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"Asma Barlas is an academic educated in
Pakistan and the United States. She is the
Director of the Center for the Study of Culture,
Race, and Ethnicity of the department of
politics at Ithaca College, New York. Her
specialties include comparative and
international politics, Islam and Qur'anic
hermeneutics, and women and gender.

Barlas was named to the prestigious
Spinoza Chair at the University of Amsterdam
in the Netherlands for "her prominent
contributions to discussions about women and
Islam".

Her views and interpretations of Islam
have been called "Islamic feminism," but she
herself rejects this term, unless it is defined as
"a discourse of gender equality and social
justice that derives its understanding and
mandate from the Quran and seeks the
practice of rights and justice for all human
beings in the totality of their existence across
the public-private continuum."

Biography:

Born in Pakistan in 1950, Barlas was one
of the first women to be inducted into the
foreign service. Her diplomatic career was
ended, when General Zia ul Haq dismissed her
from the Foreign Service on two charges; for
calling him a "buffoon" in her personal diary
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(leaked by her former in-laws) and for having
said at a private dinner at the home of
Pakistan's ambassador to the Philippines, "that
the judiciary in Pakistan was neither free and
nor fair", She joined the paper, The Muslim, as
assistant editor, but eventually had to leave
Pakistan for reasons of personal safety in 1983
and later received political asylum in the U.S.

Barlas is former chair of the Department of
Politics and founding director of the Center for
the Study of Culture, Race, and Ethnicity at
Ithaca College. She has a B.A. in English
Literature and Philosophy, an M.A in
Journalism from Pakistan, and an M.A. and
Ph.D. from the Graduate School of
International Studies at the University of
Denver in Colorado.

Research:

In her recent work, she has focused on the
way Muslims produce religious knowledge,
especially patriarchal exegesis of the Qur'an, a
topic she has explored in her book, "Believing
Women" in Islam: Unreading Patriarchal
Interpretations of the Qur'an. She has also
written numerous editorials for The Daily
Times, Pakistan.

Books:

“Women“s and Feminist Readings of the
Quran,” in Jane McAuliffe (ed.), Cambridge
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Companion to the Qur'an (Cambridge
University Press, 2006).

“Reviving Islamic Universalism: East/s,
West/s, and Coexistence,” in Abdul Aziz Said
and Meena Sharify-Funk (eds.), Contemporary
Islam: Dynamic, not Static (Routledge, 2006).

“Globalizing Equality: Muslim Women,
Theology, and Feminisms,” in Fera Simone
(ed.), On Shifting Ground: Muslim Women in
the Global Era (NY: Feminist Press, 2005).

Islam, Muslims, and the U.S.: Essays on
Religion and Politics (India, Global Media
Publications, 2004)

“Amina Wadud“s Hermeneutics of the
Quran: Women Rereading Sacred Texts,” in
Suha Taji-Faruqi (ed.), Contemporary Muslim
Intellectuals and the Quran: Modernist and Post
Modernist Approaches (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 2004).

"Believing Women" in Islam: Unreading
Patriarchal Interpretations of the Qur'an
(University of Texas Press, 2002).

Democracy, Nationalism, and
Communalism: The Colonial Legacy in South
Asia (Westview Press, 1995)".
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"In addition to the translation being
unbounded by time, in several sensitive cases,
the word chosen to translate an Arabic word is
also of a universal rather than a particular
nature. This then broadens the perspective and


http://www.asmasociety.org/news/ct.pdf

scope of the Quran so that it becomes inclusive
rather than exclusive to one particular group of
people. In other words, in this way a larger
audience can relate to its message. Examples of
this would be the translation of the derivatives
of k f r, literally meaning: To hide or cover
over something. Most English translations use
the verb "to disbelieve” making the active
participle "one who disbelieves” or "one who is
an infidel.” In the present translation the more
inclusive viable terminology is used, namely,
"to be ungrateful,” the active participle being
"one who is ungrateful.”

