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PREFACE 

Even though this book is about Islamist politics in Egypt, its genesis owes to a 
set of puzzles I inherited from my involvement in progressive left politics in 
Pakistan, the country of my birth. By the time my generation of Pakistanis 
came to political consciousness during the 1970s and 1980s, the high moment 
of postcolonial nationalism had passed and there was considerable disillusion ... 
ment with what the now "not--so .. new" nation could provide for its citizens. 
There was, however, still a sense among the feminist left in Pakistan that 
some form of critical Marxism, combined with a judicious stance toward issues 
of gender inequality, could provide a means of thinking through our predica .. 
ment and organizing our pragmatic efforts at changing the situation in which 
we lived. In this we were perhaps not so different from our counterparts in 
countries like Algeria, Egypt, and Tunisia, where the postcolonial condition 
had generated a similar sense of disappointment but also a continued sense of 
nourishment, borne out of the promises that the twin ideologies of critical 
Marxism and feminism held out for us. 

This sense of stability and purpose was slowly eroded for a number of us in 
Pakistan for reasons that are too complex to fully recount here, but two devel-­
opments in particular stand out. One was the solidification of the military dic-­
tatorship of Zia ul ... Haq ( 1977-1988), who, while using Islam to buttress his 
brutal hold on power, turned Pakistan into a frontline state for the United 
States's proxy war against the Soviet occupation of Afghanistan. The military 
and monetary advantage that this alignment bestowed on Zia ul ... Haq's regime 
made any effective organized opposition to it infeasible. Furthermore, Zia ul .. 
Haq's top ... down policy of "Islamizing" Pakistani society through the use of the 
media, the educational system, and, more important, the judiciary (which in ... 
eluded the promulgation of a number of discriminatory laws against women), 
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cemented in the minds of progressive feminists like myself that our very sur.­
vival depended upon an unflinching stance against the Islamization of Pak .. 
istani society. If there was any shred of doubt in our minds that Islamic forms 
of patriarchy were responsible for our problems, this doubt was firmly removed 
given the immediate targets of our day--to--day struggles: feminist politics came 
to require a resolute and uncompromising secular stance. 

A second development that I recall being crucial to our sense of being em-­
battled emerged more slowly over time: it started with the eruption of the 
Iranian revolution in 1979, an event that confounded our expectations of the 
role Islam could play in a situation of revolutionary change and, at the same 
time, seemed to extinguish the fragile hope that secular leftist politics repre-­
sented in the region. While the Iranian revolution was a product of the in-­
tense repression carried out by the Shah's regime, it coincided with a gradual 
but inexorable movement within many Muslim societies toward a reemphasis 
on Islamic doctrines and forms of sociability. Most surprising for feminists of 
my generation was the fact that this movement was not limited to the mar-­
ginalized or the dispossessed, but found active and wide support among the 
middle classes who increasingly conjoined a critique of their emulation of 
Western habits and lifestyles with a renewed concern for living in accord with 
Islamic social mores. We in the Pakistani left frequently dismissed this upsurge 
of religiosity as superficial, on the grounds that it did not translate into success 
at the polls for Pakistani Islamic political parties. (A coalition of Islamic po.­
litical parties did, however, win a significant majority in the National Assem-­
bly for the first time in Pakistani history in 2002). 

Progressive leftists like myself explained this turn of the "masses" to Islamic 
forms of sociability in a number of ways: sometimes we attributed it to the lack 
of education and enlightened thinking among the vast majority of the popu-­
lation, sometimes to the conservative form of Saudi Islam that immigrant la-­
borers returning from the Arabian Gulf states had brought back into Pakistan, 
and sometimes to the mimetic effects that Zia ul--Haq's repressive regime had 
inevitably engendered in the populace. And then there was always the expla-­
nation that the unholy alliance between Western capital (particularly Amer.­
ican) and oil--rich monarchies of the Gulf (notably Saudi Arabia, Kuwait, and 
the United Arab Emirates) had actively aided and abetted a conservative 
form of Islam around the Muslim world so as to defeat those progressive 
movements that might have opposed such alliances. 

While none of these explanations is entirely without merit, over the last 
twenty years or so, I have increasingly come to find them inadequate. Part of 
this dissatisfaction stems from a recognition that the social and political con-­
stellations mobilized by Islamic revival movements vary dramatically and 
have often taken forms quite distinct from what has been happening in Pak .. 

x 
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istan from the period of Zia ul .. Haq's rule to the present. In a number of Mid ... 
dle Eastern countries, for example, Islamic political parties have been instru .. 
mental in giving voice to popular demands for democratization of the political 
arena, for an end to single .. party rule, and for a more critical stance toward 
U.S. hegemony in the region. Moreover, Islamic welfare organizations around 
the Muslim world have increasingly stepped in to fill the vaccum left by post .. 
colonial states as these states, under neoliberal economic pressures, have 
withdrawn from providing social services to their citizens. 

