
  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

ABSTRACT 

 

Variations in the Sociology of Islam and Gender:  

A Multi-Level Analysis of Islam and Gender in Majority Muslim Contexts 

 

Alessandra L. González, Ph.D. 

 

Dissertation Chairperson: Paul Froese, Ph.D. 

 

 

This dissertation answers two main questions: First, what is the relationship 

between Islam and gender? In other words, where can we find the intersection of religion 

and gender in the beliefs and actions of Muslims in a majority Muslim context? Second, 

is Islam as a social force repressive or empowering to women‟s rights? By using multiple 

methods and multiple levels of analysis, our understanding of Islam and its relationship to 

gender can be systematically furthered. The findings indicate that at the macro-level 

(using cross-national data from the World Values Survey) gender attitudes are embedded 

in Islamic culture in historically path-driven ways.  At the mezzo-level, or congregational 

level (using original survey data of Kuwaiti college students), variation in gender 

attitudes can be explained by gender and variation in types of Islamic religiosity. And at 

the micro-level (using data from original interviews of elites), women activists seeking 

progressive rights routinely and successfully utilize their Islamic faith in their efforts. 

These various levels of analysis reveal that Islam is both repressive and 

empowering for women.   The historical and cultural context of majority Muslim 



  

 

societies tends to diminish the power of women, while the doctrine and structure of Islam 

can often provide groups and individuals real sources of female empowerment.   
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FOREWORD 

 

 

I jumped into the ocean that was to become my investigation into the Sociology of 

Islam by exploring the connection between Islamic religiosity and women‟s rights 

attitudes in my Master‟s thesis, published in 2008. What I realized when I was writing 

my Master‟s thesis was how much more I wanted to understand, and indeed how large of 

a gap in the literature there was on how to measure and interpret and analyze Islam from 

a sociological point of view. Thus, I realized that for future study into particular questions 

of Islam‟s social impact on areas such as women‟s rights, there needed to be further 

articulation on how Islamic religiosity differed from previous studies of religion in 

Western, historically Christian contexts.  

To capture the broad sociological scope of Islam, I read about Islam from various 

disciplines including theological perspectives (such as classic Islamic theologians 

Muslim and Al-Bukhairi; even sources from a course on religion I took from an Islamic 

Studies Academy), historical perspectives (Ibn Khaldun 1969; Voll 1982; Hourani 1991; 

Armstrong 2000; Lewis 2002), political science perspectives (El Saadawi 1980; 

Eickelman and Piscatori 1996; including various readings from my course on Islam and 

Democracy), and, depending on the different line of investigation, gender studies (Deeb 

2006; Mahmood 2005; Badran 2009), crime and deviance (Souryal 1996;  Sageman 

2004; Wardak 2005), and Islamic legal studies  perspectives (An-Na‟im 1996; Sonbol 

1996; Engineer 2004). Through my investigations I was able to see how perspectives 

from the sociology of religion could inform a central question: can Islam, understood 

sociologically, better inform and provide analytical options for timely political questions 
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and social issues? I believe it can, and that analytical tools from the sociology of religion-

-that is: breaking down concepts of how to measure religiosity in Islam, observing 

differences between religion‟s impact at the macro-level, congregational level, and 

individual level--can give clues as to which actors and institutions would be better suited 

to address certain public policy questions than others. The answers to these questions can 

tell us which lines of research could prove fruitful in the future as scholars continue to 

work with public policy experts and decision makers on issues such as increasing 

opportunities for women‟s educational, economic, and political development, reducing 

crime and violence, and improving public health.  

 I hope that this study will give all those interested in work that relates to Islam – 

that is incorporating traditionally Islamic perspectives into solutions for current social 

problems, or incorporating sociological perspectives into solutions for current areas of 

development in majority-Muslim countries or Islamic sub-groups or social movements – 

some benefit from the research, the stories, and evidence presented here. 

 



 

 

 

 

CHAPTER ONE 

Introduction 

 

 

“We call upon you to remove this stain by joining forces with many impartial 

intellectuals worldwide who are actively defending the rights of peoples and 

nations to . . . fight for their rights to freely choose their representatives and those 

who would manage their political and social affairs, to retain their human dignity 

and their ability to resist humiliation and occupation, and to stand against injustice 

using all legitimate means. [italics added] 

“Personal freedom is central to western democracies. . . . It should then be one of 

the fundamental rights of women in a democracy to have the personal freedom to 

choose their own clothes as far as they are not contradicting any general moral or 

social value. . . . The world‟s women-rights groups have not taken any concerted 

steps to defend the rights of Muslim women. We cannot help but wonder how the 

right of nudity is accepted and defended while the right of decency is attacked and 

questioned? . . . . 

“If the 'West' has abandoned this legacy of decency, does it mean the rest of the 

world must follow suit?  We reject the 'war on decency' in today's world.  We also 

do not accept the notion that this is the price to be paid for modernity and 

prosperity. Could the attacks on the veil of Muslim women result from the fact 

that, in itself, it represents just another symbol of decency?”   

  

- “A Call for Reassessment: A Letter Addressed to the Intellectual and Opinion 

Leaders in the West”  

 

In recent years, Islam as a religion and Muslims around the world have become 

the subjects of intense study, but how much have Western scholars listened to Muslims in 

majority Muslim countries about their perspectives on the compatibility of faith and 

women‟s empowerment? This dissertation begins to answer this question by reviewing 

what sociologists have learned about Islam, with a particular focus on Islam‟s 

relationship to issues of gender. The findings in this study are important to anyone 

interested in studying Islam and Islamic communities from the sociological and 
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quantitative perspectives.  This dissertation furthers empirical research within the 

sociology of Islam and Gender by using multiple methods and multiple levels of analysis, 

exploring original quantitative survey data that looks in-depth at the religious and cultural 

attitudes of Kuwaiti college students, and situates the findings within a dynamic and fluid 

Arab Muslim context that is illustrated by quotes from original in-depth interviews of 

elite, that is well-educated and politically and socially active, men and women in Kuwait 

and Qatar. What the findings indicate are that at the macro-level, issues of gender are 

situated within a larger cultural and historical understanding of Islamic religiosity; at the 

congregational level, measures of Islamic religiosity must be understood according to 

gender; and at the individual level, Islam can be incorporated into an ideological 

framework to have an empowering effect on individual agency for women‟s progressive 

rights.  

What I offer is an argument about activism grounded in a theory of legitimate 

authority. That is, individual actors in Islamic contexts must have the support of their 

sources of religious and community authority (which at times includes political authority) 

in order to affect change. In this way, their activism is considered “legitimate” and 

perhaps more importantly, righteous and recommended. The need for a legitimate 

authority to approve of an individual‟s activism emboldens the actor to push over a new 

horizon with a sense of community behind him or her. This is an essential component for 

understanding the intersection of Islam and gender in majority Muslim contexts where 

family and kinship affiliation is central to personal identity that may differ from more 

individualized notions of social activism and religiosity in Western contexts. 
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With a research grant from Baylor's Institute for the Studies of Religion, I was 

able to work with local professors at Kuwait University to distribute a pilot survey to 

Kuwaiti college students and received 1139 completed surveys returned. For my 

dissertation, I will use data from the pilot study, original interviews, as well as data from 

the World Values Survey to provide theoretical foundations in the sociological study of 

Islam and Gender, and to show how this can apply to other subfields in sociology. The 

individual chapters provide reviews of the previous literature on these topics, analyze 

empirical data, and offer trajectories for future study.  

 

The Sociology of Islam 

 

The academic study of Islam has emerged from various disciplines, including 

theological perspectives (such as classic Islamic theologians Muslim and Al-Bukhairi), 

historical perspectives (Ibn Khaldun 1969; Voll 1982; Hourani 1991; Armstrong 2000; 

Lewis 2002), political science (El Saadawi 1980; Eickelman and Piscatori 1996), and 

depending on the different line of investigation, gender studies (Mernissi 1991; Moghissi 

1999; Cooke 2001), crime and deviance (Souryal 1996;  Sageman 2004; Wardak 2005), 

economics (Kuran 2004), and Islamic legal studies (An-Na‟im 1996; Sonbol 1996; 

Engineer 2004). Yet a new interdisciplinary approach to the academic study of Islam 

benefits from the unique voice and perspective from the sociology of religion. At the 

forefront of the sociology of religion today lie experts with a unique balance of 

quantitative vigor that speaks to economists and political scientists, while maximizing 

qualitative methodologies used in anthropology and among literary theorists. In addition, 

sociologists of religion have built a reputation for taking religion as a serious focus of 
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research and study, while not diminishing the ineffable values that appear to many 

theologians and religious studies scholars as holding religion‟s most potent meanings. 

This dissertation project reviews and synthesizes recent literature on Islamic studies from 

various disciplines that is beginning to coalesce and re-organize into an inter-disciplinary 

subfield of academia under the rubric of the “Sociology of Islam” (Keskin 2010). Within 

this inter-disciplinary academic context, my sociological research synthesizes the most 

cutting-edge scholars of Islam in subfields of feminism (Deeb 2006; Mahmood 2005; 

Badran 2009), community studies (Cesari 2004; Pfaff and Gill 2006), and criminology 

and deviance studies (Souryal 1996; Sageman 2004; Wardak 2005). My research creates 

a space for sociologists of religion to jump into these subfields, and speaks to an audience 

of experts in the interdisciplinary study of Islam.  

By emphasizing the importance of level of analysis and scope of the cultural 

context, this dissertation points to the social ability of Islam to be used for both 

empowering and repressive purposes in regards to women‟s rights. When looking at 

Islam‟s influence at the macro-level, cultural and historical factors tend to play as 

important a role as religious doctrine and theology in influencing the opinion of 

individual Muslims. At the middle, or congregational level, individual Muslims hold a 

dialectical relationship with their religious communities, where they both influence and 

are influenced by their perceptions of how their religious communities would respond to 

certain women‟s rights issues. And finally, at the micro-level, individual Muslim women 

who claim that their faith serves as an empowering force for their women‟s rights 

activism pose a unique counterpoint to those that would paint Islam with a broad brush 

and say that it is a uniformly oppressive force in the rights of women. 
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 Analytical tools from the sociology of religion that help to uncover the mystery 

of Islam‟s dual empowering and  repressive abilities include breaking down concepts of 

how to measure religiosity in Islam, and offering theoretical differences between 

religion‟s impact at the macro-level, congregational level, and individual level.  These 

tools give clues as to which actors and institutions are better suited to address certain 

public policy questions than others, and which future lines of research will prove fruitful 

for public policy experts. 

Another important component to this study is the role of gender on Islam‟s social 

impact. It is clear from this study that gendered realities influence religious life, practice, 

and interpretation, which shape communities, which in turn shape the contexts for 

ascribing “normative” and subsequently “deviant” behaviors.  Cultural expectations for 

gendered norms also influence appropriate cultural responses which in turn shape 

boundaries for criminal or deviant measures. Culturally delineated social boundaries for 

men and women are then maintained by the strength of local community trust, ties, and 

networks. Religious centers provide forums with which communities are solidified in 

their interpretations of certain Qur‟anic principles which are then maintained and at times 

codified into local laws. Clearly, issues of religion, gender, community, and normative 

boundaries are interconnected and in dialectical relationship with one another, as is 

evident in both Eastern and Western societies. 

However, many times disciplinary boundaries born out of a Western scientific 

perspective have resulted in a lack of academic dialogue among sociologists, even in the 

American context. When presented with the opportunity to conduct original field research 

in Kuwait and Qatar, I became aware of certain inadequacies of Western-based 
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sociological concepts: For instance, common sociological measures of religiosity did not 

appear to effectively capture religiosity in the majority Muslim context. Using original 

survey data, I find additional dimensions of religiosity which are specific to Islamic 

experience, such as Islamist affiliation, religious school of thought (Shariati 1972), and 

differentiation of religious rituals by gender.  In turn, these measurement differences 

which follow from the nuanced  perspectives of Islamic specialists beg to be addressed in 

contemporary sociological study.  

While anthropologists and historians such as Clifford Geertz and Bernard Lewis 

have made their mark as “Orientalist” scholars of Islam, Islamic scholars, sociologists, 

legal experts, and even Islamic economists are beginning to posit arguments as to the 

uniqueness of Islamic influence in culture that are inciting paradigmatic shifts in the 

study of Islam as a global social force. In the very least, inter-disciplinary research efforts 

have spawned off several trajectories within this subfield such as the study of Islamic 

political movements (An-Na‟im Chapter in Berger 1999), Islamic Economics (Kuran 

2004), and Islamic Feminism (Mernissi 1991; Fernea 1997; Haddad and Esposito 1998; 

Karam 1998; Nouraie-Simone 2005; Wadud 2006a).  

The importance of level of analysis and a view of women‟s rights and roles by 

particular Islamic context is also an important note for feminist and neo-Marxist scholars. 

For example, in my study, elite women (that is wealthy, culturally and politically 

powerful women) in majority Muslim societies who claim that their religious faith and 

practice are essential components to their success offer a counterpoint to the simplistic 

assumption that all Muslim women are oppressed by their faith.  Also, by analyzing data 

of female college students in developing Muslim societies, scholars will test previously 
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held assumptions in the literature about the influence of Islam on human and societal 

development. 

By analyzing Islam within the majority Muslim context, instances of conflict 

become opportunities for societal cooperation as the global economy creates new 

economic realities for women, even in the Middle East. The globalization of new 

economic and professional opportunities is re-defining traditional gender roles and 

evolving rights and responsibilities of women in traditional societies as migration had 

imposed on Muslim migrants in previous generations (Roy 2004). In Part III of the 

dissertation, my research speaks to the literature on gender and development by  focusing 

on elites and the construction of opportunities for women‟s empowerment within their 

particular religious and cultural constraints.  

 

Data and Methods 

 

For this study, I apply a mixed method approach, including secondary survey data 

from the World Values Survey for the Macro-Level analysis, original quantitative survey 

data for the Mezzo-Level analysis, and original and secondary interview data for the 

Micro-Level analysis. Each particular set of data and methods is explained in each 

respective portion of the dissertation.  

 

Limitations of the Study and Response to Critiques 

 

The last point in this introduction to my study is to raise some valid critiques and 

criticisms of the subfield of sociology of Islam and its relevance to gender studies, 

community, and crime and deviance studies.  
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First, as the sociology of Islam has been applied to current subtopics in sociology, 

it has raised some questions, objections, and criticisms. One such example is the 

unspecified designation of the antecedent term “Islamic” to describe certain phenomena, 

course of study, and philosophical categories. Terms such as “Islamic Feminism,” 

“Islamic communities,” or “Islamic criminology,” have indeed been criticized for their 

unspecified use by scholars of varied disciplinary backgrounds. But in this case, scholars 

within sociology can easily distinguish their use of these terms by providing clear 

definitions at the outset of their studies, as I do when these terms are used in my studies. 

For example, I have defined “Islamic feminism” for the purposes of my analysis of elite 

men and women in the Arab Gulf region, as a movement that seeks to further a 

progressive agenda for women‟s rights within an Islamic framework. Islamic feminists 

are characterized by a use of Islamic arguments to justify and promote progressive 

women‟s rights.  By “Islamic communities,” I mean communities whose primary identity 

is their Islamic identity. This sociological concept categorizes the theological concept of 

the “ummah” in Islam, or “community of believers.”  For the purposes of sociological 

study, it is advantageous to study the practical aspects that comprise the “ummah,” 

whether it is by analyzing data of local U.S. mosques and their demographic or socio-

economic composition, or taking a more macro-sociological approach, broadening the 

concept of religious communities to a more expansive one, such as the concept of 

“mosque networks” which I use as an example in Chapter Four. 

Another limitation of the study was the inability to conduct an exhaustive study at 

the macro-level; though I used data from the World Values Survey, the sample was 

limited to those Muslim nations which were given the survey questions of interest, which 



 

9 

reduced the number of countries to six. Some might argue that perceptions of a mosque is 

insufficient data to make conclusions of dynamics at the congregational level, but to that 

critique I offer that the originality and scope of the data collected of Kuwaiti college 

students is worthy of analysis, particularly in this exploratory context. Also, the questions 

in the survey were based on previously tested data in the Baylor Religion Survey which 

adds to the validity of the questions and their merit to be the subject of analysis. A last 

limitation was the select sample of interview subjects chosen for Part III, the micro-level 

of the dissertation. I attempted to collect a diverse sample within my interest in Muslim 

elites who had an interest in women‟s rights issues. Considering the inherent limitations 

of any sample, I believe that the perspectives incorporated in this study are faithful to 

their original context and add immeasurable nuance to the preliminary conclusions and 

recommendations of this exploratory study.  

 

Outline of the Chapters 

 

The following chapters reflect a series of independent research projects centered 

around how mainstream concepts in sociology (including the subfield of the study of 

religion) inform social and cultural dynamics of majority Muslim societies. In Chapter 

Two, I take a macro-level approach to look at women‟s rights attitudes from World 

Values Survey data and see if incorporating concepts and categorization from the 

sociology of Islam provides explanatory power for gender attitudes about the veil across 

a variety of Islamic contexts. In Chapter Three, I present the data and methodology of the 

Islamic Attitudes Survey (ISAS) which explores the intersection of Islam and Gender at 

the mezzo-level, or congregational level. I also review the sociology of religion literature 
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for measures of religiosity and test its applicability to the majority Muslim context. 

Chapter Four reviews what literature on communities has to contribute to the Sociology 

of Islam and test some of the sociology of communities concepts with data from 

individual‟s perceptions of their mosques in the majority Muslim context. Part III of the 

dissertation explores Islam and Gender at the micro-level. In Chapters Five and Six, I 

analyze data from individual Muslim women who argue that contrary to most Western 

thought on this subject, their religion actually serves as a motivation for their activism in 

women‟s empowerment.  Finally, in the conclusion, I summarize the findings and offer 

directions for future research.  



 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWO 

 

“The Veil You Know” 

 

 

 

“That‟s why you see among the Liberal Women‟s Societies [in Kuwait], for 

example, a lot of ladies or young girls with hijab, and it‟s quite all right with 

them. They don‟t feel any contradiction between these two sides. . . . 

 

“. . . The way Islam…bans or allows or gets freedom for women – it depends 

always on interpreting Islam. If you are the follower of people who are very 

conservative, you will explain it somehow; people who are fundamentalist explain 

it; people who are moderate would like to understand and allow women to 

participate in the social and political life would allow it and so on. . . . 

 

“You have now people who voted for Islamists in Turkey, [so there] we have the 

Turkey experience, we have Sudanese experience, we have the Taliban, we have 

the Iranian [experience]…We have so many …and it‟s not the same always. They 

are different. Of course you have general lines. About the veil, about this, about 

that.  But the degree of tolerance and the points of stress are not the same in 

Kuwait.” 

-  Kuwait Interview, May 29, 2007  

 

The Muslim veil has come to represent a symbol of female oppression.   But to 

what extent does this popular Western notion of the veil reflect the attitudes of veiled and 

unveiled women in majority Muslim countries?   And, more importantly, what is the role 

of the larger society in the subjugation of Muslim women?    

The question of Islam and gender at the macro-level is largely about whether the 

role of religion is itself the source of gender inequality in the Middle East – a region 

which is largely seen unilaterally – or whether within religion itself lie the key arguments 

and platforms to build a public space for which aspiring female leaders in the Middle 

East are attempting to negotiate? Consequently, how do the strategies of these “faithful 
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feminists” reflect on or provide a counterpoint to the strategies with which Western 

feminists have approached issues of gender inequality?  

As Islamic states struggle to modernize and, in some cases, democratize, the issue 

of women‟s rights continues to be a hotly debated controversy.    While Islam is often 

presented as advocating gender inequality in its religious, social and political practices, to 

what extent does empirical evidence demonstrate a direct relationship between religiosity 

and socio-religious attitudes, such as veiling? 

This chapter tests the hypothesis that religiosity significantly affects socio-

religious attitudes, controlling for various socio-demographic variables.  Using ordinary 

least-squares regression analysis and data from the World Values Survey, the study 

compares attitudes about veiling among the majority-Muslim countries of Algeria, 

Bangladesh, Iran, Iraq, Morocco, and Turkey.  Preliminary results show that religiosity 

may not be the most influential factor in determining attitudes about veiling. Further 

suggestions for alternative measures of religiosity are discussed. 

For various reasons, scholars have applied several historical, anthropological, and 

theological approaches to the topic of Islamic religious and political identity (Lapidus 

1996; Lewis 2002; Nasr 2003). In some ways this has been helpful to point out 

anomalous cases throughout the vast expanse of cultures, histories, geographic and 

linguistic boundaries, and even religious practices and attitudes usually clumped together 

into as a single term, “the Muslim world”.  Indeed, different case studies have and 

continue to serve to debunk the myth of a monolithic “Muslim world” (Geertz 1971; 

Hefner 2001; Inglehart 2004). But on the other hand, many approaches have perpetuated 

several misinterpretations about what religious practices, beliefs, and attitudes constitute 
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the ummah, the one Islamic community before Allah
1
.  In this chapter on Islam and 

gender at the macro-level, I would like to emphasize the theoretical importance of 

specific cultural and political history when analyzing Islamic religiosity.   

My hypothesis are as follows: first, I expect that women are more likely than men 

to support veiling. This hypothesis may seem counterintuitive to the popular expectation 

that the veil is universally a tool for female subordination and therefore would reflect a 

patriarchal, male-bias. But previous literature has not empirically demonstrated this, and 

theoretically, I argue, that in majority Muslim countries, where wearing the veil is a 

cultural norm, women opt for conformity (meaning they are less likely to not wear the 

veil, as this would constitute risky behavior), and in fact, may enthusiastically encourage 

the institutionalization of this process, since it is a relatively simple and inexpensive way 

to gain social capital in a culture where few resources are as available to women and not 

men. I include a comparative analysis to strengthen the argument that slight variations 

among attitudes towards women wearing the veil may again be explained by socialization 

than simply by physiology.  Gender socialization differences by country may also 

indicate a difference in the social risk that women take to express their religious 

identities. By choosing to express religious practices that appear to conform to a 

patriarchal religious structure women may preserve their cultural identities as well.  Not 

conforming to patriarchal, established religious practices would risk too much social 

stigma to be an efficacious choice, depending on their cultural context.  

                                                 
1
Olivier Roy‟s Globalized Islam provides a helpful discussion about the destabilizing force of 

deterritorialization that has accompanied a decrease in state influence and, he argues, has perpetuated 

neofundamentalist movements. He refers to the way in which the relationship of Muslims to Islam is 

reshaped by globalization, westernization, and the impact of living as a minority in non-Majority Muslim 

nations.  
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Second, I hypothesize that controlling for various social, demographic and 

geographic factors, religious salience and frequency of mosque attendance will be 

positively correlated with support of the veil. Previous studies on this topic have 

suggested that separating Islamic orthodoxy from religiosity has provided more accurate 

measures for the compatibility of Islam and women‟s rights (Meyer, et. al. 1998).  This 

hypothesis furthers this argument that the more religious the Muslim (in terms of 

practice) the more likely he or she is to conform to conservative Islamic norms, and favor 

veiling.  