The Quran itself declares its timelessness
and universality. Therefore, its understanding
or interpretation must also be eternal and for all
time, inclusive of all of humanity rather than
exclusive to one group of people. Applying the
above criterion to the word aslama, "he who
submits,” in the eight times that it appears in
the form of islam, it is translated according to
its universal meaning as "submission,” and the
forty-two times that its form is muslim, it 1s
translated according to its universal meaning,
"one who submits.” Or the word for religion, a
word clearly misunderstood and even
denigrated by some, the word din actually



means "way of life” in its universal sense and

is so translated in the Sublime Quran".
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But (it is said) there is " :"Subjection of Women

anatomical evidence of the superior mental
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capacity of men compared with women: they
have a larger brain. I reply, that in the first
place the fact itself is doubtful. It is by no
means established that the brain of a woman is
smaller than that of a man. If it is inferred
merely because a woman“s bodily frame
generally i1s of less dimensions than a man®s,
this criterion would lead to strange
consequences. A tall and large-boned man must
on this showing be wonderfully superior in
intelligence to a small man, and an elephant or

."a whale must prodigiously excel mankind
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point of departure for al-Hibri“s reading of the
Quran‘‘s position on sexual equality is different.
To her, it is the principle of God®s unity, or
tawhid, that ,provides the basis for the
fundamental metaphysical sameness of all
humans as creatures of God™. As she too
argues, this sameness is also a function of the
fact that all human beings were created from
the same nafs. Thus, while differences exist by
divine will, as the Quran teaches, the most
honoured in God‘s sight is the most pious; as
such, gender alone cannot render men superior
to women. In fact, al-Hibri derives the same
moral from the story of Satan®s fall from divine
grace because of his refusal ,,to bow to Adam in
direct contravention of a divine order”. Satan®s
disobedience, she points out, stemmed from his
belief that he was better than Adam ,,because
God created him from fire and Adam from
clay”“. She calls ,this mode of arrogant
reasoning...“Satanic logic”* and maintains that



it also underpins patriarchies. Early Muslim
jurists, unaware of this logic, readily accepted
,the central thesis of patriarchy, namely, that
males were superior to females™. She thus
rejects patriarchal readings of Muslim law on
the grounds that ,they are based on Satanic
logic and conflict with tawhid”. Since such
interpretive reasoning was a product of its own
time, al-Hibri believes that it needs ,to be
reexamined in light of the change in human

."consciousness
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The Jews " :(Publications (Pvt.) Limited, Lahore

considered the women utterly unclean during
the menses. They would not take meals cooked
by them nor drink water touched by their hands
nor even sit on the same carpet vith them. In
short, the women were practically untouchables
in their homes. As the Ansar had also adopted
the same customs when the Holy Prophet
migrated to Madinah, they asked him about the
monthly course. In answer to this question, v.
222 of Al-Bagarah was sent down; accordingly



the Holy Prophet instructed that during the the
monthly course only cohabitation was
prohibited and all other relations with the
women remain the same as before. At this the
Jews raised a great hue and cry, saying, "This
man is bent upon opposing us in everything and
making lawful what is unlawful with us and

."unlawful what 1s lawful with us'
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According to Hassan, it is the ":sJ&)l

customary Muslim practice of interpreting the
Quran by way of the the hadith..., that leads to

."misogynistic interpretation
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According to a " :Jb 3 'Women Who Hit Men"

Penn professor who studies these things, every
American man has about a 28 percent chance
of being struck by a woman at some point in
his life (in related news, the number of girls
ages 10 to 17 arrested for aggravated assault
has doubled in the last 20 years). And yet no
one seems to take the phenomenon that
seriously. Maybe it's because men, generally
speaking, are bigger and stronger, and we
assume there's a real limit to the physical
damage women could actually inflict. We don't
picture these scuffles resulting in bloody noses
and black eyes or a trip to the station house.
Furthermore, pop culture has made the idea of a
pretty girl whaling on a guy a wacky comedy
staple- Angelina Jolie smashing wine bottles
over Brad Pitt's head in Mr. & Mrs. Smith and
Cameron Diaz coldcocking Edward Burns in
The Holiday were both played for laughs. But
the reality of getting hit by your girlfriend isn't
so sexy or hilarious... Maybe it's a postfeminist



thing. Dressing to kill, bringing home the
bacon, kicking ass in the workplace — the
nascent alpha female may have a dark side, a
culturally abetted idea that it's more or less
okay to hit the less physically vulnerable
member of the relationship. "I remember [my
girlfriend] talking about hitting her ex," Tom
recalls. "And she seemed almost proud of it —