The reason progressive leftists like myself have such difficulty recognizing 
these aspects of Islamic revival movements, I think, owes in part to our pro .. 
found dis .. ease with the appearance of religion outside of the private space of 
individualized belief. For those with well.-honed secular .. liberal and progres.­
sive sensibilities, the slightest eruption of religion into the public domain is 
frequently experienced as a dangerous affront, one that threatens to subject us 
to a normative morality dictated by mullahs and priests. This fear is accompa .. 
nied by a deep self-assurance about the truth of the progressive.-secular imagi .. 
nary, one that assumes that the life forms it offers are the best way out for 
these unenlightened souls, mired as they are in the spectral hopes that gods 
and prophets hold out to them. Within our secular epistemology, we tend to 
translate religious truth as force, a play of power that can be traced back to the 
machinations of economic and geopolitical interests. 

I am certainly glossing over a number of different complications for the sake 
of brevity here, but what I want to communicate is the profound sense of dis .. 
satisfaction I have come to feel about my ability, as well as the ability of those I 
have shared a long trajectory of political struggle with, to understand how it is 
that the language of Islam has come to apprehend the aspirations of so many 
people around the Muslim world. I have come to question our conviction, 
however well.-intentioned, that other forms of human flourishing and life 
worlds are necessarily inferior to the solutions we have devised under the ban .. 
ner of "secular.-left" politics-as if there is a singularity of vision that unites us 
under this banner, or as if the politics we so proudly claim has not itself pro .. 
duced some spectacular human disasters. This self .. questioning does not mean 
that I have stopped struggling or fighting against the injustices-whether they 
pertain to issues of gender, ethnicity, class, or sexuality-that currently com .. 
pound my social existence. What it does mean is that I have come to believe 
that a certain amount of self-scrutiny and skepticism is essential regarding the 
certainty of my own political commitments, when trying to understand the 
lives of others who do not necessarily share these commitments. 

This is not an exercise in generosity but is born out of the sense I have that 
we can no longer arrogantly assume that secular forms of life and secularism's 
progressive formulations necessarily exhaust ways of living meaningfully and 
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richly in this world. This realization has led me to parochialize my own polit .. 
ical certitude as I write analytically about what animates parts of the Islamist 
movement, and has compelled me to refuse to take my political stance as the 
necessary lens through which the labor of analysis should proceed. In short, it 
has compelled me to leave open the possibility that my analysis may come to 
complicate the vision of human flourishing that I hold most dear, and which 
has provided the bedrock of my personal existence. 

The fact that this book focuses on the Islamist movement in Egypt, a place 
distant from the land of my birth and my formative struggles, is one indication 
of the kinds of intellectual and political dislocations I felt were necessary in 
order for me to think through these conundrums, puzzles, and challenges. The 
fact that Egypt does not face an immediate situation of civil warfare in which 
Islamists are central players, as is the case in Pakistan and Algeria, made Egypt 
a more conducive place to undertake the labor of thought-a labor that can .. 
not thrive under a pace of events that constantly demands political closure 
and strategic action. I do not think I could ever have been able to see what I 
was made to see during the course of my fieldwork in Egypt had I remained 
within the familiar grounds of Pakistan. I hope that my attempts at thinking 
through this postcolonial predicament within the Muslim world will find 
some resonances with my readers. 

XII 
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NOTE ON TRANSCRIPTION 

In general, I have used a modified version of the system outlined in the Inter-­
national Journal of Middle Eastern Studies (IJMES) for transcribing words and 
phrases in Modern Standard Arabic. For words and phrases that appear in 
Egyptian Colloquial Arabic, particularly in ethnographic quotes, I have fol ... 
lowed a combination of sources, key among them A Dictionary of Egyptian 
Arabic composed by EI ... Said Badawi and Martin Hinds. In order to make the 
transcription of Modem Standard Arabic words and Egyptian Colloquial Ara ... 
bic words as consistent as possible, while still conveying the flavor of Egyptian 
colloquial speech, I have adapted the Badawi and Hinds system to that of 
I]MES. In case of proper names, honorific titles, and Arabic terms that are 
found in an unabridged English dictionary, I have omitted the use of diacriti ... 
cal marks. I have deferred to transcriptions that have been used in standard 
bibliographic reference texts, and to the styles that have been chosen by au.­
thors for their own names when these have appeared in English ... language 
publications. English ... language titles that incorporate Arabic words retain the 
original style of transcription. 
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1 
The Subject of Freedom 