Third, I expect to find significant differences in veiling attitudes by country‟s 

degree of religious regulation. In countries where there religious practice is more 

controlled (such as in Iran and its counterpoint, Turkey), I expect to find conformist 

attitudes among the population that reflect the general policies about veiling (i.e. Iranians 

are more likely to favor, while Turks are more likely to oppose veiling).  Lastly, in this 

discussion, it is important to consider which Islamic sect (Sunni or Shia) is the 

predominant one, what Islamic schools of thought are influential in the country, and what 

social class is being surveyed. All of these variables were found to be influential in the 

Meyer, et. al. study of political rights in an Islamic Arab Gulf country.  

 

Theoretical and Historical Background of the Veil 

 

Clearly, political climate is an important factor in understanding the symbolism 

that certain religious practices embody and then become part of the language of politics. 

Sometimes for women, religiosity may open up the kind of social capital that gives them 

a way to become mobile in their society, a point of entry into politics as well as opening 
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up tension over the political space women can negotiate. Here, history and relationships 

to Western, formerly colonial powers play an important role in the timing and 

politicization of Islam and its religious symbols (Winter 2001).  As Islamists (those that 

advocate for a close relationship between Islamic sharia law and the ruling authority) vie 

for women‟s votes and support for their political parties and movements, the feminine 

ideal that they uphold becomes difficult to resolve in the face of such active and public 

support from women activists of differing backgrounds. Thus, multiple identities are 

shaped by contextualized political support for Islam, as well as trajectories of social 

movements that have successfully united religious fervor with national or ethnic pride, 

and have provided outlets of civil expression to traditionally marginalized groups.
2
    

It is important to appreciate the particular moralisms of specific religious groups 

within Islam, and the effects they could have on religious belief and behaviors of 

individual Muslims.  Sectarian divisions within the dar al-Islam, or “Abode of Islam” 

have produced notably violent clashes, but throughout much of its history served to 

stretch the syncretistic and adaptive capabilities of an expanding people, religion, culture, 

and political empire (Lapidus 1996).  

Turkey, which was once the heart of Islam‟s most illustrious Ottoman Empire 

underwent a particularly harsh secularist revolution that has unsuccessfully tried to drown 

out Islamist influence. Recent political developments suggest the silent majority in the 

majority Muslim nation is ready for Islamic values to set their national agenda. But 

                                                 
2
 This was illustrated by Palestinian women during the intifadas (religious wars) in the West Bank 

and Gaza of 1995-96 as they supported Islamist political parties publicly while these parties officially 

preached and proclaimed a role for women confined to the home (Hammer 2000). Stephen Schwartz also 

comments how his experience with the non-judgmental, non-violent Islamism in the Balkans (like Albania 

and Bosnia) was a sharp contrast to the “evangelical” and aggressive Wahabism of Saudi Arabia, the view 

manyWestern scholars indiscriminately have of Islamism through the media after September 11, 2001. 
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protests from a staunchly secular military and incumbent regime may not be quite ready 

to bind their religion to the state once again, particularly with the prospect of European 

Union membership finally close at hand. Protests in Turkey in the 1980s against a state-

enforced a ban against veiling may have fed the fire for Islamists to regain power in 

political office by the mid 1990s, and the newly-elected Prime Minister‟s wife, Hayunisa 

Gul‟s illegal headscarf was a hot-button issue that triggered more public outcry than any 

other issue. Secor (2005) points out that “regimes of veiling, whether formal or informal, 

are instrumental in promoting the citizenship rights and identities of certain subjects as 

opposed to others. . .” (Secor 2005:204). Thus, the dynamics of Islamic, national, and 

ethnic identity in Turkey illustrate the volatility that even a gender-specific symbol can 

evoke. The time is ripe for social scientists to approach the study of Islam using a macro-

level, comparative approach.  

One of the strengths of this study is that it draws on data from countries with vast 

geographic, cultural, historical, and political differences, yet they share the religion of 

Islam in common. Additional variable factors such as ethnicity may have more salience 

in African countries where Islam has served as a binding force across ethnic tribes, and 

diversity of options for women in African Muslim countries may differ because of the 

diverse cultural groups included under the Islamic banner, particularly as ethnic conflict 

wrapped in religious garb remains at the forefront of African reality today.  But by 

focusing on majority-Muslim countries in the Middle East, North Africa, Central Asia, 

and Southeast Asia with a history of Islam as a dominant religion, this comparative 

statistical approach can bolster the argument for gender differences as a product mostly 

of socialization than other cultural, historical, geographical, and political influences.  
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 A final factor that is worth considering is ethnic and cultural diversity within the 

local Muslim population. For example, in Bangladesh, the importance of being a male 

raised religiously could be linked with a residual cultural effect, where among increased 

diversity of ethnic groups, there is an increased pluralism in religious belief and practice 

even among Muslims. I would expect to find higher levels of religiosity among men in 

nations with more conservative Islamic practice (where sharia is implemented) than in 

more liberal Islamic countries that do not practice as strict levels of gender segregation. 

Perhaps ethnic differences impact the expectations of parents to raise their children 

religiously and so for those Muslim parents who emphasize raising their sons in Islamic 

orthodoxy could be more conservative in their thinking as far as investing in their sons as 

future spiritual and cultural leaders. Additionally, Bangladeshi women, among the 

poorest and least educated in the sample, could see wearing the veil as a form of 

symbolic capital, where their prospects for standing in society and upward mobility 

through marriage prospects would be increased.  My analysis will help shed light on the 

cultural nuances in socialization practices among Muslims to better understand 

divergences from the statistical pattern of religious socialization for Muslim females in 

majority Muslim nations.  

 

Data, Methods, and Selection of Variables 

 

Data was taken from the World Values Survey 1981-2004 (WVS). The WVS is a 

data set containing data on social values from over 90 countries around the world. Each 

survey is distributed in the local language by a team of local experts. The data used in this 

project comes from a subset of Islamic countries which asked certain questions about 
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veiling attitudes to conduct the macro-level comparison presented in this chapter. Many 

of the long-standing questions about religion included in the WVS were also included in 

the Islamic Social Attitudes Survey (ISAS) to allow for cross-comparisons of these items 

in future studies.  

My sample included majority Muslim nations surveyed in the data set that had 

asked the questions included in my variables of interest.  At first, I selected all the nations 

included in the WVS that were majority Muslim according to the CIA WorldFactbook. 

However, a lot of the Islamic nations surveyed were not asked important religion 

questions and I was forced to pare the nations in my analysis down to only six: Algeria, 

Bangladesh, Iran, Iraq, Morocco, and Turkey.  I attempted to isolate only those 

respondents who identified themselves in the survey as Muslims, but this important 

religious affiliation question was not asked in some cases (Algeria), and decided to run 

the analysis on the entire sample. For the countries where religious affiliation was asked, 

I noted hardly any respondents were not Muslims.  

I then controlled for gender, age (recoded as 3 category dummy variables: “fifteen 

and above”, “thirty and above”, and I kept in the “fifty and above” group); education 

level (“completed elementary school” as suppressed category versus “completed high 

school” or “university graduate”); income level (recoded for each particular country as 

“low” vs. all other categories). To assess religiosity, I would have wanted to include 

many belief questions, but not all these questions (belief in God, belief in an Afterlife, 

belief in Souls, belief in Hell, and belief in Heaven) were asked in each country. Instead, 

I chose to use simply the question of religious salience (whether or not the person 

considered his or herself religious). The dependent variable was based on the question: 
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“In your opinion, how important is each of the following traits in a woman?” and the 

category of “Wearing a veil in public places.” The response was a five-point Likert scale 

and ranged from “Very important,” “Somewhat Important,” “Neither important or 

unimportant,” “Little importance,” to “Not important at all.” For the purposes of my 

analysis, I eliminated the “neither important or unimportant” category from my analysis 

and kept the other four response categories.   

Table 1 shows descriptive statistics for Algeria, Bangladesh, Iran, Iraq, Morocco, 

and Turkey. While most of the countries are comparable in terms of their percentage of 

Muslim citizens, we see some variety in terms of the other descriptive statistics. 

Religious salience appears relatively low in the North African countries (Algeria and 

Morocco), and even Turkey, which is closer to Europe than the others, and has a lower 

religious salience figure than the Middle East and South Asian countries. Iran and Iraq 

are the notable exceptions in terms of Shia population, which may influence norms about 

certain religious customs, including the importance of the veil. The variation of reported 

mosque attendance also points to a variety of standards for religious norms in these 

countries. Though they are all “majority Muslim” by population, the data suggests that 

not all practice their religion in the same manner and may imbue religious practice, such 

as mosque attendance, but perhaps additionally norms about the veil, with different levels 

of importance. 

Figure 1 shows the response to the question of the importance of woman to “wear 

a veil in public places” (the dependent variable) by country. The results clearly indicate 

support for the main finding in this study, that is that macro-level cultural, historical, and 

political context is essential to understanding the relationship between gender and Islam 
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in majority Muslim countries. For example, most of the countries in the sample appear to 

place an importance on the veil in public places, and in rank order of the data, Iraq 

appears to list this as very important, followed by Iran, Morocco, Algeria, and 

Bangladesh. However, a notable exception is Turkey, whose slope is negative, the 

complete opposite of the other countries. Should we conclude that the veil is unimportant 

to a population that is 99.8% Muslim and where 71% of the population considers itself 

religious? Quite the opposite. We must consider the historical and political history of 

Turkey whose secular government legislates against wearing the veil in public places, 

including government buildings and state-run schools. Likewise, for the other majority 

Muslim countries, the degree to which their support for the veil may vary by country-

level historical, political, and cultural constraints.   

Lastly, I used whether or not the respondent attended religious services at least 

once a week as a measure of religious behavior. Religious service attendance is 

traditionally considered an important variable in the sociological study of religion, and in 

traditional Islamic religiosity, daily mosque attendance would be expected of practicing 

male Muslims. This would make mosque attendance a good measure in addition to 

traditional beliefs and religious attitudes to fill in the picture of Islamic religiosity.
3
  

 

                                                 
3
 It should be noted, however, that in Islam, women are not required to pray at the mosque or 

attend mosque services, and so I could expect to find attendance more salient to males than females. 

However, this is not a central concern in this chapter because gender is simply one of several independent 

variables when considering opinions about the veil.  



 

Table 1 

Descriptive Statistics for Select Majority Muslim Countries (Shown as Percents) 

 

Country Algeria Bangladesh Iran Iraq Morocco Turkey 

Percent Muslim 99.00* 83.00 98.00 97.00* 98.70 99.80 

Percent Sunni 99.00* - 9.00 32.00-37.00* - - 

Percent Shia 0.00* - 89.00 60.00-65.00* - - 

Percent Female 49.30 44.60 46.20 51.70 50.80 50.00 

Weekly Mosque Attendance 45.63 72.6 26.40** 32.43 44.20 34.20 

Considers Themselves “Religious” 54.76 85 82.30 84.39 42.2 71.40 

*Source CIA World Factbook.; **Most of the respondents went on holy days rather than once/wk. 
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Figure 1: Response on the Dependent Variable by Country (Shown as Percents) 

Data: World Values 
Survey 1981-2004 

2
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Analysis and Discussion 

 

Looking at Table 2, I can see results that both confirm and dispel my original 

hypotheses. I found that sex (male) is positively associated with support for the veil 

except in Bangladesh and Turkey, and is not significant in Algeria, Iran, and Morocco. 

This finding indicates that the relationship of gender to attitudes about the veil must be 

considered by country and cultural context. Age is negatively associated with support for 

the veil except in Bangladesh. Education is negatively associated with support for the 

veil. Income is negatively associated except in Bangladesh. Married people compared to 

singles are positively associated with support for the veil in Iran and Iraq, elsewhere it 

makes no difference.  Divorced or Widowed people are pretty much like singles on this 

issue, they are more liberal in their veiling attitudes.  Those who consider themselves 

religious are more likely to find veiling an important trait in a woman. Mosque 

attendance is positively associated, except in Bangladesh where it makes no difference. 

So first, we find that in fact, there is no consistent gender effect on likelihood of 

support for women veiling. Gender made no difference in Algeria, Iran, Morocco, and in 

fact women supported veiling in Bangladesh and Turkey more than men. Perhaps this 

gets into country-specific cultural meanings to the veil, where in Turkey it has become a 

political, nationalistic, and ethnic statement. In Bangladesh, perhaps the veil is a way for 

women to gain upward mobility by increasing marriage prospects, and they perpetuate 

this idea that a veiled woman is more attractive. Only in Iraq did we find that men 

supported veiling over women.  

The second hypothesis was tentatively confirmed in that religious people are more 

likely to support veiling. Mosque attendance and religious salience were positively 



 

 

Table 2 

Ordinary Least-Squares Regression on the Opinion that it is Important for a Woman to Wear a Veil in Public Places  

(Unstandardized Coefficients) 
 

 

Independent Variable Algeria Bangladesh Iran Iraq Morocco Turkey 

Intercept 4.256*** 4.425*** 4.190*** 4.616*** 4.601*** 2.537*** 

Sex .162* -.202** .004 .149*** .088 -.177** 

Age -.004 .010*** -.003* -.003** .003 -.004* 

Education -.049** -.144*** -.038*** -.023** -.101*** -.093*** 

Income -.118** .159*** -.024 -.119*** -.159** -.222*** 

Married -0.072 -.023 .125** .172*** -.020 .062 

Divorced or Widowed -.247* -.002 -.072 .109 .015 .164 

Mosque Attendance .097*** -.010 .132*** .043*** .038** .065*** 

Adjusted R² .071 .137 .107 .110 .092 .117 

N 927 1335 1562 2134 583 2860 

Source: WVS data;* =.05; ** =.01; *** =.0001.

2
4
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correlated with veiling preference. From this preliminary analysis, we can see that 

religion plays a unique but also multi-faceted role in the politicization of public religious 

symbols, such as the veil.  

Thirdly, we can see from Figure 1 that Turkey‟s oppositional position on veiling 

compared with the other countries, reflects the impact that government regulation of 

religion has on the parameters and norms of individual Muslims on an issue of public 

religious expression – whether positively or negatively. 

Additional results of interest show that those with lower education and income are 

more likely to support veiling, which suggests that those with more education and income 

are more likely to oppose the traditional value that veiling represents. These results 

provide support for the modernization thesis (that as a society progresses economically, it 

will leave behind traditional values).  

 

Conclusions 

 

In this chapter, I have begun to show how we can better empirically study the 

ummah, or one Islamic community under Allah, those whose primary sense of individual 

and group identity lies in their faith, above all national loyalties. This chapter contributes 

to the literature by providing an updated and more comparative analysis to the previous 

studies on religious identities, and by providing an exploratory analysis for the theoretical 

importance of recognizing specific cultural and political history when analyzing Islamic 

religiosity.  In this study, I have found that in fact, there is no consistent gender effect on 

likelihood of support for women veiling. Does this mean there is no important 

relationship between Islam and gender? Absolutely not. But it does mean that at the 
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macro-level, larger societal structures, such as historical and political relationship with 

Islam may be even more influential than gender. We saw from the data that Iranian 

Muslims differ drastically from Turkish Muslims on their opinion about the veil, and one 

important explanation is each respective country‟s policies towards the veil, where in Iran 

it is required for all women by law, while in Turkey veiling is banned for all women in 

public buildings. A second important finding was that religious people are more likely to 

support veiling. This finding supports the idea that religious conservatism may coincide 

with a general societal conservatism towards gender roles. So when considering the 

intersection of Islam and gender at the macro-level, we must acknowledge that religious 

conservatism is related to cultural justification for conservative gender roles and 

practices. Overall, this chapter shows that at the macro-level, external forces and 

institutions make a difference on the individual‟s perception of how Islam and gender 

relate to one another
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CHAPTER THREE 

 

Data and Methods for the Islamic Social Attitudes Survey (ISAS) 

   

 

 

“…We don‟t separate. You know this is maybe the Liberals or the West[‟s] 

problem. They think that religion [is] just to worship in a masjid, or a church or a 

synagogue, or whatever it is, and then you go back to life, and do whatever you 

want. Which is…that‟s what makes societies weak. But it‟s our belief. My belief. 

So I wanted the rights for women. I wanted these rights to be taken from my 

religion.” 

     -Kuwaiti Interview, June 2, 2007 

 

Comparative research in the sociology of religion can take many approaches.  

Among quantitative methodologists, the problem of determining nationally representative 

samples on a variety of attitudinal and behavioral questions may or may not reach elites 

and decision-makers. This chapter explains the rationale, data, and methodology of the 

Islamic Social Attitudes Survey (ISAS) of Kuwait University college students collected 

in 2007. The data in the ISAS presents a case study of Kuwaiti college students which is 

intended to both follow previous research in this area (Al-Thakeb and Scott 1981) and to 

fill in gaps in current data and research to generate hypothesis testing (Gerring 2007) of 

Islam and gender at the mezzo-level, or “middle level” of analysis between the macro and 

micro-levels of analysis. That is, of the relationship of Islam and matters of gender as 

understood by individuals in relationship to their local communities.   

The main points of this chapter are first, that a survey of elites in a majority 

Muslim context reveals a significant diversity of religious experience, practice and social 

attitudes among individuals. This is important to note in an influential segment of a 
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developing society - its college students - because they provide a potential indicator of 

future social trends, as previously noted in research on Islamic revitalization by Al-

Thakeb and Scott (1981:65-66). They should be measured against nationally 

representative samples to provide empirical evidence that would contribute to current 

theories of social movements (political as well as religious).  Second, a breakdown of 

religious beliefs, association, and behaviors by gender is essential to the majority Muslim 

context. Some religious rituals may actually draw on Islamic texts and oral traditions to 

prescribe gendered differences in religiosity, but some gendered practices may also be 

exacerbated by local cultural practice.  This stipulation is supported by previous 

theoretical and empirical studies of Islamic countries (Haddad and Esposito 1998; 

Inglehart 2003; Inglehart and Norris 2003; Moaddel 2007; Roth and Kroll 2007), but has 

not as of yet been an established norm in the study of Islamic religiosity.  This can be 

tested by controlling for gender when analyzing various religious practices of a majority 

Muslim population. Third, in the majority Muslim context, religious and political 

affiliation may be second only to kinship ties when situating the hermeneutical “tool kit” 

(Swidler 1986) or “religious portfolio” (Iannaconne 1995) with which a respondent 

approaches a module of opinion questions. Knowing he or she is beholden to a certain set 

of ideological principles may give him or her consistency when being asked about current 

political and religious topics that are not as clearly defined in their religious texts. 

Political and religious affiliation may also be controlled for in an analysis of Islamic 

religiosity to isolate its effects. Lastly, this original survey data is important to the 

analysis of the relationship between the individual and his or her perceptions of their 

religious communities. This point is explored in more detail in the following chapter.  
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Previous Measures of Religiosity in Islamic Contexts 

 

With recent interest in Islamic societies, there is surprising little data available for 

research on social, political, and religious attitudes, beliefs and behaviors of Muslims in 

Islamic societies. Where there have been comparative studies such as the World Values 

Survey (WVS) and International Social Survey Programme (ISSP), traditional question 

items have been used, such as “frequency of attendance at house of worship”, that may 

not appropriately capture a truly comparable measure of religious salience. Other such 

Islamic particularities to be aware of in comparative studies include specifics of gendered 

Islamic rituals (as noted in Schumm 2004; Roth and Kroll 2007), cultural context 

(Ahmad 1992; Fernea 1985; Goodwin 1994; Lewis 2002; Mernissi 1987), political 

context (Moaddel 2007; Froese 2008), levels of internal religious pluralism (Meyer, et al. 

1998), and worldview and personality (Krauss et al. 2007).  Esposito and Mogahed 

(2007) used Gallup World Poll data from 35 nations with predominant or significant 

Muslim populations to study Muslim attitudes of Islamic identity, democracy, radicalism, 

women‟s rights, and feelings towards the West. Moaddel et al. (2007) used WVS data 

collected in 14 different majority-Muslim countries, and explored measures of religious 

belief, self-described religiosity, and religious practice, as they related to issues of 

national identity, democracy, and women‟s rights. Meyer, Rizzo, and Ali (1998) 

conducted a survey of 1500 Kuwaiti citizens in 1994 that measured orthodox Islamic 

political and social attitudes and correlations with social status, social
 
networks, religious 

identity and Gulf War experiences on support for women‟s rights (Rizzo, et al. 2002). Al-

Mahmeed‟s 2006 study of 601 Kuwaiti citizens on 26 question items also looked at 

orthodox Islamic opinions and women‟s rights. Al-Thakeb and Scott (1981) also 
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collected data of Kuwaiti college students at Kuwait University to make generalizations 

about the revitalization of Islamic Penal Law in the Middle East.  Like Al-Thakeb and 

Scott (1981:68), this chapter does not purport that its findings are applicable to the entire 

Middle East, but it does provide a basis for further testing of its key findings in majority 

Muslim countries.  

 

Review of Measures of Religiosity in Sociology and Applicability to Islamic Contexts 

 

In the sociology of religion literature, many times religiosity is measured in terms 

of belief and belonging at the individual level. This, as Gorski and Altinordu (2008) point 

out, may be a result of the methodologism that constrains sociological study, in that our 

academic understanding of belief and belonging is limited to the data we are able to 

collect, mostly cross-sectional data of individual-level beliefs and measures of belonging. 

 

Sociological Measures of Belief 

 

Some common belief items include questions about belief in angels, demons, 

God, Heaven, Hell, and life after death (Baylor Religion Survey 2005, 2007; General 

Social Survey 2006); some more recent belief items include questions about belief in 

monsters, UFOs and other paranormal beings or experiences (BRS 2005, 2007).  Some 

questions about worldview belief items include questions about belief in evolution, is 

God angered by human sin, and the origin of man (BRS 2005, 2007; GSS 2004, 2006; 

American National Election Survey Religion Pilot Study 2006; International Social 

Survey Program 2008); existential beliefs and morality, God‟s effects on the individual, 

and Images of God (BRS 2005, 2007; GSS 2006). 
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Aside from theological belief items, other measures of belief include social and 

political beliefs related to religiosity. For example, the World Values Survey (WVS) asks 

respondents about belief in the following items: 

 Clear guidelines on good and evil; 

 Politicians who do not believe in God are unfit for public office (questions about 

politicians and religion also appear in the Pew Research Center‟s Religion and 

Public Life Survey 2007); 

 Religious leaders should/should not influence people‟s vote;  

 Things would be better if there are more people with strong religious beliefs 

(ISSP 2008 also asks questions about religion in politics and tolerance of religious 

“extremism”); 

 Churches give answers to social or moral problems.  

 Similar to theological beliefs, beliefs about the Bible have also been incorporated 

to place a respondent in a range of beliefs related to their “fundamentalism” or 

literalism of interpreting a scriptural text. Variants of question items about belief 

in the Bible include: 

 The Bible is the actual word of God and is to be taken literally, word for word; 

 The Bible is the inspired word of God but not everything should be taken literally, 

word for word; 

 The Bible is an ancient book of fables recorded by man (BRS 2005, 2007; ISSP 

2008). 
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In the Islamic context, where expressing disbelief in the truth of the Qur‟an would be 

tantamount to treason or apostasy (resulting in legal punishment in some cases) this 

question has been approximated by asking: 

 Which one statement comes closest to your personal beliefs about the Qur‟an?  

o The Qur‟an is perfectly true, and should be interpreted literally, word-for-

word, on all subjects.  

o The Qur‟an is perfectly true, but it should not be interpreted literally. We must 

interpret its meaning. (Islamic Social Attitudes Survey 2007) 

 

 

Sociological Measures of Belonging 

 

Measures of belonging have been conceptualized in terms of affiliation (when a 

respondent affiliates him or herself with a religious tradition), religious preference, 

religious tradition, and strength of affiliation. Within that conceptualization of belonging, 

more recent studies have sought further specification of affiliation (BRS 2005), including 

affiliation by denomination (GSS 2006), sect, or other sectarian movements within a 

religious tradition.  