"talking about how it drew blood"
ASTAll Bl sl 3 oy (630 adl 12 ) 131 Uy
45 a1 U] g s N3l oS L e Y R o

Hopepely 1l

"In translating the Quran, she began with
individual words. With the help of Edward
William Lane's Arabic-English Lexicon and
three years' study of Quranic Arabic grammar,
she tried to find a distinctive English term for
each of the more than 90,000 words in the
sacred text. This way, she hoped, the
translation would be easier for non-Arabic
speakers. But when she came to a controversial
verse long interpreted as meaning husbands
could beat their wives if they strayed, it
became personal. Bakhtiar had counseled
Muslim women beaten by husbands who said



this verse gave them that right. She thoroughly
researched the word "daraba," speaking to 45
Islamic scholars. The Lane lexicon provided
the alternate meaning of "go away." Another
verse in the Quran that said Muslim women
seeking a divorce cannot be harmed also
appeared to contradict the traditional
interpretation. "To me, the God I love would
not say husbands can beat wives or even have a
threat that husbands can beat their wives," she
said. "From the life of the prophet, I knew he
didn't do that, so where 1s this
misunderstanding coming from?" In tackling
that verse, she joined a wave of women
intellectuals challenging traditional
interpretations of Muslim texts. Daisy Khan,
executive director of the Asma Society, which
gathered Muslim women from around the
world last year, said the criticism is to be
expected. "Anytime you have a change like this
coming from within the community, especially
coming from a woman, you're undoubtedly
going to ruffle some feathers," Khan said.
Critics, meanwhile, have assailed the idea that
Bakhtiar, who has studied classical Arabic but
does not speak the modern language, is able to
translate the Quran. "Arabic is not her first
language and it shows," says a posting on
Algeria.com. "How can you translate



something if you are not literate in the
language?"  asks another  posting on
Sunnisisters.com. Islamic law professor Khaled
Abou El Fadl of the University of California-
Los Angeles said Bakhtiar has a reputation as
an editor, not an Islamic scholar. Three years of
classical Arabic is not enough, he said. Abou
El Fadl also is troubled by a method of
translating that relies on dictionaries and other
English translations. He said problems arose
when the Bible was translated from Aramaic to
Hebrew and then to English. But Bakhtiar
notes that other well-known translators were
not considered Islamic scholars. Still others,
she says, didn't know Arabic. "The criticism is
[there] because I'm a woman," Bakhtiar said.

A first printing of 5,000 copies is expected
at stores such as Borders and Barnes & Noble
next week, and on Amazon.com. In three
months, a second edition including the Arabic
will be published, and Bakhtiar is recording an
audio version. And someday soon she hopes to
add a Web page where other women also
record themselves reciting the Quran -- another
break from tradition, but one she feels is
crucial to bringing new voices".
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"Fundamentalists have no problem with
this. In the case of radical fundamentalists, it
fits their hierarchical view of society and their
ideal of female subordination. Scriptural
fundamentalists find it to be in accord with
their overall disciplinary approach to human
conduct, which includes such institutions as a
religious police armed with whips and sticks,
patrolling the streets to monitor the length of
men“'s hair, the observance of prayers, the
absence of polish on women®s fingernails, and
the like. Conservative traditionalists also accept
the practicel2 but try to make a distinction
between a “benevolent” didactic intervention,
employed rarely and intended to correct the
wife"s wrongful behavior “for her own good,”
which is acceptable, and an abusive exercise of
domestic violence, which 1s not. Reformist
traditionalists usually do not support the
practice but search for justifications and
alternative interpretations.