Over the last two decades, a key question has occupied many feminist theo-­
rists: how should issues of historical and cultural specificity inform both the 
analytics and the politics of any feminist project? While this question has led 
to serious attempts at integrating issues of sexual, racial, class, and national 
difference within feminist theory, questions regarding religious difference 
have remained relatively unexplored. The vexing relationship between femi-­
nism and religion is perhaps most manifest in discussions of Islam. This is due 
in part to the historically contentious relationship that Islamic societies have 
had with what has come to be called "the West," but also due to the chal-­
lenges that contemporary Islamist movements pose to secular--liberal politics 
of which feminism has been an integral (if critical) part. The suspicion with 
which many feminists tended to view Islamist movements only intensified in 
the aftermath of the September 11, 2001, attacks launched against the United 
States, and the immense groundswell of anti--Islamic sentiment that has fol .. 
lowed since. If supporters of the Islamist movement were disliked before for 
their social conservatism and their rejection of liberal values (key among 
them "women's freedom"), their now almost taken--for--granted association 
with terrorism has served to further reaffirm their status as agents of a danger-­
ous irrationality. 

Women's participation in, and support for, the Islamist movement provokes 
strong responses from feminists across a broad range of the political spectrum. 
One of the most common reactions is the supposition that women Islamist 
supporters are pawns in a grand patriarchal plan, who, if freed from their 
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bondage, would naturally express their instinctual abhorrence for the tradi .. 
tional Islamic mores used to enchain them. Even those analysts who are skep .. 
tical of the false ... consciousness thesis underpinning this approach nonetheless 
continue to frame the issue in terms of a fundamental contradiction: why 
would such a large number of women across the Muslim world actively sup ... 
port a movement that seems inimical to their "own interests and agendas," es ... 
pecially at a historical moment when these women appear to have more 
emancipatory possibilities available to them?1 Despite important differences 
between these two reactions, both share the assumption that there is some ... 
thing intrinsic to women that should predispose them to oppose the practices, 
values, and injunctions that the Islamist movement embodies. Yet, one may 
ask, is such an assumption valid? What is the history by which we have come 
to assume its truth? What kind of a political imagination would lead one to 
think in this manner? More importantly, if we discard such an assumption, 
what other analytical tools might be available to ask a different set of ques ... 
tions about women's participation in the Islamist movement? 

In this book I will explore some of the conceptual challenges that women's 
involvement in the Islamist movement poses to feminist theory in particular, 
and to secular ... liberal thought in general, through an ethnographic account of 
an urban women's mosque movement that is part of the larger Islamic Revival 
in Cairo, Egypt. For two years (1995-97) I conducted fieldwork with a move ... 
ment in which women from a variety of socioeconomic backgrounds provided 
lessons to one another that focused on the teaching and studying of Islamic 
scriptures, social practices, and forms of bodily comportment considered ger ... 
mane to the cultivation of the ideal virtuous self.2 The burgeoning of this 
movement marks the first time in Egyptian history that such a large number of 
women have held public meetings in mosques to teach one another Islamic 
doctrine, thereby altering the historically male .. centered character of mosques 
as well as Islamic pedagogy. At the same time, women's religious participation 
within such public arenas of Islamic pedagogy is critically structured by, and 
serves to uphold, a discursive tradition that regards subordination to a tran ... 

1 This dilemma seems to be further compounded by the fact that women's participation in the Is ... 
lamist movement in a number of countries (such as Iran, Egypt, Indonesia, and Malaysia) is not lim ... 
ited to the poor (that is, those who are often considered to have a "natural affinity" for religion). In ... 
stead the movement also enjoys wide support among women from the upper.- and middle-income 
strata. 

2 In addition to attending religious lessons at a number of mosques catering to women of vari .. 
ous socioeconomic backgrounds, I undertook participant observation among the teachers and at­
tendees of mosque lessons, in the context of their daily lives. This was supplemented by a year­
long study with a shaikh from the Islamic University of al-Azhar on issues of Islamic 
jurisprudence and religious practice. 
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scendent will (and thus, in many instances, to male authority) as its coveted 
goal.3 