The World Values Survey (WVS) asks if the respondent affiliates or identifies 

with a particular religious denomination, if the person identifies as a religious person, and 

if the person was “raised religious.” These questions attempt to address the individual‟s 

social location within a range of religiosity measures for the population under study.  The 

International Social Survey Program (ISSP) 2008 asks a series of questions for the 

individual to locate him or herself within a certain range of religious salience including: 

 Would you describe yourself as extremely/very/somewhat religious; 

 



 

33  

 I am best described as: a follower/non-follower of a religion and consider myself 

to be a spiritual person interested in the sacred or supernatural. 

The Baylor Religion Survey (BRS 2005, 2007) also offers religious identity labels which 

can be said to identify categorizations of belonging, such as: “Bible-Believing”, “born-

again”, “charismatic”, “contemplative”, “evangelical”, “fundamentalist”, “mainline 

Christian”, “mystic”, “Pentecostal”, “religious left”, “religious right”, “seeker”, 

“spiritual”, “theologically conservative”, “theologically liberal”, and “traditional”. 

 

Composites of Belief and Belonging Measures 

 

The import of these measures to understanding religious salience and its 

correlations to other social and political realms of individual belief and belonging are 

exemplified by the revisions of Steensland, et al. (2000) to the previously established 

“religious fundamentalism” index of (Smith 1990). In further detail, the American index 

of religious fundamentalism (informally referred to as the “FUND” category, based on its 

coding abbreviation), assumes that religiosity may be best understood as belonging to 

categories of “fundamentalist” to “liberal” religious sub-groups within a limited number 

of religious traditions (“Protestant”, “Catholic”, “Jew”, and “Other” in line with Herberg 

1960). 

Seeking to improve “the state of the art” of measuring American religion, 

Steensland, et al. showed that by locating a respondent within categories theoretically 

based on their religious tradition, that one could more accurately predict correlations to 

social and political issues. Their index familiarly referred to as “RELTRAD” re-directed 

the focus of categories of religious belonging away from an ordinal notion of religious 
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“fundamentalists” as more religious, but towards a simple nominal categorization.  The 

distinction avoids confusing a respondent‟s commitment to a set of conservative beliefs 

or liberal beliefs with the fervor with which they believe them. Secondly, available 

categorizations are coded by social analysts into: “mainline Protestant”, “evangelical 

Protestant”, “black Protestant”, “Roman Catholic”, “Jewish”, and “other” (Steensland et 

al. 2000:297). In their analysis, they show statistically that the RELTRAD variable, 

coming out of a conceptualization of belief and belonging rooted in a religious history 

and tradition (and not simply affiliating with its modern categorization) would more 

accurately predict social and political attitudes than the FUND index. 

 

Measures of Belief and Belonging in the Comparative Context 

 

Separate measures for belief and belonging as well as composite indexes that 

include both concepts can apply to the study of religion in the comparative context. A 

main methodological hurdle however, is that at the macro-level, belief and belonging 

may be measured (not altogether statistically accurately) as an aggregate of individual-

level belief measures and then interpreted for its import to larger world trends. This 

comparative tradition finds its roots in a Weberian approach (1963) to measuring 

religious belief and belonging within a contextualized political and social culture.  

Ingelhart et al.‟s work with the WVS survey replicates Inglehart and Baker 

(2000)‟s work locating belief measures within a framework of “traditional versus secular-

rational values” and “survival versus self-expression values”. They state that “traditional” 

values emphasize that “Religion is very important” while secular-rational value would 

state the opposite. Using WVS data, Moaddel et al. (2007) find evidence that Islamic 
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countries have relatively similar basic values in comparison with societies with other 

cultural traditions, except for those that have experienced communist rule (Moaddel 

2007:45). Thus reinforcing that studies of belief and belonging in the comparative 

context must account for a country‟s political-religious history and experience of 

government regulation of religion (also in line with Stark and Finke 2000).  

This is much of the case in the study of religiosity conducted in Muslim countries 

(Moaddel 2007; Esposito and Mogahed 2007), or of Muslim minorities in Europe and 

North America (Nielsen 1995, 2004; Cesari 2004; Fetzer and Soper 2005; Petterson in 

Moaddel 2007, Chapter 7). Particularly in studies of Muslim immigrants in Europe, 

measures of religious involvement are incorporated to measure salience of religious 

belonging or opinions of the relationship between religion and politics (Pfaff and Gill 

2006). The theoretical assumptions are that perhaps in the minority context, Muslims may 

conflate their ethnic and religious identities with political and racial identities, forming 

correlations between their personal beliefs and a public sense of belonging.  

In addition to standard belief items, additional belief and belonging items explored 

for a majority Muslim context include: 

 Sharia is an Arabic word which means Islam‟s religious principles. In general, 

which of these statements comes closest to your own point of view? Sharia must 

be the only source of legislation; Sharia must be a source of legislation; but not 

the only source; or Sharia should not be a source of legislation? 

 In principle, do you believe Sharia-based legislation should apply to both 

Muslims and non-Muslims, or just to Muslims? 
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 What is your overall view of atheists? Christians? Jews? Shiite Muslims? Sunni 

Muslims? 

 Do you believe a basic conflict exists between Sunnis and Shiites? 

 How many people in your country borrow money with interest (riba)? Consume 

alcohol or drugs (khamr or mukhadarat)? Engage in premarital sex/adultery 

(zinna)? Engage in slander (qathf wa Tajree)? (Gallup World Poll 2006) 

 Q12. With which religious tradition, if any, do you most closely identify? 

(Categories include Sunni, Shii, and Other) 

Q13. With what religious school of thought, if any, do you most closely identify? 

(Categories include Salafi, Muslim Brotherhood, Najaf, Qum, Muslim not Islamic Social 

Attitude Survey (ISAS) 2007 (see Appendix A), I have actually taken the Steensland et 

al. recommendation to ask the respondent to place themselves on a political continuum to 

be able to cross-tabulate with religious tradition in order to better place where the 

respondent belongs in a religious categorization.  Along with traditional belonging 

categories of affiliation and denomination (or in this case, sect), I have asked the 

question: “How would you describe yourself politically?” With response categories 

ranging from “Extremely Conservative” to “Extremely Liberal”. But in the Arabic 

translation, the question was translated for respondents to choose from “Extremely 

Islamist” to “Extremely Liberal.” This translation of the question seemed more 

appropriate for the political categories available to the local population, where 

“conservative” was synonymous with “Islamist.” As a result, the question in Arabic more 

accurately tests Steensland et al.‟s recommendation for respondents to locate themselves 

on a conservative/liberal continuum with reference to religiosity. 
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Multiplicities of Religious Belief and Belonging Measures Extended to the Study of Islam 

 

Literature in the sociology of religion furthered by cultural sociologists (such as 

Wuthnow 2003) identifies expressions of religious belief and belonging in less 

institutional settings. The study of Islam is a special case in the sociology of religion 

because of its still thriving (and reviving) institutional and public role for religion as well 

as its felt influence in more privatized expressions of individual religiosity. The ISAS 

2007 asks additional belief and belonging items to further assess where the respondent‟s 

beliefs place him in a range of multiplicities of belonging in the Islamic context. By 

“multiplicities” I mean the multiple spheres where religion has had an influence. For 

example, Figure 2 shows respondent‟s primary group affiliation as they selected from the 

ISAS questionnaire (see Appendix A). 

From a precursory look at this data, we can already begin to locate religion‟s 

place in the multiple identities of these Kuwaiti college student‟s lives. We can also begin 

to see differences of identity and group affiliation by gender. The majority of females in 

the sample identify first with sect (whether Sunni or Shia), family, and then religion 

(Muslim). The men in the sample also identify first with their sect, but then are almost 

equally divided between family and religious affiliation. Ethnicity (whether urban or 

bedouin tribal background) for the females, and then occupation and political ideology 

for the men seem to also be important groups of affiliation. This is telling because in 

future analysis we must recognize the multiplicity of meanings that sect, family, political 

affiliation, ethnicity, and religion may hold for men in this majority Muslim context, 

while women may imbue their religious identity with more meanings, perhaps even 

including political and social matters within a religious ideological framework.  
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Figure 2: Primary Group Affiliation by Gender (Valid Percents) 

 

In the Islamic context, where religion can be infused into the political and legal 

systems as well as popular culture, it is important to consider measures of religious belief 

and belonging in these various spheres. The extensive nature of the ISAS survey in of 

itself makes a unique contribution to the way that sociologists understand Islamic 

religiosity because of previously assumed (limited) categories and ranges of Islamic 

belief and expression of religiosity. One such assumption is that since Islam is more of a 

public religion, that individual Muslims are less likely to view matters of their religious 

life on a personal, individual level, as is the case with many Christian practices in 

Western countries. However, the ISAS data show that in fact, Muslims in majority 

Muslim contexts do claim to have personal, private religious experiences while also 

practicing communal religious rituals. I took from Stark and Finke (2000)‟s assumptions 

about the sacrilization of culture and assumed a range of religious expressions (including 

infusing social and political attitudes) of Muslims in a majority Muslim context.  It is 

Source: ISAS Kuwait 2007 
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important to note that these multiplicities may or may not have been assumed of Muslims 

in a minority setting in previous research, but can certainly be useful in future studies.  

 

Quantitative Data: A Pilot Survey of Kuwaiti College Students 

 

The Islamic Social Attitudes Survey (ISAS) data come from a snowball sample of 

1139 undergraduate students at Kuwait University, the oldest and largest university in the 

country.  Local advisors facilitated a general announcement of the need for participants 

by word of mouth, and those professors that volunteered their classes were given surveys 

to distribute in various sections of their classes. Professors who had volunteered their 

classes for the spring semester were later solicited for distribution to their classes in the 

following summer semester. Because classes were gender-segregated, I was easily able to 

calculate how many female surveys and how many male surveys were to be prepared for 

distribution, so as to attempt to maintain an appropriate gender ratio to the general 

balance at the university. Surveys were distributed to all students in the class, and given 

instructions by the professor as to the voluntary nature of the survey and their right to 

refuse to answer any questions or take the survey at all. Students completed the ISAS 

during the 2007 spring and summer semesters. Analyses use cross-sectional data 

collected in 58 undergraduate classes from 11 different departments (anthropology, 

sociology, psychology, statistical consultation, liberal arts information, English, electrical 

engineering, political science, education, business, and life skills) at all 3 campuses of 

Kuwait University (Shwaikh, Keyfan, and Khaldiya). When I compared my sample by 

field of study to the numbers for of Kuwaiti students enrolled at Kuwait University 

during the second semester, Spring 2005 (State of Kuwait 2005:395),  my sample had 
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less natural science, liberal arts, education, and law majors, while having more 

engineering and Islamic studies majors.  This must be considered as part of the sampling 

error, because no particular disciplines were oversampled, in fact I did not distribute any 

surveys directly within the faculty for Sharia and Islamic studies, so the fact that there 

were proportionally more of these majors in my sample than the proportion of majors in 

the university population as a whole must be considered as part of the sampling error.  In 

other respects, such as sex and sect ratio, the sample approximately matched the 

university population.   The survey was distributed to students during class time, and 

students were instructed to take the surveys during the class period on a completely 

voluntary basis. The response rate was 50.33%.  In total, 2263 surveys were distributed 

and a total of 1139 completed surveys were collected.  

The ISAS focuses on the measurement of religiosity, political attitudes and civic 

engagement and contains some religiosity items approximate to those in the Baylor 

Religion Survey (Bader et al. 2007). The ISAS for Kuwait has a total of 159 items 

including modules on religious practice, belief, behavior, belonging, religious networks, 

spiritual experience, and family religiosity.  Social Attitude modules include questions on 

women‟s rights, minority rights, attitudes about democracy and relations with the West. 

Many of the questions were drawn from previous studies on these topics such as the 

World Values Survey, the United States General Social Survey, the Meyer et al. 1998 

study survey, and the Almahmeed (2006) study survey. Though the data presented here is 

in English, the survey version that was distributed and completed was in Arabic. The 

ISAS English version was translated into Arabic by a local team of translators and edited 

by social science faculty involved with this project.  The data was then entered into a 
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database by the Statistical Unit at Kuwait University and analyzed using statistical 

software packages SAS and SPSS. Table 3 offers basic demographics of the sample.   

 

Demographics of the Sample 

 

The sample is majority female, between the ages of 21 and 25, in their last year of 

school, with an average household income between US$40, 000 to US$100,000, single, 

Sunni Muslim, the majority of whose mothers had at least some college education. 

Particular attention to gender ratio in higher education and percentage of mother‟s 

graduate education provide unique contextual insights to continue to observe about elites 

in Islamic countries. Table 4 offers a breakdown of key religiosity items by gender and 

political affiliation.  

Table 4 hints at some important Islamic religiosity measures to consider in future studies. 

First, that religious practice in Majority-Muslim societies may differ by gender. Cultural 

and traditional expectations may condition the range of behaviors available for religious 

public expression. Belonging to a sect or religious school of thought would also be 

important indicators to control for when isolating religious practice versus identification. 

The fact that the majority of female students wear a veil to cover their hair reinforces the 

fact that in the majority-Muslim context, religious expression may serve as a proxy for 

cultural norms. In this case, further analysis which controlled for simply wearing a 

headscarf would yield little significance. This may not be the case for analysis done of 

Muslim women who wear a headscarf where they are in the minority.   
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Table 3 

Demographics of the Sample (N = 1139) 

 

Demographic Variable Percent 

  

Female 61.1 

  

  

Age  

17-20 39.1 

21-25 50.6 

26-36 1.8 

  

Year in School   

Freshman 14.6 

Sophomore 10.7 

Junior 17.8 

Senior 35.9 

 

Household Annual 

Income 

 

 

Less than $ 40 K 15.4 

$40 K to $100 K 52.7 

More than $100K 22.7 

  

Marital Status  

Never Married 79.3 

Married 14.6 

  

Sect  

Sunni 76.1 

Shia 21.7 

  

Mother‟s Education  

High School or less 40.3 

Some College   19.8 

College Graduate 35.6 

  

Note: Data comes from the Kuwait ISAS 2007. 
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Table 4 

Religiosity Measures by Gender (N = 1139) (Percents) 

Religiosity Measure Gender Political Affiliation 

 Female Male Liberal Moderate Islamist 

“Very” or “Somewhat” Religious  68.7 59.0* 2.6 60.7 36.8* 

      

Religious Experience 51.1 50.2 2.6 60.7 36.7* 

Sect                                                            

Sunni 77.3 74.2 5.4 61.5 33.0* 

Shia 20.8 23.1 8.1 66.7 25.2* 

Religious School of Thought*      

Salafi 10.3 20.4* 0.0 39.8 60.2* 

Muslim Brotherhood 8.6 10.6 0.9 46.7 52.3* 

Najaf – Shia 7.3 10.0 8.4 54.7 36.8* 

Qoms – Shia 4.2 4.1 6.4 70.2 23.4* 

No affiliation 44.4 38.0 7.9 68.4 23.7* 

Qur‟anic Literalism       

Literalist 49.8 48.0 6.8 66.0 27.3* 

Non-Literalist 47.6 45.5 5.2 60.3 34.5* 

Frequency of Prayer outside 5 

prescribed*  

     

Never 13.1 18.3 15.1 68.0 16.9* 

At least once/day 12.2 11.6 3.7 49.6 46.7* 

Wears a Veil   88.5 - 3.1 66.4 30.5* 

Wears Niqab (face veil)  14.9 - 0.0 53..5 46.5* 

Wears a Beard - 10.9 2.0 28.0 70.0* 

      

Raised Religiously 87.4 83.9 3.9 62.9 33.2* 

Attended Religious Classes 61.7 59.5 2.3 59.4 38.3* 

      

Mother wears veil.  94.0 93.9 1.0 55.5 43.5* 

Mother wears face veil (niqab) 34.7 34.4 4.8 62.7 32.5* 

      

Weekly/Daily Mosque Attendance 6.4 56.8** 2.0 54.4 43.5* 

Daily Qur‟anic Reading   4.1 52.1 43.8* 

Been to Hajj 11.3 22.7* 5.6 46.9 47.5* 

Data: ISAS Kuwait 2007. *Chi-square and T-test  results in a significant difference at the 

.05 level.  
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However, we can see from the political affiliation break-down by gender that 

Islamic dress is correlated with political opinion. Women who wear a headscarf or face-

veil are more likely to consider themselves politically moderate to Islamist. Likewise for 

the men; the men who wear a beard are more likely to consider themselves moderate to 

Islamist than politically liberal. However, since only 11% of the men in the sample stated 

that they did wear a beard, it may be hard to make a strong conclusion on this point. 

Again, since the majority of women in the sample were veiled and claimed to be political 

moderates, there could be an inflation of the significance of this correlation.  
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Figure 3: Standard Deviations of Religious Salience by Gender and Political Identity 

 

Source: ISAS Kuwait 2007. 
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Figure 3 shows the standard deviations on religious salience by gender and 

political identity. We can see from this data that a politically “moderate” woman 

considers herself more religious than a politically moderate male. Even a politically 

“liberal” woman considers herself more religious than a politically liberal male. But 

politically “Islamist” men and women are about matched in terms of their religious 

salience. From this data we are alerted to the correlation of female gender and religious 

salience, and their convergence at the Islamist political affiliation. In other words, for this 

sample of Kuwaiti college students, Liberal women consider themselves more religious 

when compared with the moderate and Liberal men, while Islamist women and men seem 

to be on the same page when it comes to religious salience. From Figure 3, we see further 

confirmation of the important interaction effects of two significant independent variables 

on religious salience: gender and political affiliation. Political affiliation appears to have 

as much influence on religious salience as gender, an important observation from the data 

to be tested in future analysis. 

 

Areas for Future Research 

 

A further breakdown of religiosity variables by gender would be another 

extension of the data presented here. For example, attendance of religious education 

classes appears to differ by gender, and then within each political category there also 

appear to be differences (see Figure 4).   
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Figure 4: Attendance of Religious Classes by Political Affiliation and Gender (N = 1139) 

 

The fact that there is a direct relationship between males‟ attendance at religious 

classes and their increasingly religious political affiliation where there was not the same 

relationship for girls may indicate a conservative bent in religious education for boys in 

Kuwait. The analysis of this point is beyond the scope of this chapter, but hints at other 

possibilities in the data waiting to be unearthed by applying one of the main findings of 

this chapter, namely that a breakdown by gender is essential when attempting to 

understand Islamic religiosity. This same breakdown could be done on any of the other 

variables of interest to further point out gender differences by Islamic belief, behavior, 

and affiliation.  

 Lastly, further replications of the survey would be the next logical step to test the 

comparative import of the concepts included in the ISAS project.  This could be achieved 

in collaboration with other universities in Islamic countries. This would require a larger 

   

 Data: ISAS Kuwait 2007. 
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team of experts to edit the survey to fit in each local country where the survey is to be 

distributed, as well as additional funds to carry out the project.  

 

Conclusions 

 

The main conclusions from this chapter are first, a breakdown of religious 

experience and practice by gender is essential to the majority Muslim context.  Not only 

are some religious rituals gendered by Islamic doctrine and tradition, but social customs 

of the local population may exacerbate these gender differences, which in turn influence 

the context for measuring religiosity in Islamic countries.  Second, a survey of elites in a 

majority Muslim context reveals a significant diversity of religious experience, practice 

and social attitudes among individual Muslims. This is important to note in an influential 

segment of a developing society, its college students, because they provide a measure of 

future social trends. Thirdly, that political affiliation of Islamist to Liberal, or 

Conservative to Liberal needs further testing, but preliminary results show it to be an 

important explanatory variable to a host of other religiosity items. Political affiliation 

could also be tested as a control when examining Islamic attitudes on a wide range of 

pertinent issues. 

The ISAS project makes several contributions to the existing studies of Islamic 

religiosity. It offers a valuable research method, routinely practiced in the United States 

and Europe, of surveying college students as a way to obtain data about attitudes, beliefs, 

and behaviors of elites and future decision-makers in a developing, majority Muslim 

context. Most research has been done on Muslims in the minority context (see Kepel 

1997; Roy 2004; Ramadan 2004), or of nationally representative samples (Gallup, WVS). 
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These theoretical as well as empirical studies may have breadth of scope in a larger 

sample or population, but may fail to reach elites in the country of whose results we may 

also be particularly interested in.  Elites, though hard to capture in most national random 

survey studies, are of particular interest because their influence could be presumed to be 

more weighted in terms of future trends in opinion and behavior in the country (Al-

Thakeb 1981; for a comparative study of American religious elites, see Lindsay 2007). 

Also, to the extent that elites become employed by the government, are granted political 

positions and even as they regenerate and grow demographically, they are sure to both 

reflect and have exponential impact on their local spheres of influence, regardless of 

cultural background.   

The ISAS also offers innovative and alternative questions to measure religiosity 

which should continue to be tested in future studies. Unique items include questions such 

as “Why do you wear a veil?”, “Do you wear a beard for religious reasons?”, and “Would 

you say you have changed profoundly as the result of a religious experience?” 

The ISAS survey project is an exploratory survey that contributes to the social 

science literature in a variety of ways. It offers a snowball sample of college students at a 

national university in an Islamic country as a methodology to analyze data of elites in a 

majority Muslim context. Second, it offers a breadth of data on a variety of social, 

political, and religious questions to be used in analysis of attitudinal and behavioral 

items. Further testing of the concepts and topics introduced in this chapter only 

strengthens the ability of social scientists to conduct religious research in a comparative 

context.
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CHAPTER FOUR 

 

Gender and Mosque Networks 

 

 

 

“For example. We‟re sitting here innocently enough, you know, how we‟re 

sitting. And comes…let‟s say, an aunt, who is slightly more conservative. She 

walks past and comes and says hi and everything, and then she leaves, and she‟s 

like „Oh, my gosh, can you believe so and so‟s daughter‟s doing this, she‟s 

ruining the family‟s name!‟ And it‟s a natural thing! It‟s such as cultural thing. 

And I think that it‟s why the way it is…because Kuwait is still a very small 

country. Where the community pretty much knows…everybody, you know? 

Everybody knows everybody.”       

  -Male Kuwaiti Youth 

Interview, June 17, 2007 

 

When considering the intersection of Islam and gender at some level between the 

macro and the micro, we must keep in mind the cultural context in which individual 

Muslims in majority Muslim contexts are operating. Mosques as religious organizations 

may be a somewhat limiting categorization for a religious community as was originally 

intended at the outset of Islam. In fact, in Islam, political, tribal, and national identities 

may be subsumed by religious considerations and obligations. Originating out of a 

communal, Arab culture, Islam was intended as a religion where the individual is very 

inextricably tied to a community, like an extended family, whether he or she may like it 

or not. For this reason, I created the term “mosque networks” in order to categorize the 

theological concept of the “ummah” in Islam, or “community of believers” from “Islamic 

communities” to a more operational term. To remain parsimonious in this chapter, I will 
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state that what I mean by “mosque networks” is an individual Muslim‟s social networks 

relating to their religious practice and community.    

