politics of piety the islamic revival and the
feminist subject

politics of piety the islamic revival and the feminist subject explores a critical intersection in
contemporary socio-political discourse, examining how Islamic revivalism influences and reshapes
feminist identities and subjectivities. This article delves into the complex dynamics between religious
piety, political movements in Islam, and emerging feminist perspectives within Muslim societies. By
analyzing the politics of piety within the context of the Islamic revival, it highlights the ways in
which women negotiate their roles, rights, and agency amid religious and political transformations.
The discussion further contextualizes feminist subjects in relation to Islamic discourses, challenging
simplistic binaries of oppression and liberation. This comprehensive overview also addresses the
implications of the Islamic revival for gender politics and feminist activism. The following sections
outline the key themes and developments pertinent to understanding the politics of piety, the Islamic
revival, and the feminist subject.
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e Implications for Feminist Activism and Gender Politics

The Politics of Piety in Islamic Contexts

The politics of piety refers to the ways in which religious devotion and practices become deeply
intertwined with political identity and action, particularly within Islamic societies. It encompasses
the mobilization of religious values and norms as a framework for political engagement and social
organization. In the context of Islam, piety is often expressed through adherence to prescribed
religious duties, dress codes, and moral conduct, which can serve both personal spiritual goals and
collective political objectives. The politics of piety thus represents more than individual faith; it is a
form of social and political agency that shapes community dynamics and power structures.

Religious Devotion as Political Expression

Religious devotion within Islamic contexts frequently transcends personal spirituality, becoming a
potent form of political expression. Practices such as veiling, participation in religious education,
and public displays of faith can signify alignment with broader Islamic movements. This
politicization of piety reflects a response to social, economic, and political challenges faced by
Muslim communities, where religion offers an alternative framework for justice, governance, and
identity. Consequently, the politics of piety often challenges secular political paradigms and Western



models of modernity.

Social Implications of Piety Politics

The influence of piety on social relations is significant, as it redefines gender norms, family
structures, and community roles. In many Muslim societies, the politics of piety has facilitated the
emergence of new social norms that emphasize modesty, moral discipline, and religious education.
However, these transformations can be ambivalent, simultaneously empowering certain groups
while constraining others, especially women. Understanding these social implications is essential for
analyzing how Islamic revivalism intersects with gender and feminist concerns.

The Islamic Revival: Historical and Contemporary
Perspectives

The Islamic revival, often referred to as the resurgence of Islamic identity and political activism, has
roots in the late 20th century but draws on longer historical processes. This revival has manifested
in various forms, including political Islam, increased religiosity among Muslims, and renewed
interest in Islamic jurisprudence and ethics. It responds to the perceived failures of secular
nationalism, colonial legacies, and globalization, seeking to reassert Islamic values in public and
private life.

Origins and Development of the Islamic Revival

The origins of the Islamic revival can be traced to the post-colonial period, particularly from the
1970s onward, marked by socio-political upheavals in the Middle East and beyond. Factors such as
the Iranian Revolution of 1979, the spread of Islamist political parties, and the growth of Islamic
charities contributed to this resurgence. The revival is characterized by a renewed emphasis on the
Quran and Sunnah as guiding principles for governance and social order, often challenging secular
and Western influences.

Contemporary Expressions and Diversity

Contemporary Islamic revivalism is not monolithic; it encompasses diverse movements and
interpretations. Some advocate for political participation through democratic processes, while
others support more radical or conservative agendas. The revival also varies regionally, influenced
by local cultures, political contexts, and historical experiences. This diversity complicates any
singular narrative about Islamic revival, especially concerning gender and feminist engagements.

The Emergence of the Feminist Subject within Islamic
Revivalism

The emergence of the feminist subject within the framework of Islamic revivalism represents a
nuanced and complex phenomenon. Women engaging with Islamic revivalist discourses often



articulate feminist demands and identities that are deeply informed by their religious commitments.
This intersection challenges conventional definitions of feminism, highlighting how faith and gender
justice can coexist and mutually inform one another.