The women's mosque movement is part of the larger Islamic Revival or Is .. 
lamic Awakening (al .. Sabwa al--Islamiyya) that has swept the Muslim world, 
including Egypt, since at least the 1970s. "Islamic Revival" is a term that refers 
not only to the activities of state.-oriented political groups but more broadly to 
a religious ethos or sensibility that has developed within contemporary Muslim 
societies. This sensibility has a palpable public presence in Egypt, manifest 
in the vast proliferation of neighborhood mosques and other institutions of 
Islamic learning and social welfare, in a dramatic increase in attendance at 
mosques by both women and men, and in marked displays of religious sociabil-­
ity. Examples of the latter include the adoption of the veil (~ijab), a brisk con-­
sumption and production of religious media and literature, and a growing circle 
of intellectuals who write and comment upon contemporary affairs in the pop .. 
ular press from a self.-described Islamic point of view. Neighborhood mosques 
have come to serve as the organizational center for many of these activities, 
from the dissemination of religious knowledge and instruction, to the provision 
of a range of medical and welfare services to poor Egyptians. 4 This Islamization 
of the sociocultural landscape of Egyptian society is in large part the work of 
the piety movement, of which the women's movement is an integral part, and 
whose activities are organized under the umbrella term daewa (a term whose 
historical development I trace in chapter 2). 5 

The women's mosque movement, as part of the Islamic Revival, emerged 
twenty .. five or thirty years ago when women started to organize weekly reli .. 
gious lessons-first at their homes and then within mosques-to read the 
Quran, the baduh (the authoritative record of the Prophet's exemplary speech 
and actions), and associated exegetical and edificatory literature. By the time 
I began my fieldwork in 1995, this movement had become so popular that 

1 This is in contrast, for example, to a movement among women in the Islamic republic of Iran 
that has had as its goal the reinterpretation of sacred texts to derive a more equitable model of rela, 
tions between Muslim women and men; see Afshar 1998; Mir,Hosseini 1999; Najmabadi 1991, 1998. 

4 According to available sources, the total number of mosques in Egypt grew from roughly 
28,000 reported in 1975 to 50,000 in 1985 (Zeghal 1996, 174); by 1995 there were 120,000 
mosques in Egypt (al,Ahram Center for Political and Strategic Studies 1996, 65 ). Of the 50,000 
mosques tabulated in the year 1985, only 7 ,000 were established by the government (Gaffney 
1991, 47). 

5 There are three important strands that comprise the Islamic Revival: state,oriented political 
groups and parties, militant Islamists (whose presence has declined during the 1990s), and a net, 
work of socioreligious nonprofit organizations that provide charitable services to the poor and 
perform the work of proselytization. In this book, I will use the terms "the dacwa movement" and 
"the piety movement" interchangeably to refer to this network of socioreligious organizations of 
which the mosque movement is an important subset. 
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there were hardly any neighborhoods in this city of eleven million inhabitants 
that did not offer some form of religious lessons for women.6 According to par­
ticipants, the mosque movement had emerged in response to the perception 
that religious knowledge, as a means of organizing daily conduct, had become 
increasingly marginalized under modem structures of secular governance. The 
movement's participants usually describe the impact of this trend on Egyptian 
society as "secularization" ( ealmana or ealmaniyya) or "westernization" ( taghar ... 
rub), a historical process which they argue has reduced Islamic knowledge 
(both as a mode of conduct and a set of principles) to an abstract system of be­
liefs that has no direct bearing on the practicalities of daily living. In response, 
the women's mosque movement seeks to educate ordinary Muslims in those 
virtues, ethical capacities, and forms of reasoning that participants perceive to 
have become either unavailable or irrelevant to the lives of ordinary Muslims. 
Practically, this means instructing Muslims not only in the proper perfor ... 
mance of religious duties and acts of worship but, more importantly, in how to 
organize their daily conduct in accord with principles of Islamic piety and vif ... 
tuous behavior. 

Despite its focus on issues of piety, it would be wrong to characterize the 
women's mosque movement as an abandonment of politics. On the contrary, 
the form of piety the movement seeks to realize is predicated upon, and trans-­
formative of, many aspects of social life.7 While I will discuss in chapters 2 and 
4 the different ways in which the activism of the mosque movement chal­
lenges our normative liberal conceptions of politics, here I want to point out 
the scope of the transformation that the women's mosque movement and the 
larger piety (dacwa) movement have effected within Egyptian society. This 
includes changes in styles of dress and speech, standards regarding what is 
deemed proper entertainment for adults and children, patterns of financial 
and household management, the provision of care for the poor, and the terms 
by which public debate is conducted. Indeed, as the Egyptian government has 
come to recognize the impact that the mosque movement in particular, and 
the piety movement in general, have had on the sociocultural ethos of Egyp ... 
tian public and political life, it has increasingly subjected these movements to 
state regulation and scrutiny (see chapter 2). 

The pious subjects of the mosque movement occupy an uncomfortable 
place in feminist scholarship because they pursue practices and ideals em .. 