Surprisingly, little research has been conducted on mosques as religious 

organizations and their importance in Islamic religiosity.  Even less empirical study has 

been done to consider mosques and their importance and salience to the religious lives of 

individual worshippers.  This apparent gap in comparative studies of sociology of 

religion leaves much to explore as much for important cross-cultural comparison as much 

as for the timeliness of understanding religious institutions in Islamic societies, and their 

catatonic properties for nurturing the religious and social communities of individual 

Muslims in the majority Muslim context.  

First, we begin by looking at the sociological literature of other types of religious 

organizations in the United States, a historically Christian nation, and the studies of 

churches and congregations as mediating institutions that propel, foster, and nourish the 

religious lives of individual Americans.  Secondly, the literature on social capital directly 

addresses the role that religious organizations play to cultivate the religious lives of 

individuals. Therefore, I will use this concept in the theoretical framework of the 

exchange that occurs between individuals and their religious networks. That is, spaces in 

social networks where individuals talk about, practice, learn, and otherwise engage 

religious topics, doctrines, and rituals. Lastly, we can look at empirical studies of Islamic 

religiosity, and particularly studies of Islamic religious institutions. Many excellent 

studies have addressed individual-level religiosity and linked them to national, ethnic, 

and cultural issues (Meyer et al. 1998; Inglehart and Norris 2003; Moaddel 2007), but 

only a few have addressed the roles of Islamic communities and collective action groups 
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(Pfaff and Gill 2006).  To some extent recent work on immigrant religious communities 

also highlights the social capital of Muslim organizations in the diaspora. 

 

 

Defining Religious Organizations 

 

First, it is important to review the literature that addresses and elaborates on how 

to understand and define religious organizations. First of all, which comes first, the 

“religious” aspect of the organization, or the “organizational” aspect to a religious 

community?  While it is hard to pin-point the parameters of religious organizations in a 

“market”- driven paradigm to organizational studies, we can begin to build a framework 

of definitions to distinguish them from secular organizations.  Chaves (2002) 

distinguishes congregations, denominational organizations, and religious nonprofits. He 

defines congregations as “relatively small-scale, local collectivities and organizations 

through which people routinely engage in religious activity: churches, synagogues, 

mosques, temples” (ibid:1523).  Denominational organizations “serve, are supported by, 

or have authority over local congregations: Catholic dioceses, mission agencies, regional 

and national offices of denominations…” (ibid:1523.). He defines religious nonprofits as 

“religious organizations working in nonreligious functional fields [that] include the wide 

variety of religious organizations doing virtually everything secular nonprofit 

organizations do: schools, hospitals, child care centers, drug rehabilitation programs, 

community development corporations…” (ibid:1524). These distinctions become useful 

when considering the vast array of data already collected on religious organizations, and 

in what ways further data collected can be systematically optimized for answering 

particular questions about religious organizations.  
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The second key point to understanding and defining religious organizations is 

whether or not current sociological tools of analysis used for individual-level data are 

appropriate for understanding religious organizations. Scherer (1988) creates the 

typologies of market, bureaucracy, clan, and mission, and then applies them to American 

denominations.  His typologies are derived from a Weberian understanding of 

bureaucracy, and thus he approaches the “irrational” elements to organization such as a 

clan‟s “common sentiment” (ibid:479) and the importance of “charisma” (ibid:480) for 

religious leadership to maintain its authoritative position in defining the mission of the 

organization.  To some extent, these “irrational” elements may be as important to 

understanding the distinctive nature of religious organizations as the more easily 

measured bureaucratic structure.  Points such as “charisma” and “common sentiment” are 

as important to observe at the organizational level as at the individual level, but with an 

open-eye towards the way they last over time (hence the need for longitudinal studies of 

religious organizations, as Chaves (2002) suggests).  

By defining religious organizations by their structural elements, sociologists avoid 

the pitfalls of mistakenly assuming a cohesive “religious” framework which binds the 

organization.  To this point, Chaves makes a great contribution by emphasizing the dual 

religious authority structure and agency structure inherent within religious organizations. 

He recovers Gibson Winter‟s 1968 argument that “religious authority is devoted to 

maintaining religious discipline among clergy and members who are within 

denominational boundaries, while the agency structure generally is devoted to 

engagement with the world in one way or another” (Chaves 1993:155).  
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Sociologists of religion can make invaluable contributions to understanding 

religious organizations rightly if they are explicit in their conditioning of these three key 

points: to what extent is this organization distinct from a secular organization that may 

appear similar? Are the method of data collection and the tools for subsequent statistical 

analysis appropriate for the organizational level and how does this shed light on the 

limitations of individual-level data for understanding middle-level social organizations? 

And lastly, how can we understand (as Hall 1998 argues) the dialectical relationship that 

the religious organization (with its many facets and sub-units within and around) has with 

its environment? Beyond American religiosity, I can see that studies of Muslim 

congregations in Arab societies would also yield little value unless we link congregants‟ 

behaviors at their places of worship to the behaviors in the rest of the culture. In addition, 

it would be important to consider the political context that would “regulate” what we 

might consider an otherwise “free” religious market.  We will only begin to understand 

more than superficial assessments attributed to religious behavior when we link 

congregants to their place in the society at large.  

 

 Church-Sect and Market Theories 

 

Stark and Finke (2000) build on Ernst Troeltsch (1932) and Benton Johnson 

(1961)‟s formulation of church-sect theory and create a new paradigm for understanding 

religious organizations.  Their basic arguments are that churches and sects provide 

categorizations that social scientists can assign to religious organizations that experience 

varied levels of tension with their surrounding culture.  Competitive religious 

organizations maintain enough tension with the culture so as to attract adherents and 
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retain members through higher costs that increase the value of belonging and 

commitment. So in an application to a majority Muslim context, we could hypothesize 

that an individual‟s meaningful commitment to his or her religious community would 

reflect some sort of tension with the surrounding culture. Also, Stark and Finke add a 

macro-level element to this church-sect cycle by transposing religious organizations into 

an economic model. According to Stark and Finke (2000:193), “a religious economy 

consists of all the religious activity going on in any society: a „market‟ of current and 

potential adherents, a set of one or more organizations seeking to attract or maintain 

adherents, and the religious culture offered by the organization(s).” This kind of model 

allows us to understand religious organizations in a similar light as classic organizational 

behavior theorists do – by focusing on tangible actions and results from incentives of 

tangible rewards.  This allows us to see how religious organizations fill specific market 

niches (ibid: 196) when we assume a constant demand for religion where a 

disestablishment of religion is the norm (Warner and Wittner 1998: 1053).  In a setting 

like Kuwait where the Qur‟an is one of the sources of legislation, a more symbiotic 

relationship between religious laws and cultural context must be considered as a factor 

that influences the “market” in which religious organizations operate. 

 

Neo-Marxist Theories: Systems, Ecology, and Community Power Theories 

 

 

Systems Theory and Institutional Theory.  To understand religious 

organizations, it is important to understand the trajectory of organizational behavior 

theory from closed to open systems theory (Lyon 1999:26-41; 71-75).  Talcott Parsons‟ 

foci for organizational theory is particularly helpful. The first is the “adaptation of an 



 

55  

organization to the situation in which it must operate” (in Stern and Barley 1996:80). 

Closed systems theory focused mostly on this first point: the organization‟s relationship 

to its environment. Parson‟s second focus is “mechanisms of implementation” and 

“operative goal attainment” (ibid:74) which are the structures, processes, and decision 

making within the organization.  The last focus is on analysis of “mechanisms by which 

the organization is integrated with other organizations and other types of collectivities in 

the total social system” (ibid:80). Social systems perspectives focus on this last point. 

This shift from closed to social systems helps us to consider an organization in a more 

dialectical relationship to its environment and other organizations that surrounded it and 

compete with it for survival.  In other words, when considering the social system that 

supports a mosque, it is important to consider that a mosque cannot operate without the 

consent of the government and its regulations concerning mosques, but also that the 

government‟s regulations may be more or less strict depending on their budget, 

diplomatic pressure to reduce extremist sermons, or economic pressure to attract foreign 

tourists – whether liberal Western tourists, as is the case for some Arab Gulf countries, or 

conservative religious tourists, as is the case in Saudi Arabia, for example. 

Institutional theory adds that a drive towards social legitimation and subsequent 

mimesis results in institutional isomorphism which means that the religious institution 

will become similar to other organizations in its “sector” (Greenwood and Hinings 

1996:1041) particularly as it remains ambiguous in terms of its goals and methods for 

achieving those goals (DiMaggio and Powell 1983). This isomorphism makes a formal 

structure necessarily adaptive (Selznick 1996:274) and brings out the “structured 

cognition” that organizations employ through preoccupation with organizational myths 
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and rituals on which they (like individuals) rely on to cope with uncertainties and 

ambiguities.  

So already by looking at mosques as religious organizations placed somewhere 

between the macro and micro levels of analysis, we see that mosques as institutions must 

undergo a somewhat similar social education that individual Muslims must go through in 

order to properly fit and become part of a religious community. Mosques and their social 

networks, like the individuals that comprise them, are better understood as part of a 

dynamic and fluid process.  

 

Organizational Ecology Theory.  The study of religious organizations also 

benefits from Hannan and Freeman (1977)‟s framework of population ecology of 

organizations, which builds and expands on Amos Hawley(1950)‟s theories of human 

ecology.  Hannan and Freeman also initiate the important point regarding the shift of unit 

of analysis from the single organization and its environment to populations of 

organizations (1977: 933) so as to capture broader dynamics across particular fields. 

Carroll (1984) expands this point by addressing the multiple organizational, population, 

and macro-evolutionary levels of organizational analysis (1984: 72-78).  Hannan and 

Freeman point out the importance of considering internal and external “ïnertia” which 

constrains an organization or group of organizations‟ ability to adapt.  This point applies 

directly to the field of religious organizations.  When Hannan and Freeman list internal 

policies as a constraint (1977: 931), one can immediately draw a parallel to 

denominational polity and the internal resistance to adapt to competition.  Historical 

influence on the organization could be partially accounted for by measures of religious 
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tradition.  Particularly from a macro-level approach, one could talk about external 

pressures on religious organizations such as government regulation of religious markets, 

and constraints caused by lack of information when there is strict regulation of the media 

or lack of government transparency and low levels of education.   

Lastly, the concept of organizational niche defined by Hannan et al. (2003) and 

then continued by Popielarz and Neal (2007) and Christopher Scheitle (2007) could be 

very useful when looking at religious organizations. As particularly regards analysis of 

non-profit organizations, issues of social identity and organizational form could very well 

take pre-eminence over other outcomes sociologists usually observe (such as number of 

members).  One last point to consider is that often theories of religious organizations 

assume change to be a deviation from the norm and that the usual state of affairs is social 

order. Thus, outcomes are understood as a return to social order (Ellingson 2007).  This is 

where a “constructivist” approach offers an alternative by drawing on symbolic 

interactionism and neoinstitutionalism, pointing out that congregational leaders use 

broader shifts in the U.S. religious landscape to construct crises of meaning and 

membership.  Echoing Penny Edgell (1999)‟s thesis, Ellingson (2007) points out that how 

the crisis is defined and what strategy each congregation proposes to address the problem 

depends on the congregation‟s existing culture, history, relationship to its tradition, its 

resources, and its “negotiated order” (ibid:12). His constructivist approach emphasizes 

the internal processes of meaning making that direct change down specific paths, and 

emphasizes organizational conditions that affect how congregations adapt, preserve, or 

transform their traditions.   
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Community Power Literature.  Lastly, community power literature informs the 

study of Islamic communities in that contrasting Hunter (1953)‟s reputational approach 

and Dahl (1961)‟s decisional approach, neo-Marxist theory emphasizes the role of elites 

in power distribution in a community. In this section of the dissertation, I make the case 

that a non-representative survey of elite college students in a small, majority Muslim 

country would be more informative in some respects than a representative sample would 

be. While Hunter‟s and Dahl‟s studies of community power differ in methodology, both 

re-affirm the salience of targeting the political and economic elites in a community in 

order to really understand how power is directed and managed. A study such as this one 

which analyses data of Kuwaiti college students and attempts to understand the religious 

capital of an elite population (who upon graduation will become employed into the 

country‟s bureaucratic structure and continue to participate politically as voting citizens), 

builds on neo-Marxist theory actualized by community power researchers such as Hunter 

and Dahl.   

 

Social Capital of Religious Organizations.  Social capital as a sociological tool 

has been applied in numerous ways by rational choice theorists (Coleman 1988), social 

network theorists (such as Lin, et al. 2006), by Bourdieu (1991) and his use of social 

capital in a theory of social fields, and up to Putnam (2000) and his refinement of 

bonding and bridging social capital.  Building on Putnam‟s application of social capital to 

better understand why some individuals keep religion to themselves and seek religious 

communities that reinforce and deepen their own religious beliefs (bonding social capital) 

while others choose to branch out and extend their religious networks across  religious 
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culture and traditions (bridging social capital), we can make analogies about the religious 

lives of Muslims in historically Muslim countries to see how a case of Kuwaiti college 

students can confirm, or alternatively, expand our understanding of religious 

communities and how they foster the religious lives of individuals.  Future studies can 

consider the implications that religious organizations have for developing an active civil 

society and promoting tolerance and democratic values in Islamic countries, as they have 

in the United States (DeToqueville 1945[1863]).  In this study, I seek to add to the 

literature by exploring measures of the individual worshipper‟s embeddedness in 

religious networks and how those correspond to his or her relationship with their place of 

worship (in this case, the mosque).  

The literature on social capital directly addresses the role that religious 

organizations play to cultivate religious lives of individuals. Therefore, I have 

incorporated the use of this concept in the theoretical framework of the exchange that 

occurs between individuals and their religious networks at the mezzo-level – that is 

spaces in their social networks where they talk about, practice, learn, and otherwise 

engage religious topics, doctrines, and rituals.  This brief trajectory through the 

sociological literature on religious organizations provides a helpful starting point with 

which to approach the literature on empirical studies of Islamic organizations. 

 

Empirical Studies of Islamic Organizations 

 

Now we can look at empirical studies of Islamic religiosity, and particularly 

studies of Islamic religious institutions. Only a few studies have addressed the roles of 

Islamic communities and collective action groups (Pfaff and Gill 2006).  In Pfaff and Gill 
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(2006)‟s study of Turkish Muslim social activist organizations in Germany, they found 

that the decentralized nature of Islam in Europe provided opportunities for small factions 

to undermine collective action efforts if they convinced Muslims that centralizing interest 

organizations were compromising doctrinal and organizational autonomy (2006: 822).  In 

essence, the debates surrounding mosque cooperation with the state in Europe receive the 

same popular skepticism that faith-based initiatives have in the United States.  

Some scholars have used social movement theory as a framework to bring 

together the various interdisciplinary perspectives looking at Islamic activism 

(Wiktorowicz 1994), concluding that it is important to incorporate religious as well as 

political aspects because there is no false dichotomy of these in Islam.  Resource 

mobilization theory overshadows socio-psychological approaches by viewing social 

movements as rational, strategic, and organized manifestations of collective action (for 

example mosques, Islamic NGOs, Islamic professional and student associations, and 

political parties).  Perhaps it is even more the case when Muslims are in the minority that 

they adopt the social action frameworks of the dominant culture and thus re-create the 

mosque as an independent institution similar to that of the Christian church.  Snow and 

Benford (1988) describe the core framing tasks for social movements: 1) construct frames 

that diagnose a condition as a problem in need of redress (attributions of responsibility 

and targets of blame); 2) movements offer solutions to the problem, including specific 

tactics and strategies to ameliorate an injustice; and 3) movements provide a rationale to 

motivate support and collective action.  Frame “resonance” with potential participants is 

also important to actualizing mobilization, all of which Islamic movements do well in 

blaming “Western” consumer culture for its corrupting influence. In other areas, the steps 
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of framing a problem in need of redress, such as injustice towards women, and offering 

Islam as a solution to the problem, has motivated many piety feminist movements in the 

Middle East, such as in Egypt (Mahmood 2005) and Lebanon (Deeb 2006) which have 

successfully incorporated  mosques and Qur‟anic reading circles into their causes.  

 

Immigrant Religion Literature and Islamic Communities. 

 

Though it does not address the role of mosques in the majority context, immigrant 

religion literature has also started to bring attention to the Muslim communities in 

diaspora, where issues of Islamic religiosity may become wrapped into issues of identity 

and social embeddedness. Some scholars have have compiled various case studies to 

bring attention to the ways religion has sociological advantages for immigrant 

communities to adapt to their host environments (Warner and Wittner 1998; Ebaugh and 

Chafez 2000; Casanova 2005).  Of course, as the immigrant communities gain a secure 

foothold in their new host culture, the way the practice and interpret their religion is also 

affected, as suggested by the organization literature and human ecology research 

previously mentioned (Ellingson 2007; Edgell Becker 1999). In fact, several case studies 

of Nigerian and West African Muslims in the U.S. appear in Olupona and Gemignani 

(2007)‟s study on African  immigrant religions in the U.S.  Though they do not 

incorporate much empirical data on these Muslims, they provide theoretical support for 

the importance of social networks fostered by mosques and facilitated by Muslims of 

various backgrounds, which translates to cultural and social capital for new immigrants, 

and new insights into the possibilities for innovation in Islamic religiosity.  
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In this study, I seek to add to the literature by exploring measures of the 

individual worshipper‟s perceptions of their religious networks and how those relate to 

their own attitudes about women‟s rights. Using original individual-level survey data 

about respondent‟s perceptions of their place of worship, I seek to answer the following 

research questions: Can we quantify the respondent‟s own level of religiosity and 

embeddedness in his or her religious community? And does the respondent‟s perceptions 

of their mosque communities reflect their own levels of religious, social, and political 

attitudes?  

 

Data and Methods 

 

Data comes from the ISAS 2007, a snowball sample of 1139 undergraduate 

students at Kuwait University.  First, a descriptive look is taken at the sample for 

religious conservatism and social exclusivism, then looks at the sample‟s perceptions of 

their religious network‟s attitudes towards women‟s rights controlling for individual 

religious and demographic variables. The following statistical analyses were conducted to 

quantify the concepts raised in the previous sections: 

1) Frequencies of Respondent‟s Religiosity Measures by Gender (Table 4 

listed in Chapter Three); 

2) Frequencies of Respondents‟ Social and Religious Capital Measures by 

Gender (Figures 5a and 5b); 

3) Respondent‟s perceptions of Mosque‟s attitudes towards various religious, 

political, and social issues (Figure 6); 
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4) Respondent‟s individual attitudes compared to their perceived mosque‟s 

attitudes towards women‟s rights issues controlling for individual religiosity and 

demographic measures (Table 5). 

 

Findings 

 

The results in Figures 5a and 5b indicate that men and women have significantly 

different compositions of mosque networks. First of all, the chi-square and t-test results 

show a significant difference by gender in three separate questions of friendship ties to 

mosque networks (Figure 5a). Also, by looking at the distribution of the friends who do 

attend the same mosque, male respondents responded with more polar answers – either 

they knew that none of their friends or all of their friends attended their mosques. This 

was not the case for the female respondents who gave more moderate responses, 

indicating that they did not know which of their friends worshiped at the same mosque or 

responded with a more even distribution. This could suggest that the male respondents 

are either more likely to list extreme responses than the females for this set of questions, 

or that they are more confident and knowledgeable about their mosque networks than the 

females in the sample. I think the latter hypothesis has cultural support because in 

Kuwait, men are expected to attend mosque more frequently than females as a religious 

and social obligation and would therefore be more knowledgeable about what percentage 

of their peers comprise their religious communities.  

From Figure 5b, we can infer that women‟s networks are more centered around 

their families and neighborhoods relative to the men. This is seen by the fact that they 

reportedly attend “mosque” more frequently with their families than the men.  In 
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addition, men seem to report attending religious services at their “place of worship” in 

higher numbers than the females, but it is unclear why they don‟t make up for that 

number  when asked how often they attend “mosque” whether on their own or with their 

family. One cause of the discrepancy could be a distinction in the Arabic language 

between these two questions that either confused the respondents or suggests a different 

meaning. Perhaps the location of one‟s mosque can be more fluid than a particular “place 

of worship.” Either way, these Kuwaiti college students appear to attend mosque and 

pray regularly, but men and women appear to get to those places of worship differently, 

and women appear to make of it more of a social event by incorporating their family in 

their worship practices, relative to the men in the sample.   

From the data in Figure 6, it appears that the women held more conservative 

perceptions about dress while the guys weren‟t as concerned; listening to Western music 

was perceived by both men and women to be largely forbidden by their mosques; and the 

question about the morality of displays of wealth may have been a confusing question for 

this sample. It also looks like both men and women think the mosques aren‟t really 

concerned with or somewhat discourage gender segregation at the university. This 

finding is interesting considering this particular issue had been settled by the government 

about 10 years previously, but later resurfaced as a matter up for debate in 2008 (after 

this survey was conducted). In this case, it seems that once the issue was de-politicized, it 

was no longer a community concern. Though initially men and women could take classes 

together at Kuwait University since it opened in the 1960‟s, co-education was banned in 

1996. A bill introduced in February 2008  to reconsider co-education of men and women 

(after this survey was taken) was voted down (Elias 2002; Elias 2008). The fact that the 



 

65  

issue of gender segregation at the university is perceived as not a concern for their 

communities, but women running for parliament (still hotly contested at the time) is, as 

suggested by the organizational ecology and community power literature, shows the 

importance of political timing and its relation to individual perceptions.  

Table 5 displays Binary Logistic Regressions of Mosque Perceptions on 

Demographic and Religiosity Variables. The dependent variables in Table 5  include: 1) 

if the respondent believes their mosque would discourage wearing of Western clothing; 

2) 1) if the respondent believes their mosque would discourage women from working 

outside the home; 3) if the respondent believes their mosque would discourage gender 

segregation at the university; and 4) if the respondent believes their mosque would 

discourage women to run as political candidates for parliament.  

 

 
 

Figure 5a: Frequencies of Social and Religious Capital Measures by Gender (N=1128) 
 

 

 
“How many of your friends…?” (Percents).*Chi-square and T-test results in a significant 
difference in the means (equal variance not assumed) at the .05 level. 
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Figure 6:  Perceptions of Mosque Networks by Gender (Valid Percents) 
“By your best guess, how would your place of worship react to the 

following…?” 

