Small Group Discussion Exercise: Arab Women

1. It seems that whenever discussing the subject of women in Arab culture, one of the first issues that comes up is the idea of the relationship between men and women being a complementary one. To what does this notion refer and how is it expressed in its socio-cultural context? Can we identify some of the main factors which may influence it?

2.  Now that you are familiar with the basic contours of modern Arab culture (history, religion, social structures, shared cultural values and customs, etc) is it possible to identify certain basic ideas which inform, or determine, the broader context within which such issues as ‘Arab women’ are best discussed? What do we need to keep in mind when talking about this issue?

3. A feature of contemporary political discourse is that, now more than ever before, assuming or affirming an identity can be a political statement, a visible and vocal representation of ideology and partisanism. Are there examples of such a process in the modern Arab world? Be specific.

4. In her introduction to Bint Arab: Arab and Arab American Women in the United States, Evelyn Shakir exposes the way in which Orientalism and Orientalist discourse has fashioned Euro-American feminist interpretations of Arab women. What are the main points of her argument and what has this meant for Arab feminists?

5. Evelyn Shakir’s (re)reading of portrayals of Arab women in 19th-century accounts of various types was predicated on her desire for a ‘counter narrative’ which exploded the dominant Orientalist narrative informing ‘traditional’ Western accounts of the ‘Arab woman’. In reading such portrayals, what did she find and how different was the picture from what one would expect?

6. In her chapter on Islamic traditions and the feminist movement, Lamya Faruqi asserts that “Muslim women tend to view the feminist movement with some apprehension”. Based on the material she discusses in the rest of the chapter, what are the main issues at play here? Why would she make such a statement and how would she support it? Be specific.

7. In her chapter on Islamic traditions and the feminist movement, Lamya Faruqi asserts that “since the history and heritage of the Muslim peoples have been radically different from that of Western Europe and America, the feminism which would appeal to Muslim women and to the society generally must be correspondingly different”. What does she mean by this and how can we understand it in light of the issues discussed in this unit? Based on the evidence do you agree with her? Why or why not?

8. Much of the critique of levied against Euro-American feminist discourse among Arab feminists revolves around the notion that such ideas are simply not ‘exportable’ across cultural boundaries and that only an indigenous form of feminism can fully address the issues facing women in the Arab world. If we are to accept this statement as true, how then can we characterize the type(s) of feminist discourse present in the Arab world? What are the main issues and how are they tackled? Is Arab feminist activism radically different from the types of activism usually associated with Euro-American feminism? 

9. One of the leitmotifs running through each of the readings on Arab women is the twin issue of ‘respect’ and ‘value’ as socially construing and determinative forces. What exactly do these notions mean? How are they, or can they be, construed within the broader context of women in modern Arab culture?

10. In her article entitled “Feminism” Margot Badran delineates three major modes of feminist expression in the Islamic world. What are they and what is an example of each (focus on the Arab world)? Are you aware of any analogues in Euro-American (or other, e.g. Latin American?) forms of feminist expression? Are such modalities unique to an Arab-Islamic cultural context? Why or why not?