6 The attendance at these gatherings ranged from ten to five hundred women, depending on 
the popularity of the teacher. 

7 Unlike some other religious traditions (such as English Puritanism) wherein "piety" refers 
primarily to inward spiritual states, the mosque participants' use of the Arabic term taqwa (which 
may be translated as "piety'>) suggests both an inward orientation or disposition and a manner of 
practical conduct. See my discussion of the term taqwa in chapter 4. 
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bedded within a tradition that has historically accorded women a subordinate 
status. Movements such as these have come to be associated with terms such 
as fundamentalism, the subjugation of women, social conservatism, reac .. 
tionary atavism, cultural backwardness, and so on-associations that, in the 
aftermath of September 11, are often treated as "facts" that do not require fur .. 
ther analysis. While it would be a worthy task to dissect the reductionism that 
such associations enact on an enormously complex phenomenon, this is not 
my purpose in this book. Nor is it my aim to recover a "redeemable element" 
within the Islamist movement by recuperating its latent liberatory potentials 
so as to make the movement more palatable to liberal sensibilities. Instead, in 
this book I seek to analyze the conceptions of self, moral agency, and politics 
that undergird the practices of this nonliberal movement, in order to come to 
an understanding of the historical projects that animate it. 8 

My goal, however, is not just to provide an ethnographic account of the Is ... 
lamic Revival. It is also to make this material speak back to the normative lib .. 
eral assumptions about human nature against which such a movement is held 
accountable-such as the belief that all human beings have an innate desire 
for freedom, that we all somehow seek to assert our autonomy when allowed 
to do so, that human agency primarily consists of acts that challenge social 
norms and not those that uphold them, and so on. Thus, my ethnographic 
tracings will sustain a running argument with and against key analytical con .. 
cepts in liberal thought, as these concepts have come to inform various strains 
of feminist theory through which movements such as the one I am interested 
in are analyzed. As will be evident, many of the concepts I discuss under 
the register of feminist theory in fact enjoy common currency across a wide 
range of disciplines, in part because liberal assumptions about what consti .. 
tutes human nature and agency have become integral to our humanist intel-­
lectual traditions. 

AGENCY AND RESISTANCE 

As I suggested at the outset, women's active support for socioreligious move .. 
ments that sustain principles of female subordination poses a dilemma for 
feminist analysts. On the one hand, women are seen to assert their presence in 
previously male--defined spheres while, on the other hand, the very idioms 

8 For studies that capture the complex character of Islamist movements, and the wide variety 
of activities that are often lumped under the fundamentalist label, see Abedi and Fischer 1990; 
Bowen 1993; Esposito 1992; Hefner 2000; Hirschkind 2001a, 200lb, 2004; Peletz 2002; Salvatore 
1997; Starrett 1998. 
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they use to enter these arenas are grounded in discourses that have historically 
secured their subordination to male authority. In other words, women's subor ... 
dination to feminine virtues, such as shyness, modesty, and humility, appears 
to be the necessary condition for their enhanced public role in religious and 
political life. While it would not have been unusual in the 1960s to account 
for women's participation in such movements in terms of false consciousness 
or the internalization of patriarchal norms through socialization, there has 
been an increasing discomfort with explanations of this kind. Drawing on 
work in the humanities and the social sciences since the 1970s that has fo ... 
cused on the operations of human agency within structures of subordination, 
feminists have sought to understand how women resist the dominant male or .. 
der by subverting the hegemonic meanings of cultural practices and redeploy .. 
ing them for their "own interests and agendas." A central question explored 
within this scholarship has been: how do women contribute to reproducing 
their own domination, and how do they resist or subvert it? Scholars working 
within this framework have thus tended to analyze religious traditions in 
terms of the conceptual and practical resources they offer to women, and the 
possibilities for redirecting and recoding these resources in accord with 
women's "own interests and agendas"-a recoding that stands as the site of 
women's agency.9 

When the focus on locating women's agency first emerged, it played a cru .. 
cial role in complicating and expanding debates about gender in non .. Western 
societies beyond the simplistic registers of submission and patriarchy. In par ... 
ticular, the focus on women's agency provided a crucial corrective to scholar .... 
ship on the Middle East that for decades had portrayed Arab and Muslim 
women as passive and submissive beings shackled by structures of male au .... 
thority. 10 Feminist scholarship performed the worthy task of restoring the 
absent voice of women to analyses of Middle Eastern societies, portraying 
women as active agents whose lives are far richer and more complex than past 
narratives had suggested (Abu.-Lughod 1986; Altorki 1986; Atiya 1982; 
S. Davis 1983; Dwyer 1978; Early 1993; Fernea 1985; Wikan 1991). This em .. 
phasis on women's agency within gender studies paralleled, to a certain ex ... 
tent, discussions of the peasantry in New Left scholarship, a body of work that 
also sought to restore a humanist agency (often expressed metonymically as a 
"voice") to the peasant in the historiography of agrarian societies-a project 
articulated against classical Marxist formulations that had assigned the peas ... 
antry a non.-place in the making of modern history (Hobsbawm 1980; James 