 

Figure 5b: Frequencies of Social and Religious Capital Measures by Gender  
“How often do you…” (Once/week, Percentages) 
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Preliminary findings indicate that individual religiosity is independent from their 

mosque network‟s perceptions on attitudes towards women‟s rights, but that gender and 

political affiliation or religious school of thought is related. From the descriptive statistics 

in Tables 3 and 4 (listed in Chapter Three), we can see that this sample of elite Kuwaiti 

college students may appear religious, but among them, there is not a uniformity of 

religious salience or practice. We can see from the final analysis in Table 5 that the same 

influences affect  individual attitudes towards women‟s rights as well as the individual‟s 

perceptions of their mosque‟s attitudes towards women‟s rights. These influences are 

mainly: gender, mother‟s education, political affiliation, and religious sect.  Gender is the 

strongest and most consistent influential factor on an individual‟s perceptions of their 

religious community. A woman will assume that her mosque supports a woman‟s right to 

run for parliament while a man will not. He might even assume that his mosque forbids it 

– simply because he is a man. A male or female in the sample who has a mother with at 

least some college education is more likely to respond that their community supports a 

mother‟s right to work outside the home and run for parliament. A political Islamist is 

much less likely to think that their community supports a woman‟s right to run for office, 

and a Salafi Sunni is much more likely than a Muslim who does not affiliate with a 

particular group to think that their community would be conservative on these particular 

women‟s issues. But what is so astounding about these findings is that the students in the 

sample come from all parts of the country, and  are likely to be hearing the same 

messages from the same mosque communities. But what the data indicate are that the 

individual‟s own characteristics and biases influence their perceptions about their 

communities. That is, though a conservative female student may go to school with, eat, 
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and interact with liberal male students, she is likely to think that her conservative mosque 

community would support her right to run for office, while her male Liberal classmates, 

who may not even go to mosque, would assume that their communities would forbid it. 

These kind of results show the inextricability of an individual‟s socio-demographic 

characteristics, particularly gender, on data collected of religious communities in Muslim 

societies. The mixed influence of religious socialization on individual and mosque 

attitudes towards women‟s rights is worth exploring more in depth in future studies. 

 

Conclusions 

 

The important conclusions from this chapter on measures of Islam and Gender at 

the mezzo-level are that social and religious capital measures alone are not sufficient to 

capture the relationship between and individual Muslim and his or her mosque 

community. Indeed, from the data used in this analysis, gender appears to be the most 

consistently significant factor to mosque perceptions about women‟s rights attitudes, 

regardless of other socio-demographic factors, including individual religiosity. 

Interestingly, mosque attendance appears not significantly related to mosque perceptions. 

In contrast, politics influences these mosque perceptions, by placing some issues at the 

forefront of public opinion like gender segregation at the university or women candidates 

for parliament. This speaks to the neo-Marxist, human ecology, and community power 

literature of the openness of social systems in which religious organizations influence and 

are influenced by their environments. Belonging to a religious school of thought such as 

the Salafi also play a role in determining mosque perceptions. It makes sense that if an  

 



 

 

 

Table 5 

Binary Logistic Regressions of Mosque Perceptions on Demographic and Religiosity Variables 

Unstandardized 

B (Std. Err) 

Mosque on 

Western 

Clothing 

Odds 

Ratio 

Mosque on 

Working 

Mom 

Odds 

Ratio 

Mosque on Gender 

Segregation 

Odds 

Ratio 

Mosque on 

Women 

Candidates 

Odds Ratio 

Constant 0.40(1.085)  -0.761 

(1.049) 

   -

1.116(0.979) 

 

Demographics         

Gender 0.955(0.219) 2.599*** 1.153(0.220) 3.168*** 0.407(0.192) 1.502* 0.778(0.207) 2.177*** 

Age  -

0.008(0.049) 

 0.044(0.047)  -0.041(0.042)  0.043(0.044)  

 Income 

(Dummy) 

-

0.003(0.194) 

 0.395(0.201) 1.484* 0.083(0.167)  0.100(0.178)  

Mother‟s 

Education 

-

0.278(0.179) 

 0.490(0.173) 1.632** 0.139(0.147)  0.412(0.157) 1.510** 

Married 

(Dummy) 

0.348(0.272)  0.511(0.268)  -0.170(0.203)  0.269(0.218)  

Raised 

Religiously 

0.308(0.231)  0.042(0.243) 1.043* -0.118(0.209)  -

0.360(0.221) 

 

Religiosity 

Variables 

        

Belonging         

Shia (dummy) 0.309(0.272)  0.186(0.279)  0.296(0.231)  0.633(0.244) 1.883** 

Salafi
a
 0.711(0.283) 2.036* -

0.532(0.236) 

0.588* 0.254(0.218)  -

0.804(0.243) 

0.447*** 

Muslim 

Brotherhood 

0.311(0.317)  -

0.098(0.298) 

 -0.064(0.263)  -

0.389(0.280) 

 

Najaf (Shiite) -

0.413(0.353) 

 0.469(0.395)  0.117(0.310)  0.615(0.346)  

Qom (Shiite) 0.433(0.522)  -

0.260(0.458) 

 0.035(0.391)  0.547(0.434)  

         

  

 

       

6
9
 

 

(continued) 
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*p < 0.05 level; **p < 0.01; ***p < 0.001. 
a”

Muslim with no affiliation” was used as the contrast category for religious school of 

thought. 

Unstandardized 

B (Std. Err) 

Mosque on 

Western 

Clothing 

Odds 

Ratio 

Mosque on 

Working 

Mom 

Odds 

Ratio 

Mosque on Gender 

Segregation 

Odds 

Ratio 

Mosque on 

Women 

Candidates 

Odds Ratio 

Belief         

Religious 

Salience    

0.334(0.180)  -

0.013(0.183) 

 0.116(0.155)  -

0.061(0.165) 

 

Qur‟anic 

Literalism 

(dummy) 

0.113(0.168)  0.061(0.165)  0.038(0.140)  0.136(0.150)  

Spiritual 

Experience 

(dummy)  

-

0.007(0.175) 

 -

0.364(0.175) 

 -0.187(0.147)  -

0.275(0.156) 

 

Behavior         

Mosque 

Attendance 

-

0.099(0.233) 

 0.355(0.232)  -0.046 0.206 0.189(0.222)  

Qur‟anic 

Reading 

0.082(0.183)  0.061(0.180)  0.056(0.151)  -

0.072(0.160) 

 

Been to Hajj -

0.075(0.246) 

 -

0.225(0.238) 

 -0.186(0.210)  -

0.310(0.228) 

 

Politics         

Islamist 

(Dummy) 

0.043(0.201)  -

0.185(0.188) 

 -0.027(0.164)  -

0.591(0.176) 

0.554*** 

Political Activity 

Scale 

(continuous 

variable) 

0.045(0.037)  -

0.041(0.036) 

 0.003(0.031)  0.005(0.033)  

Cox and Snell R² 0.079  0.090  0.022  0.144  

N 851  847  848  851  
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individual belongs to a certain ideological group, that they would expect consistent 

opinions from their own communities on specific platform issues. In sociological terms, 

the social and religious capital acquired by conservative sects within majority Muslim 

societies posture themselves in tension with the larger culture and may reflect more 

conservative attitudes towards contemporary social issues, such as women‟s expanding 

public roles in society. Lastly, it is important to note that second to gender is the 

influence of a mother‟s higher education on liberalizing mosque perceptions of Islamic 

values on social issues. There is more that can be explored regarding the secularizing 

influence of a mother‟s education on a youth‟s religiosity in majority Muslim contexts. 

Further replication of these questions in future surveys of Islamic religiosity would 

strengthen these preliminary findings, and explore their import in a comparative context.   

 

 

Ideas for Future Research 

 

Future research could use the data from this study to: create statistical maps of the 

respondents by political attitudes and that of their mosque‟s and place them within the 

larger spatial environment.  Statistical methods could incorporate Geographic 

Information Systems (GIS) statistical packages to: map students by province; get list of 

mosques in those provinces and place them on the map; map provinces by political 

affiliation of their parliamentary representatives (Islamist, Liberal, Shia, etc.); map 

provinces by predominant type of business or labor market sector; and map where 

women ran for office and received the most support during elections. 

Future studies could also focus similar analysis of Muslims in the minority 

context. This would test an open-systems approach to see if Muslim minorities would 
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adopt predominant political attitudes, or adopt more conservative ones as a way to 

confront tensions with the larger culture (also suggested by Smith‟s subcultural identity 

thesis 1998).  Lastly, future studies could conduct a comparative analysis of bridging and 

bonding behaviors with similar data of majority-Christian environments, such as 

comparing ISAS data with data of Americans from the Baylor Religion Survey (BRS). 

This study of Muslims in a majority Muslim context will provided an invaluable wealth 

of information to be linked with other studies being done of religion, politics, and social 

attitudes of Muslims in a variety of global contexts. 
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CHAPTER FIVE 

 

Da‟wa as Theoretical Framework 

 

 

 

“Others are looking for the political rights like a goal. . . .We are doing it for a 

way to reach…other goals.”  

- Interview with Islamist women, June 3, 2007 

 

 

Many people argue that Islam is the source of gender inequality in the Middle 

East. And yet there are others who argue that their faith holds the key arguments and 

platforms for improving women‟s rights.  How do we best approach and research the 

question of the role that religion and faith play in improving opportunities for women in a 

variety of cultural contexts? This part of the dissertation explores the intersection of 

Islam and gender at the micro-level by analyzing contemporary Islamist movements that 

incorporate women to their cause. In this chapter I propose a theoretical framework, the 

da‟wa, or “call to Islam” with which to consider data from original interviews in the 

following chapters.  

In the 1950‟s and 60‟s many sociologists downplayed the role that religion would 

play in the public sphere as technology provided increasing means for man's self-reliance 

(Wallace 1966; Berger 1967).  In light of world events such as the Iranian Revolution of 

1979 and the global oil crisis, Jimmy Carter‟s vocal evangelical identity, Reagan‟s 

election and the rise of conservative religious interest groups into politics, sentiments that 

religion was important to sociological study remerged with new vigor (Hadden 1987; 

Casanova 1994; Berger 1999; and Gorski 2000).  In more recent years, the scientific 
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study of religion has become increasingly in demand due to the tragic events of  

September 11, 2001, continued disenchantment with undelivered promises of the global 

economy, and alternative approaches to social development models.  

The question in this chapter is whether the role of religion is itself the source of 

gender inequality in the Middle East – a region which is largely seen unilaterally – or 

whether the key arguments and agendas to build a public space for aspiring female 

leaders are found within religion itself? Consequently, how do the strategies of these 

“faithful feminists” reflect on or provide a counterpoint to the strategies with which 

Western feminists have approached issues of gender inequality?  

There is much debate about the role that Islamist reformers play, and whether they 

are even a contradiction in terms. But the majority of criticism stems from Western 

scholarship that is biased by a particular set of assumptions about how a democratic 

society functions. Not only are Islamic ideological frameworks shaping the discussion 

about the problem of global jihadist terrorism, a marginal but potent phenomenon, but 

increasing scholarship points to the need to understand Islam‟s positive potential as a 

framework for legitimate political and social reform. In this chapter, I will outline the 

concept of da„wa, or “the call to Islam” as a modern social phenomenon, but I will 

elaborate its various categorizations in current scholarship and project its potential as a 

theoretical framework for understanding the very challenging social reforms occurring at 

the micro-level among contemporary Islamic feminists. 
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Previous Literature on Da„wa 

 

It is interesting to note that da„wa has historically had many connotations for 

Muslims. “Call” in the Qur‟an has meant everything from calling to God in prayer, to 

calling someone over for dinner. Although da„wa as a communal duty was originally 

linked in the Qur‟an with the idea of calling non-Muslims to Islam, it was early applied 

by particular sectarian and ideological groups who would make efforts to “call” Muslims 

to their particular version of the faith. Examples of such groups include the „Abbasid 

da„wa, or Fatimid Isma‟ili da„wa, Salafi da„wa, or the da„wa of the Tablighi Jama‟at 

(Racius 2004:6-7).  In this light, one can see da„wa groups historically as advocates for 

religious renewal and revival, and sectarianism served to spread Islam across the Eastern 

world, though perhaps at the expense of its aspirations to remain a united ummah, or 

“community of believers,” as sectarian differences split the Islamic community again and 

again almost since its inception (Nasr 2007).  

As Sivan states, da„wa as a social movement is the “spreading of the word and 

establishing a countersociety [sic] to propagate the movement‟s ideas, create support 

networks for members and show that Islamic values can be fully implemented in the 

contemporary world” (Sivan 2003:2). Since not all Islamist movements appeal to the 

term “da„wa” for their distinctive identities, the current literature on “evangelical” 

Islamist organizations and social groups is methodologically and conceptually diverse. 

Generally the concept of da„wa has been treated as a smokescreen for more particular 

Islamist activities, instead of as a theoretical framework in and of itself. Some examples 

of this treatment are Joshua Teitelbaum‟s study of state and society‟s use of the internet 

in Saudi Arabia. His article is entitled “Dueling for Da„wa,” in reference to the tug of war 
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between use and restriction of this means of communication for the presentation of its 

traditional Islamic customs. But there is no elaboration as to the role of da„wa as a 

particular framework from which both sides reach opposing conclusions and practical 

uses for the internet.  

Some studies have looked at the da„wa as a historical renewal movement that 

originates in strategic locations to the particular religious tradition (such as Iran or Saudi 

Arabia), and then provides training to spread da‟is, or “missionaries,” across the Islamic 

world to advocate for their particular understanding of Islam (for one example, see Jiwa‟s 

1988 analysis of the Ismaili da„wa in Yemen).  These studies link the da„wa to religious 

renewal movements in other faith traditions, such as evangelicalism in Christianity. Some 

scholars point out that da„wa in Islam was historically an effort to respond to Christian 

missionary activities in the Middle East, but also in response to encroaching secular and 

material ideologies from the West. Presently, da„wa in the Muslim world and amidst 

immigrant communities in the West reinforces a largely peaceful inter-cultural co-

existence as it reflects the degree of freedom for competition in the marketplace of ideas 

(Phillip Lewis 2002). 

A particularly effective contemporary use of da„wa in the Islamic world has been 

seen by the Wahhabis in Saudi Arabia. The Wahhabis are a strict sect of Sunni Islam 

known outside of Saudi Arabia as “Salafis,” or “followers of the wise companions of the 

Prophet Mohammed”. The term “Salafi” or “pious ancestors” was a term used even 

before the rise of Wahhabism to refer to the early companions of the Mohammed, and to 

the example they left future generations of Muslim believers. In modern times, the term 

has become synonymous with a strict and conservative practice of Islam. With support 
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from the political authorities, Wahhabis have participated in the formation of Islamic 

Propagation Ministries throughout the Arab world, which in turn oversee and disseminate 

the Wahhabi vision for da„wa down through local Islamic organizations, state-funded 

charities, and even scholarships for promising Islamic scholars from underprivileged 

areas of the Muslim world (Noorhaidi 2007). One of these examples is the Salafi da„wa 

movement in Indonesia, a place where Salafi conversion, accompanied by tell-tale long 

beards for men and face-veils for women, particularly stands out as a foreign costume to 

tropical Indonesian culture and climate.   

However, as Racius notes, Muslims generally do not accept a translation of da„wa 

directly to that of Christian missionary activity, which, they argue, accompanied 

imperialism and colonialism (ibid:6).  Some Islamic scholars have argued that it is more 

appropriate to link jihad, or struggle for Islam, to imperialist aspirations of the Islamic 

empire, than da„wa, per se. Several studies sprung out of the attempts to compare 

Christian missionary efforts with propagators of Islamic da„wa. The earliest of these 

studies is by Thomas Arnold, first published in 1897, which provides a historical analysis 

of Islamic missionizing efforts since the time of Mohammed. The Ismailis commissioned 

several studies including Heinz Halm‟s The Fatimids and their Traditions of Learning 

and Farhad Daftary‟s The Isma‟ilis: Their History and Doctrines, which traces Ismaili 

da„wa back to the 8
th

 century and shows a gradual institutionalization of the Fatimid 

da„wa and the Egyptian state they founded (Racius 2004:14). A number of ecumenical 

studies among Christians and Muslims have also come out of conferences and 

consultation groups, such as the 1976 Chambesy Dialogue Consultation, which look at 

the methods of spreading the faith, conversion, and tolerance (Racius 2004:15). 
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The methods for da„wa and its dissemination at the micro-level are just as vast as 

its connotations. The latest trends seem to involve the latest technologies for spreading 

the message of Islam. What Racius calls “virtual da„wa,” is becoming another niche of 

study. Dale Eickelman (2003) among others, has written of the potential for social change 

as Muslims use global, democratizing technologies to bring Islamic teachings to the 

masses. What is certain, is that Islamic groups from the most radical to the most peaceful 

are using web-based technology to not only reach others with their message, but also as a 

research tool to understand the contemporary concerns of their constituencies. In this 

way, modern technology becomes a catalyst for individuals at the micro-level to engage 

with larger religious institutions and communities.  

Another aspect of da„wa as a theoretical framework for social movement is that 

Islamic institutions often serve to bridge upwardly mobile, middle-class Muslims, of all 

political persuasions, when they work together for common causes. As Janine Clark 

found in her comparative study of Islamic social institutions in Egypt, Jordan, and Yemen 

(Clark 2004), Islamist social movements are not usually composed of a disenfranchised 

and marginalized poor, and do not necessarily strengthen vertical patron-client 

relationships, but do serve as institutions that expand and strengthen networks of Islamist 

and non-Islamist middle class members. 

A last but interesting point to note is that without a lack of a ritualized conversion 

process other than a proclamation of the Shahada (“I witness that there is no deity but 

God, and Mohammed is God‟s messenger”), da„wa has come to entail calling converts to 

a social as well as intellectual conversion (Racius 2004:94). In this way, da„wa also lends 

itself easily to reformist social movements, because if successful, one can (or should) see 
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the visible results of one‟s conversion.  For women, then, there is a symbolic value to 

wearing the veil, because it can communicate (many times falsely so) that a woman is a 

true Muslim, for she has accepted this normalized Islamic social practice. Men have a 

similar equivalent in terms of wearing long beards and short dishdashas (the tunics worn 

by men), but since this is mostly associated with extremely conservative sects such as the 

Saudi Wahabis, it does not carry the same flexibility of meaning as wearing the veil does 

among women.  In this way, one can see Islamic women as advantaged in terms of their 

symbolic access to a large percentage of potential recruits to their particular Islamic 

cause. The simple act of a non-veiled woman taking on a hijab would be seen as a victory 

for the da„wa and honor to the group that drew her “back to Islam.” Or, wearing a hijab 

could be a pre-requisite for the men of the Islamic society to accept a woman as a 

representative of their organization, and if she does, she would have the respect and the 

backing of another large segment of the population – traditional men. Again, this is a 

hypothesis of symbolic capital at the societal level, not necessarily reflective of the 

multiple meanings of the veil at the individual level, but it is clear that multiple layers of 

meaning influence one another when considering the relationship of gender and Islamic 

practice at the micro-, mezzo-, and macro-levels. 

 

Da„wa as Theoretical Framework 

 

Da„wa as a theoretical framework is a relatively new phenomenon which I argue 

is an appropriate one to understand the power of individual Muslims operating within 

Islamic social structures and institutions. Coming face to face with a post-colonial 

identity crisis, Islamic countries had to adapt to an increasing global politic and economy 
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that only continues to force cleavages along cultural values and historical narratives 

(Huntington 1996). In light of the competitive nature of globalization, like any thriving 

business, market presentation and trademark is important. In this competition of 

ideologies, political Islam has been dueling within itself to define properly what in fact 

does make a society an Islamic one? Does it need to be encapsulated in a political 

organization? Or can it exist merely as a private theological assent by individuals? Well, 

interestingly, the da„wa has come about wedged squarely between these two public-

private poles of Islamic reality. Political Islamists see their sacrilization of the culture as 

part of their da„wa, or efforts to spread Islam – particularly to wrestle this job from 

violent jihadists who ruin their negotiating power by tainting the image of Islam with 

senseless killing of innocents. The Muslims who favor a privatization of religion will still 

admit to spreading the true message of Islam by wrestling it free from those who would 

corrupt a “pure” faith tradition by applying it to the dirty compromises of political 

necessity. In this part of the dissertation I am particularly interested in these “moderate” 

Islamists – those who use da„wa as a theoretical framework that will engage in politics if 

necessary, but whose goals go beyond politics to effect broader social change. The kinds 

of informal networks among moderate Islamists are particularly accessible to Muslim 

women who coordinate family and home life in traditional Middle Eastern societies. Like 

many women in conservative religious traditions in the West, these Islamic women 

become effective and respected catalysts for social change not by isolating themselves, 

but rather by engaging their society‟s patriarchal sensibilities.  
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Da„wa for Radical Islamists 

 

I will distinguish between the radical Islamist interpretation of da‟wa and the 

various strains of its emergence among moderate and even liberal Islamists. The 

parameters of da‟wa are the keystone for determining radical versus other Islamic 

association groups, where radicals are willing to use aggression to achieve the spread of 

Islam, while most others insist on a non-violent and voluntary approach to the spread of 

Islam (Esposito and Mogahed 2007: xii). As Moussalli states, for radical Islamists, 

though no one can force faith, “Islam calls for the spread of its message, whether people 

like it or not” (Moussalli 1999:150). In the radical Islamist case, it is enough to expect 

outward conformity of Islamic ritual in order to foster an Islamic community, and it is the 

individual Muslim‟s duty to spread this message and expect others to accept it, as God‟s 

khalifa (vice-regents) on earth. What makes this interpretation “radical” is the 

justification of violence to spread the message of Islam, whether the non-Muslim accepts, 

but particularly if he rejects the message. Thus, for radicals, da„wa and jihad as armed 

struggle are intertwined. One example of radical Islamic group who explicitly frames its 

objectives in terms of da„wa is al- Da„wa, a Tehran based Iraqi Shiite opposition group.  

However, their branch in Iraq, for example (see Shanahan 2004), as with the Muslim 

Brotherhood subsidiaries outside of Egypt and Palestine, are generally non-violent but 

very politically active.  Thus we can see that groups who have allowed violence in some 

instances also shift their tactics as an organization according to their surrounding political 

and cultural context. There is an argument to be considered that some radical Islamic 

revival groups have thrived on or around the Arabian Peninsula precisely because of its 

proximity to sites of historical and religious significance as the birthplace of Islam and its 
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Prophet.  The ability of these groups to stir up activism at the micro-level speaks to the 

importance of a sociological understanding of how Islam can be interpreted and 

manipulated for both constructive and destructive purposes. 

 

Da„wa for Moderate and Liberal Islamists 

 

Da„wa is distinguishable for moderate and liberal Islamists by their reluctance to 

endorse violent jihad in the advancement of Islam. They prefer to talk of the “inner 

jihad,” or “inner struggle” that a Muslim must personally face against temptations of the 

world. As a motivation to continue this inner struggle, the Muslim is armed with his or 

her duty to spread the message of peace and justice based on Islamic principles. This 

broader framework for da„wa enables Muslims who are politically liberal to dialogue 

with conservative Islamists in their society, under the banner of Islam. Out of 

consideration for keeping a sanctity to the da„wa as a peaceful social movement, there is 

much aversion to association with violent jihadists who manipulate the peaceful 

framework of da„wa to justify their militant methods.  Liberal to Moderate Islamists 

adopt a non-coercive da„wa, and use all alternative means possible – including cultural 

and political means – to spread Islam. In fact, the most prominent pan-Islamic 

organizations such as the Muslim World League and the Organization of the Islamic 

Conference (OIC), explicitly request its member nations to make institutional efforts to 

promote a constructive da„wa.  Some of their suggestions include incorporating da„wa 

into their educational, informational, as well as religious institutions, and to promote 

Islamic organizations who further this activity
 
(Rascius, 2004:102).  Regionally, we see 

that Southeast Asia and the Indian Subcontinent have maintained a generally syncretistic, 
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mystical, and non-aggressive quality to their da„wa movements (Rascius 2004:157). This 

is likely due to the perpetual sense of “otherness” that non-Arab Muslims maintain 

towards a religion that has maintained much of its Arab heritage in its norms and values. 