Redefining Feminism in Islamic Terms

Feminist subjects within Islamic revival movements frequently redefine feminism through the lens of
religious values and principles. Rather than rejecting religion as inherently patriarchal, these women
seek to reinterpret Islamic texts and traditions in ways that affirm women'’s rights and agency. This
approach, sometimes called Islamic feminism, emphasizes equality, justice, and dignity as core
Islamic teachings supporting gender equity.

Voices and Strategies of Feminist Subjects

Women involved in the politics of piety often employ various strategies to navigate patriarchal
structures and advocate for reform. These include engaging in Islamic scholarship, participating in
social and political activism, and creating spaces for dialogue within religious communities. Their
voices contribute to a growing discourse that challenges both secular feminist critiques and
conservative religious interpretations, forging a distinct feminist subjectivity rooted in piety.

Negotiating Gender Roles and Religious Identity

The negotiation of gender roles within the context of Islamic revival involves balancing religious
identity with contemporary social expectations. Women who embody the feminist subject in this
milieu often face tensions between traditional gender norms promoted by some revivalist groups and
their aspirations for autonomy and equality.

Modesty, Dress, and Public Presence

One of the most visible aspects of this negotiation concerns dress codes such as the hijab, nigab, or
other forms of modest attire. For many women, adopting these garments is both a religious
obligation and an expression of political identity. However, feminist subjects interpret and practice
modesty in diverse ways, contesting stereotypes that equate veiling with oppression. This complexity
reflects broader debates about visibility, agency, and empowerment.

Family, Work, and Social Participation

Negotiations around gender roles also extend to family life, professional opportunities, and public
participation. Islamic revivalist frameworks often emphasize women's roles as mothers and
caretakers, but feminist subjects challenge restrictive interpretations that limit women's presence in
education, employment, and politics. They advocate for interpretations of Islam that support
women'’s full participation in all spheres of life, balancing religious duties with modern aspirations.



Implications for Feminist Activism and Gender Politics

The interplay between the politics of piety, the Islamic revival, and the feminist subject has profound
implications for feminist activism and gender politics globally. It necessitates a reconsideration of
feminist strategies and alliances, particularly in multicultural and multi-religious contexts.

Challenges to Secular Feminist Paradigms

The rise of Islamic feminist subjects challenges secular feminist paradigms that often marginalize
religious identities. Feminist activism informed by the politics of piety insists on the legitimacy of
faith-based approaches to gender justice, complicating binary views of religion as either oppressive
or liberatory. This necessitates more inclusive, pluralistic feminist discourses.

Opportunities for Inclusive Gender Politics

Recognizing the feminist subject within Islamic revivalism opens opportunities for more nuanced
and inclusive gender politics. It encourages dialogue between diverse feminist perspectives and
fosters collaborations that respect religious commitments while advancing women'’s rights. Such
inclusive frameworks are essential for addressing the varied experiences of Muslim women
worldwide.

1. Engage with religious texts critically and contextually.

2. Promote education that integrates faith and gender awareness.
3. Support grassroots activism led by religious feminist subjects.
4. Encourage cross-cultural feminist dialogues.

5. Challenge stereotypes about Muslim women and feminism.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the central theme of 'Politics of Piety: The Islamic
Revival and the Feminist Subject'?

The central theme explores how Islamic feminist movements engage with the Islamic revival to
negotiate women's rights and identities within the framework of Islam.

How does 'Politics of Piety' challenge conventional feminist



theories?

'Politics of Piety' challenges conventional feminist theories by highlighting Muslim women's agency
in interpreting religious texts and advocating for gender justice from within an Islamic context,
rather than adopting secular feminist frameworks.

Who are the key figures or scholars associated with 'Politics of
Piety'?

Saba Mahmood is a key scholar associated with 'Politics of Piety,' particularly known for her
ethnographic work on the women's mosque movement in Cairo and her analysis of Islamic revival
and feminist subjectivity.

In what ways does the Islamic revival influence feminist
subjectivity according to 'Politics of Piety'?

The Islamic revival shapes feminist subjectivity by providing a framework through which women
engage in spiritual practices and reinterpret religious norms, thus redefining empowerment beyond
secular or Western feminist paradigms.