9 Examples from the Muslim context include Boddy 1989; Hale 1987; Hegland 1998; 
Macleod 1991; Torah 1996. For a similar argument made in the context of Christian evangelical 
movements, see Brusco 1995; Stacey 1991. 

10 For a review of this scholarship on the Middle East, see Abu.-Lughod 1990a. 
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Scott 1985). The Subaltern Studies Project is the most recent example of this 
scholarship (see, for example, Guha and Spivak 1988). 11 

The ongoing importance of feminist scholarship on women's agency cannot 
be emphasized enough, especially when one remembers that Western popular 
media continues to portray Muslim women as incomparably bound by the un-­
breakable chains of religious and patriarchal oppression. This acknowledg .. 
ment notwithstanding, it is critical to examine the assumptions and elisions 
that attend this focus on agency, especially the ways in which these assump .. 
tions constitute a barrier to the exploration of movements such as the one I 
am dealing with here. In what follows, I will explore how the notion of human 
agency most often invoked by feminist scholars-one that locates agency in 
the political and moral autonomy of the subject-has been brought to bear 
upon the study of women involved in patriarchal religious traditions such as 
Islam. Later, in the second half of this chapter, I will suggest alternative ways 
of thinking about agency, especially as it relates to embodied capacities and 
means of subject formation. 

Janice Boddy's work is an eloquent and intelligent example of the anthro .. 
pological turn to an analysis of subaltern gendered agency. Boddy conducted 
fieldwork in a village in an Arabic.-speaking region of northern Sudan on a 
women's zar cult-a widely practiced healing cult that uses Islamic idioms 
and spirit mediums and whose membership is largely female (1989). Through 
a rich ethnography of women's cultic practices, Boddy proposes that in a soci .. 
ety where the "official ideology" of Islam is dominated and controlled by men, 
the zar practice might be understood as a space of subordinate discourse-as 
"a medium for the cultivation of women's consciousness" ( 1989, 345). Shear .. 
gues that zar possession serves as "a kind of counter.-hegemonic process ... : a 
feminine response to hegemonic praxis, and the privileging of men that this ideo .. 
logically entails, which ultimately escapes neither its categories nor its con .. 
straints" (1989, 7; emphasis added). She concludes by asserting that the 
women she studied "use perhaps unconsciously, perhaps strategically, what we 
in the West might prefer to consider instruments of their oppression as means to 
assert their value both collectively, through the ceremonies they organize and 
stage, and individually, in the context of their marriages, so insisting on their 
dynamic complementarity with men. This in itself is a means of resisting and set..­
ting limits to domination .. .. " (1989, 345; emphasis added). 

The ethnographic richness of this study notwithstanding, what is most rel .. 
evant for the purposes of my argument is the degree to which the female agent 
in Boddy's work seems to stand in for a sometimes repressed, sometimes active 

11 It is not surprising, therefore, that in addition to seeking to restore agency to the peasantry, 
Ranajit Guha, one of the founders of the Subaltern Studies Project, also called for historians to 
treat women as agents, rather than instruments, of various movements ( Guha 1996, 12). 
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feminist consciousness, articulated against the hegemonic male cultural 
norms of Arab Muslim societies. 12 As Boddy's study reveals, even in instances 
when an explicit feminist agency is difficult to locate, there is a tendency 
among scholars to look for expressions and moments of resistance that may 
suggest a challenge to male domination. When women's actions seem to rein .. 
scribe what appear to be "instruments of their own oppression," the social an .. 
alyst can point to moments of disruption of, and articulation of points of 
opposition to, male authority-moments that are located either in the inter .. 
stices of a woman's consciousness (often read as a nascent feminist conscious ... 
ness), or in the objective effects of women's actions, however unintended 
these may be. Agency, in this form of analysis, is understood as the capacity to 
realize one's own interests against the weight of custom, tradition, transcen ... 
dental will, or other obstacles (whether individual or collective). Thus the 
humanist desire for autonomy and self ... expression constitutes the substrate, 
the slumbering ember that can- spark to flame in the form of an act of resis ... 
tance when conditions permit. 