The pluralistic context with which Islam has thrived in Southeast Asia is a testament to 

the possibility of Islamic religious revival and dispersion by conventional means.  

Unfortunately, as strict Salafism spreads throughout the world un-checked by some 

untrained religious clerics, violent splinter groups are becoming threats to local 

government security and stability, such as Indonesia‟s Laskhar Jihad group (Noorhaidi 

2005). Governments in these areas are clearly interested in bringing in moderate Islamists 

as mediators between the local authorities and potentially threatening radical groups in 

these countries. 

 

Data Sources 

 

The data I use in Part III of the dissertation comes from original interviews 

conducted with elites in the Arab Gulf as part of the Islamic Social Attitudes Survey 

(ISAS) Project funded by Baylor University‟s Institute for the Studies of Religion (ISR).  

In Kuwait, the interviews included men and women; Shia and Sunnis; Islamists, 

Independents, and Liberals; people from rural (Bedouin tribal) backgrounds and some of 

more urban backgrounds; female parliamentary candidates; male current or former 

parliamentarians; academic women‟s rights activists; journalists; social activists; and 

even a Kuwaiti resident who was a Western convert to Islam.  In Qatar I was able to 

formally interview four Qatari female leaders, one local resident, and was given informal 

interviews with several others, including parliamentary candidates, educators, and 
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community activists.  I was also able to conduct field research and informal interviews 

with elite women in Yemen during the summer of 2008.  I draw on my field research in 

Yemen to frame the recommendations for application of Islamic Feminist sociological 

frameworks in developing Islamic contexts, elaborated in Chapter Six. Where direct 

quotes are used, the names have been changed to ensure confidentiality. 

 

Contemporary Islamic Feminism within the Da„wa Movement 

 

Da„wa is a particularly useful framework with which to understand the 

momentum behind women‟s involvement in Islamic social reform movements. Relatively 

recent trends within feminist literature of Islamic societies are giving theoretical and 

analytical credence to women who argue for their freedoms within their Islamic tradition 

(El Guindi 1981). Considering their social context, Islamic feminists argue that they can 

attain more liberties by justifying them within Islamic history and texts. Islamists 

concede that before Allah, there is complete equality between men and women.  Muslim 

feminists will point out this distinction between them and European parliamentarians by 

pointing out that until the 1700‟s European men were debating whether or not women 

even had souls while Islamic theology gave special rights to women from the outset (Al-

Sharekh 2007). Therefore, in principle, women and men have the same rights in Islam, 

but their differing sexual and societal functions create distinct responsibilities. According 

to many religious women‟s rights activists, women must be empowered primarily so that 

they can be effective in their management of the home and in raising the next generation 

of good Muslim men and women.  
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Caroline Nagel identifies this trend towards an organized Islamic feminism based 

on the theoretical framework of da„wa:  

One important set of voices to emerge in recent years has been that of Islamic 

feminists who have sought to reclaim the emancipatory message of the Qur‟an 

and to recover the rights bestowed upon them in the earliest Muslim communities.  

Islamic feminist viewpoints have often defied Western conceptions of feminist 

politics by contesting male-dominated interpretations of Islam and the subjugation 

of women while at the same time embracing gender divisions as natural and 

desirable (Hatem 1998; Poya 1999). To be sure, many of those women involved 

in the protests to support the headscarf might not think of themselves as “Islamic 

feminists,” as Islamist, or even as participants in a political movement. Yet they 

are intent upon publicly reclaiming Islam on their own terms, and in a manner. . . 

that draws upon a variety of political discourses (2005:3). 

 

Shahin Gerami, in her book Women and Fundamentalism: Islam and Christianity, 

identifies a “gendered vision of religious fundamentalism” (1996:23-29) where 

fundamentalism is not fanatic or repressive, but a contemporary and active response to a 

threat to their most deeply-held values. In the process of weaving their place within a 

religious social movement, fundamentalists develop a complicated behavioral and 

communication code to make identification simple. These codes serve to locate the in-

group and warn the out-group. This is precisely where the confusion over the Islamic veil 

comes into play.  What was once a pre-Islamic tradition to express a woman‟s unique 

value, virtue, and modesty, has today become a convenient symbol of Islamic moderates 

and conservatives to divide liberal and conservative Muslim women into separate social 

societies and volunteer networks. In the long-term this works against a united feminism 

in Islamic societies, but in the short-term it has greatly helped to solidify moderate and 

conservative Islamic women‟s social networks, as they identify one another by 

appearance and begin to outline their strategy for da„wa in their society.  
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Interestingly, many Islamic women have joined Islamic political movements as 

outlets for their religious fervor for social change (as I have argued in my chapter on 

spiritual capital of politically engaged women in Kuwait, González 2010). Saba 

Mahmood‟s ethnographic study of an urban women‟s mosque movement  (where women 

teach each other Islamic scriptures and doctrine) that is part of the larger Islamic Revival 

in Cairo, Egypt, is one of the few studies that acknowledges theoretical innovation of 

Islamic tradition initiated by these Islamic feminists. Mahmood puts forth some 

theoretical support for how the da„wa in Islam is a channel for women to frame their 

political activism and expand their responsibilities in public life for the sake of spreading 

the faith.  She writes that “it is not towards recognition, but restraint that the piety 

movement hopes to establish a new social order” (2005:193).  This point may be where 

secular or liberal Western feminism has generally diverged from the Islamic approach, 

and constrains the theoretical frameworks available in current feminist scholarship for 

analyzing this rising social trend. For these Egyptian Islamic women, the da„wa 

movement‟s changes include norms for style and dress, speech, standards for 

entertainment, patterns of financial and household management, provision of care for the 

poor, and terms by which public debate is conducted (2005:3). The Egyptian government 

in turn responds by attempting to control these areas of life, which serves to solidify the 

resistance element to these social reform associations. Abu-Lughod considers feminist 

resistance as a “diagnostic of power” (1990:42) to locate shifts in social relations of 

power that influence the resisters as well as those who dominate. Mahmood writes that: 

Feminism. . .offers both a diagnosis of women‟s status across cultures and a 

prescription for changing the situation of women who are understood to be 

marginalized, subordinated, or oppressed (see Strathern 1988, 26-28). Thus the 

articulation of conditions of relative freedom that enable women both to formulate 
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and to enact self-determined goals and interests remains the object of feminist 

politics and theorizing. Freedom is normative to feminism, as it is to liberalism, 

and critical scrutiny is applied to those who want to limit women‟s freedom rather 

than those want to extend it (2005:10).   

 

Feminist da„wa movements aim to reintroduce Islam as a set of principles that has 

relevance to daily life and not just to culture and folklore.  This includes incremental 

changes in standards of modest dress, music, and food, all in accordance with Islamic 

regulations.  But in order to achieve these changes, they begin by teaching other women 

(who in turn disseminate the information among their households), the basic tenets of 

Islam, and proper rituals for worship. But for more political Islamists such as Egyptian 

labor party activist Heba Saad Eddin, mere instruction is not enough. They believe the 

da„wa movement and its religious rituals should extend beyond the private realm and aim 

at creating “a certain kind of polity” (Mahmood 2005:53). In the meantime, through 

informal networks at the micro-level, the thick social networks being fostered by these 

da„wa -driven Islamic feminists boosts Islamic movements and tenets that in turn support 

select Islamic political candidates and social reform policies.    

 It is rational within the da„wa framework for Islamic women to leap over a gender 

debate by working within patriachal structures to achieve social change. Shii women in 

Lebanon are claiming what Lara Deeb calls “public piety as women‟s jihad” where a 

normative moral system is created with community service as a “new” social norm that 

calls working lower class women out into this type of feminist model through iltizam, or 

“religious/social commitment” and taw‟iyya, or “consciousness-raising education.” This 

particular movement suggests it fills a classist gap in the feminist movement in Lebanon, 

as it distinguishes itself as meeting practical needs of marginalized women as opposed to 
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the “subhiyya” model associated with the social calls of idle middle and upper class 

women in Lebanon (Deeb 2006:214). 

 Another distinguishing marker of da„wa‟s influence on Islamic feminism, 

particularly at the micro-level, is its appeal to use theological arguments and sacred texts 

as justification for increasing women‟s roles in public life. One example of this is 

Engineer‟s articulation in the preface to his book, The Rights of Women in Islam:  

The Quran not only awards equal status to both the sexes in the normative sense 

but also concedes a degree of superiority to men in its own social context.  

However, the theologians ignored the context and made men superior in the 

absolute sense. I have attempted in this book to capture the original spirit of 

Quranic laws with regard to the male-female relationship and to separate what is 

contextual from what is normative.  I hope that this book will equip Muslim 

feminists with a powerful weapon in their fight for equal status with men 

(2004:vi). 

 

As opposed to many Western and Liberal Muslim scholars, the da„wa framework makes 

the Qur‟an a powerful weapon in the hands of Islamic feminists. Another example is 

Amina Wadud‟s thesis to amend the concept of jihad, or struggle, as a force for women 

to reform injustice within Islamic text and theology. She says that “multiple, contested, 

and coexisting meanings of Islam are integral to the struggles for justice in Islamic 

reform today” (2006b:5) and that her thesis:  

. . . Remains faithful to the imperative that Muslim women appropriate Islamic 

primary sources, especially the Qur‟an.  It is indispensable to women‟s 

empowerment that they apply their experiences to interpretations of the sources 

when they participate in the development and reform of Muslim politics – 

especially in the context of ongoing deliberations of shari‟ah (Islamic law). More 

female-inclusive interpretations raise the legitimacy of women‟s claims to 

authority within the intellectual tradition and bear upon the practical 

implementation of that tradition.  (2006b:7).  

 

Clearly, Wadud is addressing Islamic feminist activists at the micro-level to bolster their 

agency by knowing their Qur‟an and searching for empowerment arguments within their 
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Islamic tradition. The da„wa framework for religious knowledge, closely accompanied by 

the “inner jihad” concept, promotes an indigenous Islamic worldview for agency at the 

micro-level, rather than an Islamism solely established out of reaction against Western 

ideas and influences. 

Conclusion 

 

Islamic feminism is an illustration of the power of the da„wa concept as a 

framework for women‟s rights activism at the micro-level. As we can see, the use of 

da„wa is vast and wide, but in its non-aggressive form, becomes a catalyst for social 

movements of inclusion for traditionally marginalized actors of Islamic society, 

particularly Islamic women. The da„wa movement has created spaces for women to 

assume leadership positions within Islamic women‟s circles, but even beyond these 

circles into the greater public sphere, as they gain the trust and favor of influential, male-

dominated, Islamic institutions. In order to test these concept empirically, scholars must 

continue inter-disciplinary and mixed-method approaches, accompanying ethnographic 

studies with quantitative surveys and focus groups, as was begun by this dissertation.  

This chapter has laid out the theoretical groundwork for my use of da‟wa, or “call 

to Islam,” as a framework of action for women‟s rights activists in the Majority Muslim 

context. In the next chapters I will explore original data from semi-structured interviews 

of well-educated and politically and socially active men and women in Kuwait and Qatar 

and highlight the arguments and agendas they make to promote women‟s rights within an 

Islamic framework. In doing so, I am illustrating their application of the da‟wa 

framework of action as a way to gain legitimate authority within their local social 

contexts. 
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CHAPTER SIX 

 

“A Kind of Power”:  

Practically Assessing the Value of Islamic Feminism for Developing Contexts 

 

 

 

“[For ]our religion [it] is [a] must, wearing hijab. I think that… I just explain in 

my own words, it's like “secure-looking”.  It's coming from inside. Give[s] more 

respect, but not all kind of hijab, understand me? . . . . It has to be a reflection of 

the inside. Because some women [are] wearing hijab, but from the inside, no. And 

some women [are] not wearing hijab, but the inside is so honest, and clean. . . .  

[The Hijab has advantages] for everything, for me, it's a kind of power. It's like it 

comes ….to be a respected woman. And if a woman, she is carrying all these 

characteristics and wearing hijab…it's like the ideal woman.”  

 

-Kuwait Interview, June 17, 2007 

 

By understanding Islam and gender at the micro-level, we can explore in-depth 

the multiplicity of meanings that Islamic symbols, such as the veil, or practices, such as 

attending mosque, hold for individual Muslims, and how these symbols are then 

projected onto the larger Muslim community and society. When considering whether 

Islam holds a repressive or empowering force for individual women in Muslim societies, 

it is important to consider not only the larger societal norms and constraints in which they 

operate, but also to consider their own individual ascriptions of empowerment available 

to them through their particular cultural contexts. In other words, could women‟s 

activism that operates within a da‟wa framework be of use only to certain elite groups of 

women in Kuwait and Qatar, or could it hold value for women with lesser economic 

means, such as for Muslim women in Yemen? In this final chapter of Part III of the 

dissertation, I assess the applicability f the da‟wa framework for Muslim women outside 
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of an economically elite group of activists. Through analysis of data from original 

interviews with elites in Kuwait and Qatar and field work conducted in Yemen, I extend 

the sociological contributions discussed so far in the dissertation to a case study outside 

of the economic elite of the Arab Gulf.  

Academics contribute to a discussion about how to best create real opportunities 

for economic, political, and human development in countries such as Yemen, by 

analyzing current interdisciplinary approaches to improve the educational and civic 

leadership opportunities for Yemeni women. Some development efforts are initiated by 

the government in cooperation with local communities, but also by incorporating private 

endowments and foreign donor aid to address systematic gaps in the country‟s economic, 

health, and education sectors. Yemen in particular faces many external and internal 

challenges, as questions of national identity over tribal and regional loyalties continue. 

With violent sectarian clashes in the North of the country, and political forces that would 

separate the more liberal South from the rest of the country, the current secular national 

identity is in constant threat. Sociologically speaking,  tense external circumstances 

would allow stronger internal and local identities to grow in importance in such times of 

crisis. Along with relatively low levels of education and literacy among the local 

population, political instability and deprivation of material resources could explain 

religious conservatism and fervor among local Yemenis. In such a politically and 

materially volatile environment, it is no surprise that local religious clerics are in some 

ways as important as local tribal leaders in their ability to motivate and mobilize popular 

sentiment. In such an environment, a framework for social activism that incorporates 

Islamic religious tenets is not only seen in a favorable light, but likely to be necessary for 
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political survival.  At the micro-level, Islamic theology and practice provides a common 

language and tradition for women‟s rights activists in Yemen to appeal to their authorities 

in order to expand the role of Yemeni women in social, political, and economic life. 

From the findings in my work on the role of elite women in the Arab Gulf 

(González 2010), I hypothesize that a sociological framework which supports an 

expanding  role for Yemeni women would presenting them as civic leaders and educators 

while still acting within their Islamic faith and culture. A sociological framework of 

“Islamic Feminism” that effectively navigates a complex multiplicity of forces at the 

macro, mezzo, and micro-levels for this context must provide a way to brand progressive 

strategies of action (Swidler 1986) for women‟s rights from an indigenous Islamic 

cultural and politically sensitive framework. From my studies of women‟s rights activism 

among Kuwaiti and Qatari elites, it appears that Islamic feminists are in a unique position 

to appeal to local authorities for progressive women‟s rights and opportunities precisely 

because they operate within a framework of their Islamic religion that is both culturally 

relevant and gives a common language with which to appeal to established male 

authorities.   

 

Defining Islamic Feminism in the Developing Context 

 

So first, what exactly do I mean by “Islamic Feminism”? By Islamic Feminism, I 

identify women and men who seek to further a progressive agenda for women‟s rights 

within their Islamic faith and religion. An Islamic Feminist is characterized by his or her 

use of Islamic arguments to justify their promotion of progressive women‟s rights.  Many 

scholars have written on this topic (Seikaly 1998; Mahmood 2005; Wadud 2006a; 
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Mernissi 2006; Badran 2009; Coleman 2010) in an attempt to find commonalities under 

the broad concept of the compatibility of Islam and feminism at the micro-level. In Arab 

media, public figures such as Her Highness Sheikha Mozah bint Nasser Al Missned of 

Qatar have promoted the compatible image of a modern Muslim woman who maintains 

her cultural heritage and tradition (Al Missned 2007).  Figure 7 shows the most frequent 

responses of the qualitative interviews when asked: “What practical role does Islam play 

in the progress of women‟s leadership in Kuwait/Qatar? What are examples where 

women have been or could be in the future inspired by their religion towards social 

activism?” As the data shows, women were much more likely to respond positively to 

this question than the men. When there was no clear agreement that Islam did in fact 

support women‟s rights at all (as was the case with several of the more politically Liberal 

interviewees, no response was included in the analysis.  The women listed “Holistic 

Reform” (that Islamic values provide an ethical worldview that is inseparable from 

politics) as the most common way that Islam supports Women‟s Rights, secondly, they 

found some insight from the Qur‟an or the Life of the Prophet Mohammed and his wives 

to support women‟s rights; third, they mentioned that by working with Islamic groups 

and charities they had access to a broader constituency base; fourth, that Islam‟s teaching 

or institutional backing gave them a legitimate authority with which to ground and defend 

their own women‟s rights activism, and lastly, one Shia woman emphasized the role that 

Islamic scholars play to support women‟s rights, in that once they lend their religious 

opinion to a women‟s issue, they become allies for women in the larger society.  

Therefore, we can see how interview data complement the picture painted by earlier 

studies of the complementarity of Islam and gender in majority Muslim settings.  
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Figure 7: Most Frequent Responses to How Islam Supports Women‟s Rights by Gender 

(N=35) 

Data: ISAS Qualitative Interviews 2007-2008. 

 

However, it is important to note that my use of the term “Islamic Feminist” in the 

dissertation is a sociological tool with which to establish a framework and strategy of 

action to further a scholarly understanding of effective women‟s rights activism in a 

variety of Islamic contexts. It does not claim to be a label that must be accepted, adopted, 

or otherwise fixed to any author or activist referenced to in this chapter. Nor is it 

necessarily appropriate to use in all situations where women‟s rights activists are 

operating.  Even terms such as “gender equality” may appear offensive or be 

misunderstood in certain contexts. In this case, the preferred local term would be most 

appropriate to use when furthering this discussion. Some practitioners and scholars have 

thrown out terms such as “gender jihad” (Wadud 2006b) and “gender harmonization” 
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(Kennedy-Glans 2009). For the purposes of my scholarly sociological research, and this 

chapter in particular, I find the term “Islamic Feminism” most convenient.  

Second, what do I mean by a “progressive agenda” for women‟s rights? I mean 

support of public policies and social initiatives that would increase opportunities for 

women to participate in public life. Part of my research has set out to see if there are 

common agendas among differing groups of women‟s rights activists in the Middle East.  

Figures 8a and 8b shows a breakdown of the most important women‟s issues listed by 

both men and women, political Liberals, Independents, and Islamists identified in my 

semi-structured interviews of elites in Kuwait and Qatar.  Figures 8 and 9 display the 

most frequent responses from the 35 interviews conducted. Overall, increased and more 

effective political participation seemed to be the most pressing concern with regards to 

women‟s issues at the time; a close second is educational and professional advancement. 

Women seemed to focus on economic independence as an equally important concern, 

while men seemed to say that matters of personal security (safe living conditions, 

protection from harassment at work) were of particular concern for women. Interestingly, 

everyone from all spectrum of political affiliation seemed to point out the importance of 

addressing personal status laws. In Kuwait and Qatar this includes the question of 

whether a mother can pass her nationality to her children, regardless of whether she 

marries a foreigner. In some ways, personal status legislation affects all areas of a 

woman‟s social and economic life because it stipulates matters such as inheritance rights 

and custody rights in the event of a divorce. What cannot be read from this data are the 

nuanced ways in which political Liberals, Independents, and Islamists see how they must 

go about addressing women‟s personal status laws. In fact, as show by the responses 
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displayed in Figure 10, one of the major obstacles for addressing women‟s rights that was 

listed was activist infighting and disorganization. A general lack of education about 

women‟s rights in Islam, or their proven abilities in the modern world, and an  

 

 

 

Figure 8: Most Important Women‟s Issues by Gender (N=35) 

Data: ISAS Qualitative Interviews 2007-2008 

 

 

accompanying cultural conservatism born out of a rural tribal ancestry was another high-

modal response listed as an obstacle for women‟s rights in the Arab Gulf. A lack of 

experience and resources among women candidates for parliament or in positions of 

power was another commonly listed obstacle. This point brought several interviewees to 

discuss their support or lack of support for a quota system to be implemented to help 
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Figure 9: Most Important Women‟s Issues by Political Affiliation (N=35) 

Data: ISAS Qualitative Interviews 2007-2008. 

 

women gain seats in the government. Some women‟s rights activists, both Liberal and 

Islamist, argued against a quota saying that they didn‟t want to prejudice a female in 

power against her male colleagues simply because of her gender. Other responses 

included a misguided view of religion, or misinterpretation of women‟s rights by Islamic 

scholars and politicians. Lastly, conservative Islamists listed an encroachment of 

individualistic Western values as a threat to their traditional, family oriented societies, 

including women‟s rights. They believed the pressures of modernity such as political 

aspirations were “unfairly burdensome” for women and were committed to fight for 

women‟s rights to spend more time away from work and at home with their children. 

Lastly, a few interviewees listed a general sense of apathy among their colleagues as an 

obstacle to achieving more equal rights for women in their societies. 
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What I have found is that at the micro-level, a “progressive agenda” for women‟s 

rights varies by political affiliation, religious sect, cultural background (including male 

family support), and economic status. But Islamic Feminists have stood out in my 

interviews with elite women‟s rights activists because of the consistency of their 

message. Whether their audience is Liberal or Conservative, Secular or Islamist, they 

begin their arguments for their women‟s rights activism by placing it within their 

country‟s Islamic tradition and heritage. They are the women who listed Islam as a 

positive support for women‟s rights, by providing an ethical worldview that does not 

separate politics or the rest of life from religion.  

 

 
Figure 10: Most Listed as Obstacles for Addressing Women‟s Rights 

Data: ISAS Qualitative Interviews 2007-2008. 
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Based on my original interview data (summarized in detail in Appendix C), I have 

seen the following priorities for promoting progressive women‟s rights from both men 

and women, Islamists, Liberals, and Independents within a majority Muslim framework: 

legislative reform, social awareness and exposure through charity work, political 

participation, educational and professional advancement, and health. When addressing 

legislative issues, such as in Kuwait, activists speak concretely about moving forward 

with specific pieces of legislation, such as women‟s personal status laws that affect the 

care of women in divorce situations where they might have to fight for custody of their 

children, or arrange rights to housing accommodations, property, and alimony. Personal 

Status legislation for Kuwaiti women married to non-Kuwaitis and ascertaining rights for 

their children has also been a concrete issue that has brought women‟s rights activists 

together on occasion (Al-Mughni 2005). Protecting public money (Kuwait Interview June 

16, 2007) and re-drawing of political districts to counter the influence of tribal networks 

(Al Zuhair 2006) have also been recent examples that have drawn Islamist and Liberal 

activists together on a legislative agenda. But in some ways, more importantly, the 

passing of legislation to allow Kuwaiti women the right to vote in 2005 forced even 

conservative Islamist parliamentarians to address women voters as legitimate audiences, 

even organizing lectures and meetings to address their specific concerns (Kuwait 

Interview June 16, 2007).  Whether speaking with Conservative Islamists or Liberals, we 

can see that simply putting women‟s rights issues on a legislative agenda opens up room 

for more practical involvement by women in these venues. 