This is the text: As for those [women]
from whom you fear disobedience, admonish



them and send them to beds apart and beat
them. Then if they obey you, take no further
action against them. (4:34) This Quranic
passage offers potential ambiguity in two
places: in the termying what kind of cause
might justify such a response and in the term
describing the response itself. Some latch onto
the first ambiguity and argue that this passage
applies only to very major offenses. While they
remain unspecified in the text, Muhammads
contemporaries undoubtedly knew what was
meant. They argue that the Arabic term used to
describe the wife™s offense is closer to
“rebellion” than to “disobedience” and suggest
that it perhaps was meant to refer to apostasy
or to subversive political activity on the part of
the wife.

Some authors focus on the second
ambiguous term. Traditionalist authorities can
spend many paragraphs discussing the exact
terminology and concluding “beat” or even to
“strike,” but should be interpreted as meaning
to “lightly tap” (Rauf, 2002). Qaradawi
instructs that wives may be hit, but not on the
face. The American Muslim publication
Islamic Horizons, in a special issue dedicated
to the topic of domestic violence, proposes in
all seriousness that the correct application of
this Quranic verse is for the husband to give an



errant wife “a few taps” with a “siwak,” a kind
of toothbrush. This, the author concludes, is
“reasonable, dignified, and fairly flawless, for
each spouse™s human dignity is respected”
(Abusulayman, 2003, p. 22). We would be
hard-pressed to invent a better illustration for
the inability of Islamic traditionalists, even
reformist traditionalists, to manage the
challenges of modernity than a text like the one
above, which earnestly proposes the spectacle
of a man resolving disputes by hitting his wife
with a toothbrush as an

example of a dignified relationship.

For modernists, again, this issue is not a
problem. Like the Old Testament, the Quran
includes content no longer relevant today, and
there is no need to struggle with it. Further,
they doubt the authenticity of that sura
altogether, since it contradicts what one knows
about the Prophet”s attitudes and behavior,
other passages in the Quran, and the bulk of
hadiths concerning marital relations and the
appropriate conduct of a husband toward a
wife. Numerous hadiths disapprove of marital
violence, but these do not make their way to
fun24 Civil Democratic Islam: Partners,
Resources, and Strategies damentalist or to
conservative traditionalist Web sites. In one
such hadith, the Prophet makes the point that it



is inappropriate and primitive to hit a person
with whom one intends in the future again to
be intimate. Famously, the Prophet™s final
deathbed comment warned men to “fear God in
your treatment of women.” And finally, due to
the intense scrutiny paid to the Prophet™s
private life by his contemporaries, we have a
large number of anecdotes related to disputes
he had with his wives. From these stories we
know that when he became angry he made
sarcastic remarks, sulked, complained to his
father-in-law, and at least once withdrew to a
different floor of the house for an entire month.

The Quran was not recorded in writing
until well after the Prophet™s death. It was then
assembled by collecting various scraps of bark
or bone upon which witnesses to the
revelations had recorded them and by locating
individuals who had memorized certain suras
and having them dictate the text as best they
recalled it. This project eventually resulted in
the production of several versions of the Quran,
which differed from each other. Eventually, to
prevent discord, all versions but one were
destroyed (see Parwez, 2002). It is widely
accepted that at least two suras were lost in that
process. Modernists point out that some may
also have been falsely or inaccurately recorded.
To traditionalists, however, who revere as



infallible and divine each letter of the Quran
and even the paper it is printed on, that notion
is anathema".
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"