Lila Abu ... Lughod, one of the leading figures among those scholars who 
helped reshape the study of gender in the Middle East, has criticized some of 
the assumptions informing feminist scholarship, including those found in her 
own previous work (Abu ... Lughod 1990b, 1993). In one of her earlier works, 
Abu .. Lughod had analyzed women's poetry among the Bedouin tribe of Awlad 
cAli as a socially legitimate, semipublic practice that was an expression of 
women's resistance and protest against the strict norms of male domination 
in which Bedouin women live (Abu-Lughod 1986). Later, in_a reflective es ... 
say on this work, Abu ... Lughod asks the provocative question: how might we 
recognize instances of women's resistance without "misattributing to them 
forms of consciousness or politics that are not part of their experience­
something like a feminist consciousness or feminist politics?" (Abu ... Lughod 
1990b, 47). In exploring this question, Abu ... Lughod criticizes herself and 
others for being too preoccupied with "explaining resistance and finding re ... 
sisters" at the expense of understanding the workings of power ( 1990b, 4 3). 
She argues: 

In some of my earlier work, as in that of others, there is perhaps a tendency to 

romanticize resistance, to read all forms of resistance as signs ofineffectiveness of 
systems of power and of the resilience and creativity of the human spirit in its refusal to 
be dominated. By reading resistance in this way, we collapse distinctions between 

forms of resistance and foreclose certain questions about the workings of power. 
(1990b, 42; emphasis added) 

12 For a somewhat different approach to women's zar practices in the Sudan, which, nonetheless, 
utilizes a similar notion of agency, see Hale 1986, 1987. 
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As a corrective, Abu ... Lughod recommends that resistance be used as a "di ... 
agnostic of power" ( 1990b, 4 2), to locate the shifts in social relations of power 
that influence the resisters as well as those who dominate. To illustrate her 
point, Abu ... Lughod gives the example of young Bedouin women who wear 
sexy lingerie to challenge parental authority and dominant social mores. She 
suggests that instead of simply reading such acts as moments of opposition to, 
and escape from, dominant relations of power, they should also be understood 
as reinscribing alternative forms of power that are rooted in practices of capi ... 
talist consumerism and urban bourgeois values and aesthetics ( 1990b, 50). 

Abu-Lughod concludes her provocative essay with the following observation: 

My argument ... has been that we should learn to read in various local and 
everyday resistances the existence of a range of specific strategies and structures of 
power. Attention to the farms of resistance in particular societies can help us become 
critical of partial or reductionist theories of power. The problem has been that 
those of us who have sensed that there is something admirable about resistance 
have tended to look to it for hopeful confirmations of the failure-or partial 
failure-of systems of oppression. Yet it seems to me that we respect everyday 
resistance not just by arguing for the dignity or heroism of the resisters but by 
letting their practices teach us about complex interworkings of historically 
changing structures of power. (1990b, 53; emphasis added) 

While Abu ... Lughod's attention to understanding resistance as a diagnostic 
of differential forms of power marks an important analytical step that allows 
us to move beyond the simple binary of resistance/subordination, she never ... 
theless implies that the task of identifying an act as one of "resistance" is a 
fairly unproblematic enterprise. She revises her earlier analysis by suggesting 
that in order to describe the specific forms that acts of resistance take, they 
need to be located within fields of power rather than outside of them. Thus, 
even though Abu ... Lughod starts her essay by questioning the ascription of a 
"feminist consciousness" to those for whom this is not a meaningful category 
( 1990b, 4 7), this does not lead her to challenge the use of the term "resis ... 
tance" to describe a whole range of human actions, including those which 
may be socially, ethically, or politically indifferent to the goal of opposing 
hegemonic norms. I believe it is critical that we ask whether it is even possible 
to identify a universal category of acts-such as those of resistance-outside 
of the ethical and political conditions within which such acts acquire their 
particular meaning. Equally important is the question that follows: does the 
category of resistance impose a teleology of progressive politics on the analyt ... 
ics of power-a teleology that makes it hard for us to see and understand forms 
of being and action that are not necessarily encapsulated by the narrative of 
subversion and reinscription of norms? 
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What perceptive studies such as these by Boddy and Abu .. Lughod fail to 
problematize is the universality of the desire-central for liberal and progres ... 
sive thought, and presupposed by the concept of resistance it authorizes-to 
be free from relations of subordination and, for women, from structures of 
male domination. This positing of women's agency as consubstantial with re ... 
sistance to relations of domination, and the concomitant naturalization of 
freedom as a social ideal, are not simply analytical oversights on the part of 
feminist authors. Rather, I would argue that their assumptions reflect a deeper 
tension within feminism attributable to its dual character as both an analytical 
and a politically prescriptive project. 13 Despite the many strands and differences 
within feminism, what accords the feminist tradition an analytical and politi .. 
cal coherence is the premise that where society is structured to serve male in ... 
terests, the result will be either neglect, or direct suppression, of women's con ... 
cems. 14 Feminism, therefore, offers both a diagnosis of women's status across 
cultures and a prescription for changing the situation of women who are under ... 
stood 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 and to enact self ... determined goals and interests re .. 
mains 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 who want to extend it. 15 