What role does piety play in the politics of Islamic feminist
movements?

Piety serves as a form of political expression and resistance, where adherence to religious devotion
and practices becomes a means for women to assert autonomy, challenge patriarchal
interpretations, and negotiate social and political identities.

How does 'Politics of Piety' contribute to understanding
gender and religion in contemporary societies?

It contributes by offering nuanced insights into how religious devotion intersects with gender,
illustrating that women's empowerment and agency can manifest within religious frameworks,
thereby expanding the discourse on gender and religion beyond binary oppositions.

Additional Resources

1. The Politics of Piety: The Islamic Revival and the Feminist Subject by Saba Mahmood

This seminal work explores the complex relationship between Islamic piety movements and feminist
theory. Mahmood challenges Western feminist assumptions by examining the women of the Egyptian
Islamic revival group, the Women’s Mosque Movement. She argues that agency and empowerment
can be expressed through religious devotion and submission, complicating conventional notions of
freedom. The book offers a nuanced understanding of gender, religion, and politics in contemporary
Muslim societies.

2. Women and Gender in Islam: Historical Roots of a Modern Debate by Leila Ahmed
Leila Ahmed’s book traces the historical development of gender roles in Islamic societies and the
emergence of Islamic feminism. It provides a critical overview of how colonialism, modernity, and



religious revivalism have shaped contemporary debates about women'’s rights in Muslim contexts.
The book highlights the diversity of feminist perspectives within Islam and their political
implications.

3. Islamic Feminism and the Politics of Gender by Mirjam Kunkler and Roja Fazaeli (Editors)

This edited volume collects essays from scholars examining the intersections of Islamic feminism
and political movements. It addresses how feminist activists negotiate religious norms and political
structures in various Muslim-majority countries. The contributors analyze both grassroots activism
and institutional reforms, offering a multifaceted view of gender politics in Islamic contexts.

4. Faith and Feminism in Pakistan: Religious Modernism and Women's Empowerment by Afiya S. Zia
Zia investigates how Pakistani women engage with Islam to advocate for social change and gender
equality. The book explores the dynamic interplay between religious modernism and feminist
activism in a politically charged environment. It sheds light on the ways in which faith-based
identities shape women's experiences and political participation.

5. Reimagining Muslim Women: Gender, Religion, and Politics in the Middle East by Mai Yamani
Mai Yamani challenges stereotypes about Muslim women by presenting their diverse roles within
Islamic societies and political movements. The book explores how women navigate religious piety,
cultural expectations, and political activism. It offers case studies from several Middle Eastern
countries, highlighting the tensions and possibilities for feminist subjectivity.

6. Gender and Islam in Africa: Rights, Sexuality, and Law by Margot Badran (Editor)

This collection examines how Islamic revivalism intersects with gender politics across African
Muslim communities. It focuses on legal reforms, sexual rights, and feminist responses within the
context of Islamic piety movements. The essays reveal the contested nature of women'’s rights and
religious authority on the continent.

7. Veiled Politics: Islamism and the Emergence of Feminist Subjectivity by Afsaneh Najmabadi
Najmabadi’s work delves into how Islamic revivalist movements have influenced feminist subjectivity
in Iran and beyond. She explores the symbolic and political significance of veiling as both an act of
piety and resistance. The book offers a critical perspective on the intersections of religion, gender,
and political identity.

8. Islam, Gender, and Social Change: A Critical Feminist Perspective by Fatima Mernissi

A pioneering feminist scholar, Mernissi analyzes the ways Islamic texts and traditions have been
interpreted to marginalize women. She advocates for a reinterpretation of Islam that supports
gender equality and social justice. The book situates feminist struggles within broader political
movements in the Muslim world.

9. Negotiating Modernity: Islam, Gender, and the Public Sphere by Saba Mahmood

In this follow-up to her earlier work, Mahmood investigates how Muslim women engage with the
public sphere through religious practices and political activism. She challenges secular-liberal
feminist frameworks by emphasizing the importance of understanding piety as a form of political
expression. The book contributes to debates on modernity, gender, and religion in global contexts.
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