Ironically,  while = Muslims  reject

misrepresentations of God as father/ male, most
see no problem in continuing to masculinize
God linguistically and to propagate, on the
basis of this view, theories of male
rule/privilege over women. One needs therefore
to inquire into the paradox of masculinist
conceptions of God and the idea of a symbolic
Rule and man®s in continuum between Gods
the absence of the Qur‘anic view of God as
Father/male. This paradox, I believe, is a
function of the Creator models in Ian Nettons
(1989) words and of a semiotic collapse in
signifier (the Muslim theology between the



word ,,God") and the Signified (God), and I

."examine each in turn
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"It is in the context of the history of this
conflict between monotheism and patriarchy
that we need to interpret the Qur'an®s
categorical assertion that even though he is
,,closer To the Believers than Their own selves
(33:6; in Ali, 1104), ,,Muhammad is not The
father of any Of your men, but (he i1s) The
Apostle of God, And the seal of the Prophets*
(33:40; in Ali, 1119).While this Ayah meant to
clarify the Prophet™s relationship to his adopted
son, its assertion that he does not stand in the
symbolic relationship of father to his own
community returns us once again to the role of
fathers, and 1t does so by refusing to consecrate
them! From the denial of symbolic fatherhood
to the Prophet, which exegetes pass over in
silence, I derive the lesson that, in Islam, God*s
Rule displaces rule by the father, whether or
not the father is a believer. At the same time,
the concept of imam (which does not give the
sense of rule/sovereignty and is not sex/gender
specific) displaces the imaginary of the father
altogether. In other words, the Qur‘an views



fathers in a fundamentally different way than
patriarchies do (see Chapter 6 as well)".
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My argument so far ":\gl. u;.\p}sw j\m \,J@

has been not that we cannot read the Qur‘an in
patriarchal or oppressive modes, but that such
readings result from reading the text in a
piecemeal and decontextualized way, for
instance, by privileging one word, or phrase, or
line, or Ayah, over its teachings as a whole,
and/or by focusing on its less clear Ayat at the

"expense of those of fundamental meaning
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recognizes sexual specificity but does not
assign it gender symbolism. Since the Qur‘an

does not invest biological sex with content or
meaning, being male or female does not in

"itself suggest a particular meaning
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Whatever differences exist e e 83l A

between women and men ,,could not indicate an
inherent value™ because, if they did, the concept

s YU e of free will would be meaningless™
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it 1s necessary to recall Carole Pateman‘s
definition of traditional patriarchy as having
been symbolized by the ,,law of the father, the



untrammeled will of one man.” This form, as
feminists note, gave the father-husband ,,nearly
total ownership over wife or wives and
children, including the powers of physical
abuse and often even those of murder and
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does not link the rights of fathers and husbands
in this way, but it also does not appoint either
one a ruler or guardian over his wife (and
children), or even as the head of the
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"Contextualizing the Qur“an“s teachings
thus is necessary for understanding their
rationale. It also is necessary in order to
distinguish between the universal and the
specific, so as to avoid generating readings that
are oppressive for women. This is not to say,
however, that oppressive and restrictive
readings arise only from ignoring the contexts
of the Qur'an“s teachings; rather, they arise
also from specific epistemologies and
methodologies employed to read the text, as I
argued in Chapters 2 and 3".
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"Amazones, dans la mythologie  grecque:

peuple de femmes guerrieres.
Dans le peuple des Amazones, qui ne
reconnaissent que la filiation matriarcale,
seules gouvernent les femmes. Si, dans certains
récits, des hommes sont tolérés pres d“elles, ce
sont des serviteurs. Les Amazones ont toutefois
quelques relations avec le sexe oppose€, pour
avoir des enfants. On raconte généralement
que, dans ce but, elles attaquent une fois par an
les peuples voisins pour y trouver des hommes,
avec lesquelles elles s“accouplent uniquement
la nuit. Des naissances, elles ne gardent que les
filles — les gargons sont renvoyés ou tués, ou
encore mutilés et rendus aveugles. Les



Amazones manipulent l'arc, aussi se briilent-
elles le sein droit pour faciliter cet exercice
(« amazones » signifie en grec «celles qui
n“ont pas de sein »). Elles réverent la déesse de
la chasse Artémis, guerricre et chasseresse
comme elles ; selon la légende, ce sont elles
qui ont instauré son culte.

Les Amazones vivent soit sur les pentes du
Caucase, soit en Thrace ou encore en Scythie
méridionale, du c6té de I'Asie mineure, sur les
bords de la mer Noire. La fondation d“Ephése
leur est parfois attribuée, ainsi que le temple
d“Antémis qui sy trouve.