Another priority for women‟s rights activists in the Gulf is that of increasing 

social awareness of women‟s issues and exposure of women in credible positions to the 
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public. Appearances of veiled women as political candidates in the media, but even more 

so as leaders of public discussions and lectures at conferences organized by local 

women‟s rights organizations creates space in the minds of ordinary men and women to 

view women as capable public leaders (Al-Misnad 2006) while visibly exposing their 

families to attest to their competence as a good daughter and sister, or wife and mother as 

well. One such example is a former Kuwaiti parliamentary candidate from a Bedouin 

tribal  whose husband publicly supported her campaign which was a significant step for a 

female candidate running in a predominantly Bedouin and tribal area of southern Kuwait 

(Al-Awadi and Noujaim 2006).  In addition, affording more inter-cultural exchange 

opportunities and education about women‟s issues helps to further discussion among 

local women and youth, and gives policymakers opportunities to field specific questions 

and inform the audience on their positions. Examples of this are conferences organized 

by the group Freedom House, who in collaboration with local women‟s social and 

cultural groups helps facilitate brochures and events from various perspectives. But most 

importantly, these open conferences, lectures, discussions, and resources made available 

to the public create spaces for women‟s rights activists of disparate backgrounds and 

even opposing viewpoints to meet each other and work through their differences in 

agenda. Not only does this create opportunities for collaborative agenda-building and 

strategy-sharing, but strengthens the credibility of certain activists as bridge-builders for 

various Liberal and Islamic groups within their communities (Kuwait Interview, May 28, 

2007).  

Another framework for some women‟s rights activists, particularly those of more 

conservative women‟s organizations may focus their work within the framework of 
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Islamic charity and da‟wa by educating women in the basics of their faith, and then 

providing opportunities to make their beliefs relevant to the culture. Examples of 

practical welfare initiatives aside from education are addressing the plight of women in 

prisons and the welfare of female domestic laborers within the rubric of human rights 

(Kuwaiti Interview, June 17, 2007). Even liberal women‟s rights activists recognize the 

strength in motivation and numbers that accompany Islamist women‟s rights activists, as 

illustrated by this excerpt from an interview with a female Kuwaiti journalist:  

Well, the Islamists have the major advantage. The first one is funding.  

They are very well funded. The second one is the organization. . . .They are 

extremely organized. I remember … [right before] election, 29th of June. I was 

working with a liberal candidate in the 6th district which was Nisha and Feha. My 

candidate, was actually pretty close, he was like the third person, like he would 

have made it. And it was on a hot summer day in Kuwait. I mean, it was 

scorching heat! And we were all wearing t-shirts and capri pants and our hairs 

were in a buns [sic]… And we were wearing sunglasses, and we‟re trying to fan 

ourselves – and sometimes we just couldn‟t, we had to take a break from trying to 

get voters to our side.  

Meanwhile, the Islamists were wearing veils, and abayas, and they were 

covered head to toe, and they stayed much, much longer in the sun than we did.  

It‟s a small little anecdote, but it shows you how dedicated and organized these 

people are to their cause.  I just couldn‟t understand how that woman was 

standing there [like that]. I mean, I was wearing [just] a t-shirt and couldn‟t 

handle the heat. And she just stood there. And it wasn‟t just one person, it was 

droves of them! They were organized, they actually had shifts! You could see 

them switching shifts. We just took breaks randomly.  You know, we just took a 

random break. You know, [if] someone went to take a break, [then] someone 

came and they took our spot. They were doing it in a very organized and well-

planned way. Their candidate won, by the way!  

- Kuwaiti Interview, June 17, 2007. 

 

This excerpt illustrates the fact that Liberals see Islamists as organized and dedicated to 

their political causes. There is no reason this should not be the case for Liberal women‟s 

rights activists, but the fact that Islamists are recognized for their efforts speaks to the 

effectiveness of Islamist women as supporters and mobilizers.  
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In addition to legislative issues, social awareness and exposure, and charity and 

da‟wa, Islamic feminists in the Gulf clearly view women‟s increased political 

participation as integral to other public initiatives.  Even a women‟s group that had 

decided to concentrate their support on a politically conservative candidate who did not 

originally vote for the women‟s vote in Kuwait, was willing to share their perspective on 

the success of their efforts: 

All our Islamic candidates won in the elections. And I think….we had six 

candidates, Islamic candidates, and they all won in the elections…[Because more 

women were involved] and I think that we were more socially involved with the 

community. So that‟s why it was easy for us to reach more women.  

. . . . I think we represent the majority of Kuwaiti women. That‟s why people 

voted for us.  . . . We value the traditions and our culture, and of course, our 

Islamic religion.”   

- Kuwait Interview, June 3, 2007. 

 

Islamist women, though they are advocating for legislative changes to benefit women, 

view themselves as more in touch with the public, since they not only look, talk, and 

dress like their constituents, they are living the realities of upwardly mobile, middle class 

women who are balancing work and school, family and career responsibilities and don‟t 

necessarily have the time to campaign full-time. These Islamist women also shared some 

of the background to their own deliberations about the expediency of using politics as a 

means of attaining more important goals: 

. . .Many people said that the Islamics [sic] voted against it [the proposal 

for women‟s right to vote in 2005], but really it was in the Islamics‟ [sic] benefit 

because they were more organized in the women‟s section than Liberals or even 

other Independents.  

. . . .Even us, in our Islamic group, there were like negotiations between us…. 

Maybe we weren‟t pushing the women‟s political…(rights). . . .But now, there 

[are] …social rights. There is something more important. The woman needs 

something before…what she needs, what she is suffering from something. So we 

have to solve her problems before, then we‟ll talk about another right. It‟s 

important to see what‟s important for women now.  
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…More rights for the women… Like maternity leave, or work…about hours, 

working hours for women…because we think that women, they have a lot of roles 

in life. We don‟t only run for the political, we . . . .have other roles and priorities 

in life. Like we have to have like family, or our role in the house as a wife, 

mother, daughter, you know…my friend was just telling me that her mother is in 

the hospital, and she doesn‟t have sick leave, like they won‟t give it for 

her…(She‟s not married, or she doesn‟t have children).   

- Kuwait Interview, June 3, 2007. 

 

This excerpt illustrates that Islamic feminists view political rights for women as a means 

for gaining more social rights for women, and not as an end in and of themselves. By 

broadening their platform to include practical concerns like maternity leave and flexible 

work hours, Islamist women‟s rights activists are able to further their agenda with 

legislators regardless if they themselves are holding parliamentary seats, or whether the 

sponsoring legislator is a man or a woman.  

Another priority for Islamic Feminists is in the area of educational and 

professional advancement. This is clearly seen by the successes in educational 

development in Qatar, where some of the best universities in the world have been invited 

to teach at local campuses of their universities housed in a complex within the capital city 

of Doha known as “Education City”. The United Arab Emirates are also incorporating 

partnerships that bring foreign expertise in higher education to localized campuses which 

have similar but also divergent strategies as that of Doha‟s Education City (Witte 2010). 

That this model for importing foreign expertise in specific programs within higher 

education benefits women is attested to by the higher enrollment and graduation rates for 

young Qatari females over men (Al-Misnad 2006). Promoting Islamically-compatible 

opportunities and alternatives for women to further their education by making higher-

education accessible is clearly working to further women‟s achievement in education.  

Whether through establishing local campuses of foreign universities, allowing distance or 
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online classes towards a degree; or as in Kuwait, offering gender-segregated classes; as in 

Saudi Arabia and the United Arab Emirates, offering gender-specific campuses;  as in 

Kuwait, Saudi Arabia, and Qatar, promoting women to the top administrative positions of 

local universities, even to the levels of Ministers of Education, Presidents of Universities, 

as well as Deanships of the Colleges of Sharia, Arts of Sciences, and Education; these 

approaches to educational development have been successful in large part because of the 

foundational acceptance of an approach  that “adopt[s] an indigenous social structure that 

is unique to their background and needs” (Al-Misnad 2006:1). 

Regarding professional and economic advancement, even in conservative Saudi 

Arabia, women have achieved a more public role through participation in the economic 

arena, such as the visible Jeddah Chamber of Commerce and Annual Economic Forum 

(Kinninmont 2006). It can be argued that it is in fact the successes of businesswomen that 

have opened even more opportunities for women‟s civic and perhaps future political 

leadership in Saudi Arabia (Al Shayeb 2010). In the United Arab Emirates, women are 

routinely pictured in newspapers and business journals for their business management 

achievements, which continues to promote positive public images of women, perhaps 

even more effectively establishing their credibility because, as in politics, they are have 

competed in arenas alongside men for their achievements. One Kuwaiti interviewee put it 

this way:  

. . . .When we say reform, even when we say political reform, we mean 

economics.  We mean education, we mean other types of reform. Which is very 

important. We don‟t have to stress on educational reform and show other 

countries that we have problems and we need…but we desperately need education 

reform, we need behavior, political behavior, we need to set things the correct 

way. We need reform that comes from the people, not from government. A new 

kind of reform. 

 - Kuwaiti Interview May 21, 2007. 
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Like political reform, economic reform is an arena where women can work alongside 

men to promote healthy policies and strategies of action that will increase women‟s 

opportunities for development. 

The last visible categorization for Islamic Feminist activism as I have observed it 

in my work in the Arab Gulf is that of women‟s health. The topic of personal safety for 

women in the workplace, or having safe living conditions was a concern for men and 

women, regardless of political affiliation. Successful women‟s health initiatives have 

created more spaces for women to talk about prioritizing their health amid the increasing 

demands of home and workplace. Former First Lady Barbara Bush made a hallmark visit 

to Saudi Arabia in 2007 to raise breast cancer awareness in a country where public 

discussion of women‟s bodies is largely taboo (BusinessWire 2007). Centers such as the 

Family Consulting Center in Doha, Qatar, are bringing increased awareness and more 

importantly, positive solutions, to previously unmentionable threats to women‟s health. 

Issues such as domestic violence, sexual harassment, and increased mental health 

challenges from the pressures of modern living, are given serious treatment at these 

government initiated centers to promote healthy families.   

 

Assessment 

 

Though much can be said here about the action strategies and priorities that 

women‟s rights activists in the Gulf have developed in recent years, in this chapter, I 

would like to challenge my own observations of the strength of Islamic Feminism in the 

Arab Gulf by assessing whether or not it is applicable to developing Muslim contexts, 

with a case study focus on its applicability to the Yemeni context.  By “developing 
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context” I mean a context where there is instability in the political, economic, or security 

arenas, and where the central government‟s ability to manage reform is subject to 

uncertain public support and social unrest.   In essence, how well would Gulf-style 

Islamic Feminism work in a developing context such as Yemen‟s?  

We can begin to answer this question by looking at the self-evaluation of some 

women‟s rights activists in the Gulf to see how they view their own progress and its 

potential for others to learn from their experiences.  As one male Kuwaiti activist 

surmised: 

Do you know why in Bahrain one of the women reached the [political] 

office? Because they are more organized, they have organized political parties, 

and because they are not rich. At least they have something to talk about.... 

I think the situation in Kuwait affects the whole region. Because Kuwait is 

more Liberal. It is like a thermometer. So what happens here, in five or ten years 

could happen in another part. The spirit of political elections will reach Dubai, 

will reach Oman, will reach Qatar. And they will see the mistakes that happens 

[sic] in Kuwait, [and] they will try to avoid them. 

-Kuwaiti Interview June 5, 2007. 

 

Clearly, elites within the Gulf continue to analyze and compare their experiences with 

evolving women‟s political rights. Not all experiences and evaluations are positive, and 

the above quotation illustrates the thought that some of Kuwait‟s neighbors may see their 

experience as something to be wary of. Perhaps instead of nurturing an environment for 

women‟s political participation through grassroots elections, some governments in the 

Gulf may choose to create some initiatives from the top, such as in Qatar or Saudi Arabia.  

Some scholars have been interested in the impact that democratic political 

participation has on the Islamist parties themselves who initially voted against women‟s 

political rights (Ottaway and Hamzawy 2009:81). Will Islamists be forced to become 

more democratic through participation? Or will they revert into even more conservative 
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camps to keep their constituencies on board? Well, what I have found through my 

interviews is that it is difficult to speak of a monolithic “Islamist” agenda, especially 

when local political issues reign in on larger legislative agendas. For example, where in 

Kuwait, Islamists may focus on social and moral issues, in Morocco and Algeria, their 

focus may be more on economics, education, poverty, and political reform (Ottaway and 

Hamzawy 2009:85). This speaks to the findings of Part I of the dissertation, where 

understanding macro-level context is an important factor for understanding local Islamic 

contexts when speaking of Islam, gender, and strategies of action for progressive 

women‟s rights. Political participation in contexts where the political and economic 

environment operates under “siege” conditions such as Yemen poses unique challenges 

for Islamist groups (ibid). In Yemen‟s case, old divisions between the North and South, 

tribal divisions, and a faltering economy with growing food and water shortages 

overwhelming the state may detract from the momentum of Islamist groups and make it 

harder to deliver concrete changes quickly. On the other hand, the opportunity to work on 

these common issues of concern may force alliances and coalitions across ideologies with 

secular parties and groups which may not be the case in other Islamic contexts. 

Despite disparate economic and political conditions, women‟s rights activists in 

Yemen, like their sisters in the Gulf, may recognize the strength of appealing to their 

faith for arguments that will cross barriers of culture, politics, and even patriarchal 

traditions. One Qatari activist articulates how her personal faith emboldens her to fight 

for women‟s rights as a fundamental issue of human rights, above cultural sensitivities 

and traditional constraints: 
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So I told them even if one woman got killed, she deserved the honor to 

know that her life was important. It‟s the same like a man‟s…to God, she is the 

same. . . . This is one of the things we worked out . . . .We were attacked in the 

newspapers…But I‟m very glad because we started the debates. In Yemen, now, 

it‟s the same. They started the debate [about compensation for wrongful death] 

after us and they got it fixed before us!  

The discussion is in many countries now, where it applies. It does not 

apply everywhere, but we started the discussion as men and women who believe 

really in Islam, we need to challenge the misconceptions and misinterpretations, 

but at the same time, we have to draw the line. There are things in the Qur‟an 

where men and women were treated differently, and we need to accept this. . . . 

To satisfy the Western world, I don‟t have to rethink all my faith. I don‟t 

believe in this. . . . So I don‟t think we need to change everything. We need to 

understand our religion because we‟ve been away from it and backfold[ed] [sic] 

about it for some time about all this.  

       -  Interview July 30, 2008. 

 

From this illustration, we can see that women‟s rights activists who work within their 

Islamic faith are emboldened and empowered to challenge cultural limits on women‟s 

political, economic, and social freedoms by appealing to their faith as the means to 

legitimate their authority. A religiously legitimate basis for their authority also broadens 

their argument beyond a women‟s rights discussion to include promoters of human rights 

across the Islamic world. As you can see, despite the lack of an institutionalized women‟s 

rights network for Islamic Feminists, the ideological and sociological frameworks offered 

by appeals to authority from within Islamic arguments comprise recognizable networks to 

those working within similar culturally conservative constraints. 

 

Conclusions and Practical Recommendations 

 

From preliminary field research and informal interviews in Yemen and a review 

of the pertinent literature, I propose the following practical recommendations from within 

an Islamic Feminist sociological framework for a strategy of action to further develop 

women‟s rights in a developing Islamic context.  First, open up spaces for women to 
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view continuing education favorably within their Islamic responsibilities. These can be 

physical spaces such as local campuses as well as psychological spaces such as messages 

that higher education for women is necessary to nurture the next generation. This can also 

be achieved by providing information to spread public awareness of current capable 

female leadership in the country, such as special articles in public magazines such as 

Yemen Today‟s cover story of “Influencial [sic] Women in Yemen” (2008).  Even more 

important is the work of leadership training and capacity building partnerships such as 

Donna Kennedy-Glans‟s work with Bridges Social Development as well as the Sheba 

Center for Strategic Studies and Sana‟a University to open up spaces for women‟s 

leadership development. 

“Islamic Feminists” could apply a model such as in Egypt, where women can 

create opportunities to study their faith together and such groups could serve as social 

outlets as well, such as documented by the work of Saba Mahmood (2005). Activists 

should also consider the work done in Islamic developing contexts outside the Arabian 

Penninsula for additional strategies of action, as some scholars are doing by grouping 

Yemen in with East Africa in some contexts. Scholars can also consider the practical 

work done by development workers in Afghanistan and Pakistan to promote women‟s 

literacy, health, and leadership in developing Muslim contexts (Benard 2002; Mortenson 

and Relin 2006). At times, it may even be important not to overstate the necessary link 

between religion and development in some Islamic contexts, where government 

cooperation with Islamist groups may be too politically sensitive for its current 

administration, such as Islamic states with secular governments, such as in Egypt, 

Turkey, and Syria. Nonetheless, intercultural exchange through academic and business 
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conferences and meetings can help to open up spaces for women‟s leadership potential 

and development. As illustrated by one Kuwaiti activist:  

 The motivation I got [to get involved with women‟s rights issues] is from 

traveling. From mixing with other people from other countries. Especially with 

the broader Middle East conferences I was invited to. I was invited by the Foreign 

Ministry of France and Morocco to attend the conference in Rabat. Another one 

[in] Istanbul, another one in Yemen. I have learned and the last conference about 

the Arab Diplomatic Women in Vienna, but the one before, I have learned a lot 

from mixing with other people and listening to issues from other countries. . . . 

I‟m sorry I don‟t have a lot [to say] about religion.  

     - Interview July 30, 2008. 

 

In addition to human personal interaction, Islamic Feminist activists can emphasize the 

value of encouraging dialogue with all willing stakeholders and decision-makers, 

particularly across ideological stances. These stakeholders include: the central 

government, the international donor community, local religious leaders, and local tribal 

leaders. One resounding message from my analysis of women‟s rights activism in the 

Gulf is the centrality of cooperation and perhaps even “managed reform” (Ottawa and 

Hamzawy 2009) by the central government. This is particularly salient to rentier states 

whose economic development is inextricably linked to political influence by the central 

government, but is also applicable to developing contexts where the government and an 

appeal to national identity is the de facto arbiter between various opposing social and 

political factions in the country. In effect, women‟s rights activists, operating within an 

Islamic Feminist framework strategy of action, will always go farther by, and indeed may 

have no alternative than to, remaining close to the political goals and objectives of the 

central government to assure long-term security for their current agenda and social 

initiatives. In addition, by working closely with the central government, women‟s rights 

activists may be poised to fill in influential positions as the central government expands 
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capacity building efforts in areas such as education and health to regional governments. 

With such projects to develop, Yemeni women may be able to gain from the prospect of 

complementing their higher education with practical experience and opportunities to 

work in local communities.  

A second stakeholder for Islamic Feminists operating in developing contexts is 

the International Donor Community.  Cooperation with international NGOs and 

development organizations particularly addresses the area of capacity-building. Though 

foreign aid and participation from Western countries is viewed critically by many local 

citizens, a recognition of the practical necessity of foreign investment is largely accepted 

(Resonate!Yemen 2010: 9-10 ).  Some activists, such as the youth behind the 

Resonate!Yemen report (ibid) have suggested increased investment and participation 

from the Gulf countries, other Arab countries, or other Islamic countries as mediators for 

development and issues of global political concern.  Regardless of who is coordinating 

international aid, activists should continue to fund scholarships for and train local 

educators to keep higher education a viable option for qualified women.  

In the developing context, and as seen in the examples of Afghanistan and 

Pakistan, women‟s rights activists cannot ignore the influence of local religious leaders 

and tribal leaders. In fact, current work with tribal leaders on reduction of violent conflict 

and peaceful mediation by groups such as Partners for Democratic Change in Yemen (al-

Dawsari, Khoury and Boucek 2010) create opportunities to incorporate women as lay 

leaders in their communities to promote regional security, physical and mental health, 

and literacy.  By working within their own local families and networks, women‟s rights 

activists give local tribal leaders the incentives to incorporate women as lay leaders in 
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their communities.  Perhaps micro-loan incentive programs to encourage the 

incorporation of women‟s specific conflict resolution forums or initiatives, such during 

women‟s only gatherings, would be of benefit here. 

Methodologically, at the micro-level, sociologists can build bridges with 

international scholars where they conduct their field work, and promote social media and 

professional training of the local population. For example, a sociologist conducting field 

research in an Islamic country may selectively hire a local female to translate as 

necessary during interviews, and thus provide a practical application of female 

empowerment by giving that local woman an opportunity for professional development 

and encourage her potential. Whether the contributions remain at the academic level of 

theory, or are operationalized in practical research settings, the sociological study of 

religion is poised to continue its role as both a catalyst of and trend-bearer of social 

change at the local and global levels. 
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CHAPTER SEVEN 

 

Conclusion 

 

 

“Is there anything else you think I should keep in mind for my project on the role 

of Islam and politics on women in Kuwait? 

 

“Yea. You have to separate between Islam and between Muslims. You have to 

separate between the great values of the American people from the policies of the 

state. You have to separate between the law and between the achievements. So, 

you hear anything about Muslims, you have to know what is the real point of 

Islam about this matter. Suicide bomber…Islam does not admit it. This is politics. 

Islam does not neglect, ignore, the Muslims. This is Islam.”  

 

- Kuwaiti Interview, June 5, 2007 

 

My intention in this exploratory study is to provide new theoretical foundations in 

the sociological study of Islam and gender. I have emphasized the importance of a 

multiple-level analysis in the study of Islam and gender, showing that their relationship 

varies according to the scope and context of the objects of study. At the macro-level, 

cultural and historical context for Islam influences individualized notions of the 

compatibility between Islamic identity and modern notions of femininity, such as a 

cultural preference for veiling. At the mezzo-level, gender affects the perspective with 

which individual Muslims view their immediate religious communities, and the data 

suggests that women view their religious communities as more lenient towards women‟s 

expanding rights in the public sphere, while men were more likely to think that their 

mosques would, forbid women from some of those same rights. Finally, at the micro-

level, the data suggest that a large segment of women‟s rights activists in majority 
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Muslim countries gain power, legitimacy, and mobility by arguing for their rights from 

within their Islamic faith and tradition.  

The sociological study of Islam and gender gives scholars and policy makers 

additional tools with which to explore important and timely questions, such as: does 

Islam stop or actually progress the development of women‟s rights in developing 

countries? Can the social impact of Islam be measured against other social influences and 

demographic trends in mid-level studies of Muslim congregations? Is there a way to 

quantify the impact that Islamic groups and congregations have on their surrounding 

communities? To better answer these questions, I have also suggested and encouraged 

future inter and intra-disciplinary work on the subject begun in this dissertation in 

sociology, as many other additional topics mentioned lend themselves to inter and intra-

disciplinary study, such as notions of gender and deviance, irreligiosity as deviance, or 

religious empowerment and positive outcomes for women.  

In my work, I have come to understand women in majority Muslim contexts who 

contend with conflict by appealing to their faith and religious authorities as negotiation 

points. I have seen the value of sociological analysis open to the empowering effects of 

religion because many of these “Islamic feminists” have become arguably some of the 

most effective advocates for women‟s rights in the Middle East. This is evidenced by the 

fact that women are increasingly able to pursue higher education in the region, and in fact 

outnumber the men in terms of enrollment and graduation rates in many cases.  There is 

also more attention being paid to women‟s leadership not only in traditional fields of 

education and health, but also in religious studies and diplomacy, as is evidenced by the 
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number of female delegates from Arab Muslim countries being sent to represent their 

countries at the United Nations and other international representative bodies. 

