 
Zionist project. 

Plotting Women: Gender 
and Representation in 
Mexico 
Jean Franco 
Verso: London 1989, 
ISBN 0 86091 248 5 Hbk £24.95 

Jean Franco's Plotting Women is an 
initial attempt to outline the ways in 
which women have been represented 
in literature throughout different 
stages of Mexican history. Franco's 
aim is to take a perspective that 
departs from the dominant hegem
onic discourse of the metropolis. In 
her case, as an academic of British 
origin working in the USA, this 
would be the perspective of British 
and North American Marxist
feminism. Instead she starts out 
from a Latin-American feminist per
spective and argues that it is 
through this decentred non-metro
politan perspective that it is possible 
to explore the relations between gen
der, class and identity. This is so 
because it is precisely Third World 
women who have pointed out how 
the liberation of individual women is 
tied to the liberation of their com
munities. 

Franco's attempt is important 
because it assumes that the speci
ficity of Latin-American feminism 
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However, these m1ssmg links 
should be understood more as an 
agenda for a second volume. It would 
have been an impossible task to in
clude everything in one book of 275 
pages. I only wish the book could be 
more readily available to a large 
constituency of readers. The division 
between trade and academic books, 
the difference in price and sup
posedly targeted audience is detri
mental to the project of this book, 
and to what many of us are trying to 
accomplish in our writings. 

Nira Yuval-Davis 

lies in its relation to the social con
text. However, her attempt to 
analyze the representation of women 
throughout history from a feminist 
point of view is less successful, 
mostly because of the very subjective 
texts on which she bases her 
analysis. 

Franco takes as her point of 
departure Foucault's idea that an 
alternative discourse is confronted 
by dominant discourse. Her main 
thesis is that women struggle for the 
power of interpretation; since 
women have traditionally been ex
cluded from interpretative power, 
they have had to express themselves 
within the marginal spaces allowed 
them by the 'master narrative'. This 
dominant discourse, in Franco's 
view, has three important sites in 
Mexican culture: religion, national
ism and modernization, which 
Franco locates in colonial times, par
ticularly the seventeenth, nine
teenth and twentieth centuries. 

Religion as a dominant dis
course is the framework in which she 
analyzes New Spain women's dis
course from the seventeenth to the 
eighteenth century, when the 
struggle for interpretative power 
centred around rationality. The 
author identifies sermons and con
fession as two kinds of discourse 
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