Les Amazones sont célébres pour leur
nature guerriere ; elles sont, selon la légende,
les premieres a avoir utilis€ la cavalerie.
Souvent en guerre avec la Grece, elles se
battent également contre d'autres peuples. Elles
interviennent également dans plusieurs récits
concernant les grands héros grecs. Ainsi
Héracles, pour le neuvieme de ses douze
travaux, doit rapporter la ceinture d“Hippolyte,
reine des Amazones. Celle-c1 est préte a la lui
offrir, mais Héra déclenche un affrontement
entre les guerriers d“Héracles et les farouches
guerricres, au cours duquel Hippolyte est tuée
par le demi-dieu. Au cours de cette méme
expedition, on raconte que Thésée, qui
accompagne He¢racles, enleve 1'Amazone



Antiopé¢, sceur de la reine. Celle-ci lui donne
bient6t un fils, baptis¢ du nom de sa tante,
Hippolyte, qui connaitra un destin tragique.
L histoire des Amazones est ¢galement
marquée par leur défaite contre Bellérophon,
pourfendeur du monstre Chimere.

Le peuple de guerricres joue ¢galement un
role pendant la guerre de Troie, aprés la mort
d'Hector, quand elles viennent en aide a Priam
et aux Troyens. C“est au cours de cet épisode
que leur reine Penthésilée est tuée par Achille
qui, a peine 1“a-t-1l frappée de facon mortelle,
tombe sous son charme.

Dans la société grecque antique dominée
par les hommes, le mythe des Amazones
traduit la crainte de voir 1“ordre social ¢branl¢
par les femmes, ce qui explique que de
nombreux récits les montrent mises en déroute
par de valeureux héros grecs (Héracles,
Bellerophon, Achille), ainsi que par le peuple
d“Athénes. Sauvages, ¢étrangeres (Barbares),
ces guerrieres ont une personnalité paradoxale :
par leur mode de vie, elles se hissent au niveau
des hommes et sont, a la fois, « anti-hommes ».
Elles sont aussi, dans un sens plus sensuel, des
« mangeuses d“hommes », comme on le voit
dans les récits ou, une fois par an, elles
organisent des raids contre les peuples voisins
pour y trouver des géniteurs".
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Encyclopedia of World Mythology " .,

:"and Legend

"Amazons (without breast). In Greek
mythology: tribe of female warriors who lived
in Cappadocia in Asia Minor. They had only
one breast, one having been removed in youth
so that they could more freely shoot their bows.
No men were allowed in the tribe. Mating took
place at certain seasons with men of another
race, and only girl babies were kept. If boys
were born, they were killed, maimed, or given
to their fathers. The Amazons appear in myths
relating to Bellerophon, Heracles, Perseus, and
Theseus, all of whom fought against them.
Theseus kidnapped the Amazon queen
Hippolyte (Antiope). Another Amazon queen,
Penthesilea, aided the Trojans and was killed
by Achilles during the Trojan War. In Greek
art the Amazons are portrayed as manly
women with two breasts. Usually they are
portrayed on horseback, sometimes in Scythian
dress—a tight fur tunic with a cloak and a kind
of Phrygian cap—though sometimes they are
portrayed wearing a Dorian tunic tucked up,
the right shoulder bare. The most famous
statues of Amazons were by Phidias,
Polyclitus, and Cresilas. The Greeks often cited



the conquest of the Amazons as a triumph of
civilization over barbarism. When the Spanish
came to the New World, they reported that
there was a race of Amazons in Brazil. One
Spanish clergyman described them as “very
tall, robust, fair, with long hair twisted over
their heads, skins around their loins and bows
and arrows in their hands, with which they
killed seven or eight Spaniards.” Amazons are
mentioned or cited in Vergil“s Aeneid (book5),
Apollodorus®s Bibliotheca (Library, book 2),
Herodotus™s  Histories  (book 4), and

Pausanias®s Description of Greece (book 7)".
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