My research in this dissertation focuses on synthesizing research from scholars of 

Islam, gender, and community studies to create a space for sociologists of religion to 

speak to an audience of experts in the interdisciplinary study of Islam.  My findings 

indicate that at the macro-level (using cross-national data from the World Values 

Survey), issues of gender must be situated within a larger cultural and historical 

understanding of Islamic religiosity; at the mezzo-level, or congregational level (using 

original survey data of Kuwaiti college students), measures of Islamic religiosity must be 

understood within gendered perspectives; and at the micro-level (using data from original 

interviews of elites), Islam can be incorporated into an ideological framework to have an 

empowering effect on individual agency for women‟s progressive rights.  

The main findings from my interview and survey research is that in majority Muslim 

contexts where there is no historical division of “mosque and state,” additional cultural 

factors, such as gender, and measures of political affiliation or traditionalism may be 

even more influential to opinions of women‟s rights than religiosity measures. This 

contradicts much of the popular wisdom about Islam as a religion that is inherently 

oppressive to women due to gendered norms. Instead, what I find is that controlling for 

gender, it is family socialization and self-reported political affiliation that have the power 

to set an individual Muslim in support of or opposed to women‟s progressive rights. In 

addition, there is no apparent contradiction to believing in gender equality and being a 

good and faithful Muslim. Controlling for religiosity variables, the vast majority of 

students in my sample, both men and women, agreed that Islam was a personal 
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motivation for them to fight for women‟s rights despite cultural norms to the opposite 

(see Figure 11). These findings are important for understanding religion‟s potential to 

empower disenfranchised voices in developing contexts.  

 

 

Figure 11: “Islam is a Source of Personal Motivation for Me to Fight for Women‟s 

Rights” by Gender (Percents) 

Data: ISAS Kuwait 2007. 

 

Summary of Findings and Overarching Themes 

 This dissertation addresses the need for better measures of religiosity to determine 

the correlations between Islamic religiosity and socio-religious attitudes, such as veiling 

and other aspects of women‟s issues in majority Muslim societies. This exploratory study 

taps into broader questions of women‟s rights, and holds implications for studies of other 

minority rights in developing Islamic contexts. Further survey research should include 

better religious tradition measures, such as Sect, Madhab (Islamic school of thought), 
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religious education, and practice. It should also include individual-level religiosity 

indicators, such as dress and practice, family religiosity, religious social networks, and 

spiritual experience, which were begun in this study. Finally, further research on Islamic 

religiosity should include Muslim countries with larger non-Muslim populations, such as 

in Southeast Asia and Africa. As shown in the macro-level analysis from World Values 

Survey data, some of the diverging statistics out of the analysis on Bangladesh (such as 

the relatively low intercept) point to some variation likely due to its relatively large 

percent of non-Muslim population (about 17%). 

The mezzo-level or congregational-level analysis in Chapter 4 demonstrates 

exploratory methodologies for better empirically study of the ummah, or Islamic 

communities. Understanding the characteristics of those whose primary sense of 

individual and group identity lies in their faith is an integral part of understanding Islamic 

religiosity at both the individual and macro levels. My study of mosque perceptions and 

social networks contributes to the literature by providing an updated and comparative 

analysis to previous studies of religious identities, by analyzing gender, networks, and 

perceptions of religious community approval of specific socio-religious attitudes.  The 

preliminary findings show that external forces and institutions, such as gender and 

closeness of socio-religious networks make a difference on the individual‟s perception of 

religious identity. 

As shown in Chapters 5 and 6, at the micro-level, religiosity appears to have an 

empowering effect on women‟s activism in the majority Muslim context. The da„wa 

movement is vast and wide, but in its non-aggressive form, becomes a catalyst for social 

movements of inclusion for traditionally marginalized actors of Islamic society, 
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particularly Islamic women. The da„wa movement has created spaces for women to 

assume leadership positions within Islamic women‟s circles, but even beyond these 

circles into the greater public sphere, as they gain the trust and favor of influential Islamic 

male-dominated institutions. Further study is needed to accurately compare Islamic 

feminists with their counterpart Liberal Muslim feminists in terms of private and public 

religious identity and spiritual experiences as motivators for political and social 

participation. Using the concept of da‟wa, or a “call to Islam” as a framework for 

activism, many women gain the legitimacy needed from their societies to push social, 

cultural, and political boundaries. To address this framework for social movement 

adequately, scholars must continue what I have begun in this study - an inter-disciplinary 

and multi-level approach to field research, accompanying ethnographic studies with 

quantitative surveys and focus groups. Quantitative survey data also complements 

qualitative fieldwork for multi-variate statistical analysis.  

 

Concluding Discussion 

From preliminary field research in Kuwait and Qatar, informal interviews in 

Yemen and a review of the pertinent literature, I propose that women‟s rights activists in 

the Middle East stress education as one of their Islamic responsibilities.  In addition to 

human personal interaction, Islamic Feminist activists can emphasize the value of 

encouraging dialogue with all willing stakeholders and decision-makers, particularly 

across ideological stances. These stakeholders include: central governments, the 

international donor community, local religious leaders, and local tribal leaders. Lastly, 

some additional practical suggestions for scholars to actively promote women‟s 

progressive rights and public roles can be incorporated into academic field research itself. 
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Some of these suggestions include: budgeting for stipends for local assistants on research 

projects; including local university professors and advisors on research projects; 

establishing satellite offices for continuing education out of local campuses; working 

with municipal and religious leadership to assess local priorities; and working with 

universities to improve inter-collegiate communication and academic exchanges.  

 

Suggestions for Future Research 

 

 

Political affiliation can be further tested to see correlations with intellectual 

consumerism (how often the respondent reads or watches or listens to political or 

religious news media), civic activism (such as voting and volunteering), and financial 

giving to religious or political causes. This data could also be further analyzed to 

understand religious salience and opinions about pertinent local issues such as attitudes 

towards immigration, women‟s rights, democracy, attitudes towards the West, and the 

spread of Islam.  

Future Studies could use the data from this study to create statistical maps of the 

respondents by political attitudes and that of their mosque‟s and place them within the 

larger spatial environment.  Statistical methods could incorporate Geographic 

Information Systems (GIS) statistical packages to: map students by province; get list of 

mosques in those provinces and place them on the map; map provinces by political 

affiliation of their parliamentary representatives (Islamist, Liberal, Shia, etc.); map 

provinces by predominant type of business or labor market sector; and map where 

women ran for office and received the most support during elections. Future studies could 

also focus similar analysis of Muslims in the minority context. This would illustrate an 
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open-systems approach to whether or not living in a predominantly conservative area 

produces more liberal political attitudes among Muslim minorities, or pushes Muslims 

into counter-cultural conservative enclaves ( as suggested by subcultural identity theory).  

Lastly, future studies could conduct a comparative analysis of bridging and bonding 

behaviors with similar data of majority-Christian environments, such as comparing ISAS 

data with data of Americans from the Baylor Religion Survey (BRS). 

This study of Muslims in a majority Muslim context provides original data that 

can be linked with other studies being done of religion, politics, and social attitudes of 

Muslims in a variety of global contexts. It will be increasingly important to encourage 

cross-cultural institutional partnerships for research to avoid the insular research 

strategies and biases that have prejudiced and stunted scholarship growth in the area of 

gender and global studies of Islam.  I hope this is just the beginning for a comparative 

analysis and discussion of localized strategies of feminism. The breadth of perspectives 

included in this dissertation is also a recognition of the positive contributions of cross-

ideological cooperation and collaboration. The many experiences and lessons of 

progressive women‟s rights activism in the Gulf studied here can certainly inform and 

guide efforts to promote women‟s increasingly public roles in a variety of other 

developing contexts.  
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APPENDIX B 

Copy of Qualitative Survey Instrument 

 

 

Sociological Study of Islam, Women, and Politics in Kuwait/Qatar 

 

1a. Briefly, could you tell me in what ways have you been active in the women‟s 

movement or in women‟s issues in Kuwait/Qatar? What organizations have you been a 

part of? In what ways have you been active in them? 

 

1b. 1b. What did you learn about how women ran their campaigns in the last election? 

 

2. How do you think a female candidate should run her campaign for the next 

parliamentary elections?  

-How should she reach out to women voters? 

-How should she reach out to male voters? 

 

3a. Would you say your religious life or your faith is related to your motivations for 

being involved in politics?   

 

3b. What practical role does Islam play in the progress of women‟s leadership in 

Kuwait/Qatar? What are examples where women have been or could be in the future 

inspired by their religion towards social activism? 

 

4. What are the most important women‟s issues that need to be addressed in 

Kuwait/Qatar?  

 

5. What are the biggest obstacles to moving forward with women‟s rights in 

Kuwait/Qatar?  

 

6. To what extent does religion facilitate or limit moving forward with women‟s rights in 

Kuwait/Qatar? 

 

7a. What are the main differences between Liberals and Islamists concerning women‟s 

rights in Kuwait/Qatar?  

 

7b. In what ways do Islamists have a political advantage over Liberals in gaining 

women‟s support? In what ways are they at a disadvantage? 

 

7c. Are there examples of cooperation between conservative Shiis and conservative 

Sunnis on addressing women voters?  

 

8. What are the most promising areas for cooperation between Islamists and Liberals to 

promote women‟s social, political, and legal rights in Kuwait/Qatar? 
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9a. What are the most important things for parliamentary candidates (male or female) to 

keep in mind when addressing women‟s issues in Kuwait/Qatar? What is your 

recommended strategy for them to gain the women‟s vote? 

 

9b. What should women voters look for in the candidates that will run, both men and 

women? 

 

10a. Who do you think are the major players in this discussion about women‟s rights for 

the region as whole?   

 

10b. What role do men play in the women‟s movement in Kuwait/Qatar? Are there 

examples of where they are promoting women‟s rights in public or in private life? 

 

11. What implications does the women‟s movement in Kuwait/Qatar have for the rest of 

the Arab Gulf region? What role does the women‟s rights movement play in promoting 

the advancement of women in public life for the region?  

 

12a. Is the presentation of the hijab in media and scholarship positive, negative, or 

neutral respecting the women‟s movement in Kuwait/Qatar or the broader Gulf region? 

 

12b. What scholars are making a positive contribution to the discussion or presentation of 

the hijab, or women‟s religious life in promoting women‟s rights? 

 

13. In Kuwait, does a woman wearing hijab have a political, cultural, social, or religious 

advantage over a woman who chooses not to wear hijab? If so, in what ways? 

 

14. Is there a connection between those who are interested in promoting the advancement 

of women‟s rights in Kuwait/Qatar and promoting the rights of other minorities in the 

country? (Such as Bedouns, immigrants/labor workers, or any other groups?)  

 

 

-- 

 

(Additional Questions for Men)  

 

15a. Do you think that men in Kuwait/Qatar are generally not interested in women‟s 

rights issues, or are they kept by outside forces from being a greater part of the women‟s 

rights movement in Kuwait/Qatar? Kept by pressure from other men? Kept out by 

intimidation from women? Kept out by a fear of the uncertain future if more women are 

involved in public life?) 

 

15b. In what ways can men play a larger role in promoting women‟s rights?  

To be effective women‟s rights activists, do men need to play more of a public role or 

private role in promoting women‟s rights?) 

 

16. What additional insights can men bring to the fight for women‟s rights in 

Kuwait/Qatar or the broader Arab Gulf Region?) 



 

APPENDIX C 

Table C.1.Summary of Interview Responses to Interview Questions 3b, 4, and 5 

 

No.  Country Gender Political 

Affiliation 

Citizenship 

Status 

How Islam Supports 

Women‟s Rights 

Obstacles to Properly 

Addressing WR 

Most Important 

Women‟s Issues 

1 Qatar Woman Independent Citizen Worldview; inseparable; 

legitimates authority 

Misinterpretation of 

religion; cultural 

conservatism; lack of 

education 

Education 

        

2 Qatar Woman Liberal Citizen Cultural legitimacy Lack of experience, 

connection, and resources 

Political participation 

        

3 Qatar Woman Independent Resident Worldview, insights 

from Q and Sunna, 

cultural legitimacy 

Lack of education, cultural 

conservatism 

Women‟s personal 

status laws; economic 

and professional 

opportunities 

        

4 Qatar Woman Independent Citizen Religious worldview 

Inseparable 

Education; lack of 

experience 

Education; Professional 

Opportunities 

        

5 Qatar Woman Independent Citizen Cannot Separate being a 

Muslim and WR 

(Prefers Religious-

Based Model for Social 

Change) 

Reads of women in M‟s 

day 

Blames Arab culture and 

Saudi Wahabism for 

misinterpreting I too rigidly 

(dress is a case in point) 

Legislative policy, 

especially family law 

and the penal code, 

social security, 

inheritance to be more 

equal for women. 

        

6 Kuwait Woman Independent Resident Q inspires WR and 

“fighting injustice”; if 

people knew their faith 

they would fight against 

Injustice. 

Lack of Education Status of children who 

marry non-Kuwaitis; 

Employment and 

housing for female-

headed households. 

 

1
3
1
 

(continued) 
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No.  Country Gender Political 

Affiliation 

Citizenship 

Status 

How Islam Supports 

Women‟s Rights 

Obstacles to Properly 

Addressing WR 

Most Important 

Women‟s Issues 

7 Kuwait Woman Conservative Citizen Islam is a positive thing 

for the society 

 

Bedouin background to 

blame for misinterpretation 

of Islam against women, 

but pointed out that some 

non-politically Islamist 

parliamentarians didn‟t feel 

K‟s democracy was mature 

enough for women to 

contribute; Women too 

comfortable to fight for 

their rights 

Equal political 

participation 

        

8 Kuwait Woman Conservative Citizen Partnership with Islamic 

scholars is crucial to 

giving women rights in 

keeping with the 

modern realities when 

the Qur‟an or 

Constitution isn‟t clear. 

Culturally conservative 

mindset; lack of education 

Political rights as a way 

to address civil rights; 

Policies for women‟s 

status laws; Status of 

children who marry 

non-Kuwaitis; 

 

        

9 Kuwait Woman Conservative Citizen Cannot separate; wants 

her political rights to 

come from her religion 

(a holistic approach); 

charity work through 

Islamist reform 

associations 

Encroachment of Western 

values; Women‟s inability 

to get together across 

cultural, ideological, etc. 

lines 

Political and civil 

rights; Status of 

children who marry 

non-Kuwaitis; bidoun 

(stateless).  

 

        

 

 

 

 

       

(continued) 

1
3
2
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No.  Country Gender Political 

Affiliation 

Citizenship 

Status 

How Islam Supports 

Women‟s Rights 

Obstacles to Properly 

Addressing WR 

Most Important 

Women‟s Issues 

10 Kuwait Woman Conservative Citizen Believes Islamic agenda 

is good for the country, 

reflects culture, values, 

and religion; refer to the 

Prophet and his wives 

as examples for their 

social activism. 

Women candidates who 

lack experience or heart – 

i.e. don‟t represent their 

lives or values; activist 

infighting 

Social Rights even 

before political rights; 

maternity leave, 

accommodating her 

home and work and 

study responsibilities; 

corruption, education, 

health. 

        

11 Kuwait Woman Conservative Citizen Refers to the Prophet 

and his wives as 

examples for their social 

activism. 

Lack of experience; 

ideological divisions that 

keep women activists from 

cooperating 

Maternity leave, 

accommodating her 

home and work and 

study responsibilities; 

corruption, education, 

health. 

        

12 Kuwait Man Conservative Citizen Islam legitimates 

political participation; 

Islam is a holistic 

religion and encourages 

activism 

Misguided Muslim clerics Women‟s political and 

social equality with 

men. 

        

13 Kuwait Man Conservative Citizen Islamists have a broader 

agenda, are more 

organized, and 

committed.  

Lack of coordination btw 

Islamists and Liberals in the 

parliament; Lack of 

pressure from constituents; 

tribal conservatism against 

women candidates 

Civil and social rights; 

family law and personal 

status laws; Permanent 

housing; Pass 

citizenship to children 

of Kuwaiti mothers. 

 

 

 

 

       

(continued) 

1
3
3
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No.  Country Gender Political 

Affiliation 

Citizenship 

Status 

How Islam Supports 

Women‟s Rights 

Obstacles to Properly 

Addressing WR 

Most Important 

Women‟s Issues 

14 Kuwait Man Conservative Citizen Islamic values 

inseparable from 

politics; Takes example 

from Qur‟an and Sunna 

– the Prophet 

Mohammed didn‟t send 

women to be his 

ministers. 

Encroachment of Western 

values 

Family law (ex -

requiring reconciliation 

attempt before divorce); 

preserving traditional 

families. 

        

15 Kuwait Woman Conservative Citizen Islam gives rights and 

power to women 

(Intrinsic motivation) 

Women have lack of 

experience (not-well-

qualified) 

Political participation 

        

16 Kuwait Woman Conservative Citizen Holistic Reform (“Just” 

Equality vs Absolute 

Equality); working 

through mosques for 

social reform vs 

government 

Political responsibilities are 

too burdensome (would add 

to Western imposition of 

their values); other women 

who will not cooperate with 

Islamists and give other 

women a bad name in 

politics 

Housing, safe working 

conditions, maternity 

leave, retirement 

benefits (economic 

independence). 

        

17 Kuwait Woman Independent Citizen - Activist infighting; 

Misguided Islamic scholars 

(manipulated by politics); 

women don‟t believe in 

other women; lack of 

experience and education in 

voting; conservative Sunni 

culture; tribal loyalties and 

inequalities ; lack of 

resources 

Political Participation; 

economic equality; 

education; Sexual 

Harassment; 

government corruption 

with political Islamists; 

Domestic Violence; 

bidoun (stateless); 

economic independence 

for unmarried women 

(continued) 

1
3
4
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No.  Country Gender Political 

Affiliation 

Citizenship 

Status 

How Islam Supports 

Women‟s Rights 

Obstacles to Properly 

Addressing WR 

Most Important 

Women‟s Issues 

18 Kuwait Woman Independent Citizen The Qur‟an has 

instructions for modern 

problems (like 

negotiation, conflict 

management); broader 

constituencies through 

charity work. 

Activist infighting; lack of 

organization 

Political participation, 

economic and 

professional 

independence; 

education 

        

19 Kuwait Man Independent Citizen - Lack of experience and 

resources; Activist 

infighting 

Political Participation; 

        

20 Kuwait Man Independent Citizen God teaches that men 

and women are both 

human beings; Islam is 

flexible – has insights 

for modern problems; 

examples of women 

leaders (in Shia 

tradition); nothing in 

Islam against religious 

and political rights. 

Lack of education; 

Women‟s lack of 

experience; Activist 

infighting; Conservative 

culture (tribal) 

Equal political 

participation. 

        

21 Kuwait Woman Independent Citizen Gains insight from the 

Qur‟an and Sunna 

Lack of experience; lack of 

education; complacency 

with the status quo; 

manipulation by Islamist 

politicians 

Housing, personal 

status laws; married to 

non-Kuwaitis 

(stateless); economic 

independence 

        

22 Kuwait Man Independent Citizen Islam provides and 

ethical worldview 

Conservative Culture; lack 

of interest; Disorganization 

Political participation; 

professional equality 

        

(continued) 

1
3
5
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No.  Country Gender Political 

Affiliation 

Citizenship 

Status 

How Islam Supports 

Women‟s Rights 

Obstacles to Properly 

Addressing WR 

Most Important 

Women‟s Issues 

23 Kuwait Man Independent Citizen Q provides insight; 

women should serve as 

equal partners in the 

community; Islam 

doesn‟t forbid 

Activist infighting, cultural 

conservatism among Sunni; 

lack of education 

Political and civic 

participation; education 

and professional 

equality 

        

24 Kuwait Woman Liberal Citizen Nothing that forbids, 

access to a larger group 

Lack of experience, 

organization, resources 

Political participation; 

economic and 

professional 

advancement 

        

25 Kuwait Man Liberal Citizen - Lack of education; 

indifference; manipulation 

of Islam by politicians 

Personal Status 

        

26 Kuwait Woman Liberal Citizen - Activist infighting, lack of 

organization 

Housing, citizenship 

rights for children of 

Kuwaiti women married 

to non-Kuwaiti men, 

improvements in family 

law, domestic violence, 

and confidential 

treatment; rehabilitation 

centers for addict 

husbands and sons. 

        

27 Kuwait Woman Liberal Citizen More organized/broader 

base; Islam provides an 

ethical worldview. 

Kinship, tribal affiliations; 

lack of touch with 

constituencies (experience 

and organization) 

Economic 

independence 

 

 

 

       

(continued) 
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No.  Country Gender Political 

Affiliation 

Citizenship 

Status 

How Islam Supports 

Women‟s Rights 

Obstacles to Properly 

Addressing WR 

Most Important 

Women‟s Issues 

28 Kuwait Woman Liberal Citizen - Kinship, tribal affiliations 

(conservative culture that 

underestimates women) 

Education, 

unemployment, 

corruption, housing, 

income. 

        

29 Kuwait Woman Liberal Resident No religious 

impediment. 

Misinterpretation of the 

religion; cultural 

conservatism (this is 

reflected in the media and 

school textbooks) 

Labor rights, domestic 

violence, discrimination 

based on gender, issues 

of Kuwaiti women 

married to non-

Kuwaitis; housing and 

social welfare for the 

divorced and the 

widowed. 

        

30 Kuwait Woman Liberal Citizen - Activist infighting; lack of 

coordination; lack of 

experience 

Job security (against 

discrimination), 

electoral awareness 

(political participation); 

special needs groups. 

        

31 Kuwait Man Liberal Citizen - Misinterpretation of Islam; 

conservative tradition and 

culture 

Family rights, personal 

status laws, econ. 

security, housing, 

health, education 

        

32 Kuwait Woman Liberal Citizen - Manipulation of Islam by 

Islamist politicians; 

Cultural conservatism 

against women in politics; 

activist infighting; lack of 

organization 

Formal and cultural 

education to promote 

women in public life.  

        

(continued) 

1
3
7
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No.  Country Gender Political 

Affiliation 

Citizenship 

Status 

How Islam Supports 

Women‟s Rights 

Obstacles to Properly 

Addressing WR 

Most Important 

Women‟s Issues 

33 Kuwait Woman Liberal Citizen - Conservative, patriarchal 

mindset (seen in both men 

and women); economic 

insecurity; religious 

fundamentalism which 

renewed cultural 

conservatism 

Women married to non-

Kuwaitis; rights of 

stateless (bidoun); 

housing, social laws, 

family laws; conditions 

for women in prison. 

        

34 Kuwait Woman Liberal Citizen Islamist groups give 

women a role to play in 

charity organizations.  

Misinterpretation of Islam; 

manipulation by political 

Islamists; cultural 

conservatism; activist 

infighting 

Political participation; 

education.  

        

35 Kuwait Man Liberal Citizen -  Gossip (cultural 

conservatism); women 

candidates lack experience 

and education; immature 

democratic process; 

confusion btw culture and 

religion; wrong focus on 

how religion looks versus 

how it is practiced 

Educational and 

professional 

opportunities equal to 

men. 

 

1
3
8
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