feminism and freedom 

In order to explore in greater depth the notion of freedom that informs femi .. 
nist scholarship, I find it useful to think about a key distinction that liberal 
theorists often make between negative and positive freedom (Berlin 1969; 
Green 1986; Simhony 1993; Taylor 1985c). Negative freedom refers to the 

13 As a number of feminist scholars have noted, these two dimensions of the feminist project 
often stand in a productive tension against each other. See W. Brown 2001; Butler 1999; Mo.­

hanty 1991; Rosaldo 1983; Strathern 1987, 1988. 
14 Despite the differences within feminism, this is a premise that is shared across various femi.­

nist political positions-including radical, socialist, liberal, and psychoanalytic-and that marks 
the domain of feminist discourse. Even in the case of Marxist and socialist feminists who argue 

that women's subordination is determined by social relations of economic production, there is at 

least an acknowledgment of the inherent tension between women's interests and those of the 
larger society dominated and shaped by men (see Hartsock 1983; MacKinnon 1989). For an an.­
thropological argument about the universal character of gender inequality, see Collier and Yanag .. 
isako 1989. 

15 John Stuart Mill, a figure central to liberal and feminist thought, argues: "the burden of proof 
is supposed to be with those who are against liberty; who contend for any restriction or prohibi .. 
tion .... The a priori presumption is in favour of freedom .... " (Mill 1991, 472). 
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absence of external obstacles to self-guided choice and action, whether im-­
posed by the state, corporations, or private individuals. i 6 Positive freedom, on 
the other hand, is understood as the capacity to realize an autonomous will, 
one generally fashioned in accord with the dictates of "universal reason" or 
"self--interest," and hence unencumbered by the weight of custom, transcen .. 
dental will, and tradition. In short, positive freedom may be best described as 
the capacity for self .. mastery and self--government, and negative freedom as 
the absence of restraints of various kinds on one's ability to act as one wants. 
It is important to note that the idea of self .. realization itself is not an inven-­
tion of the liberal tradition but has existed historically in a variety of forms, 
such as the Platonic notion of self .. mastery over one's passions, or the more re ... 
ligious notion of realizing oneself through self .. transformation, present in Bud-­
dhism and a variety of mystical traditions, including Islam and Christianity. 
Liberalism's unique contribution is to link the notion of self--realization with 
individual autonomy, wherein the process of realizing oneself is equated with 
the ability to realize the desires of one's "true will" (Gray 1991). 17 

Although there continues to be considerable debate about these entwined 
notions of negative and positive freedom, 18 I want to emphasize the concept of 
individual autonomy that is central to both, and the concomitant elements of 
coercion and consent that are critical to this topography of freedom. In order 
for an individual to be free, her actions must be the consequence of her "own 
will" rather than of custom, tradition, or social coercion. To the degree that 
autonomy in this tradition of liberal political theory is a procedural principle, 
and not an ontological or substantive feature of the subject, it delimits the 
necessary condition for the enactment of the ethics of freedom. Thus, even il .. 
liberal actions can arguably be tolerated if it is determined that they are un-­
dertaken by a freely consenting individual who is acting of her own accord. 
Political theorist John Christman, for example, considers the interesting situ ... 
ation wherein a slave chooses to continue being a slave even when external 
obstacles and constraints are removed (Christman 1991). In order for such a 

i
6 Within classical political philosophy, this notion (identified with the thought of Bentham 

and Hobbes) finds its most common application in debates about the proper role of state inter.­
vention within the private lives of individuals. This is also the ground on which feminists have 
debated proposals for antipornographic legislation (see, for example, Bartky 1990; MacKinnon 
1993; Rubin 1984; Samois Collective 1987). 

17 The slippery character of the human will formed in accord with reason and self-interest is it .. 
self a point of much discussion among a range of liberal thinkers such as Hobbes, Spinoza, Hegel, 
and Rousseau (Heller, Sosna, and Wellberry 1986; Taylor 1989). In late-liberal Western societies, 
the disciplines of psychoanalysis and psychology have played a crucial role in determining what 
the "true inner self' really is, and what its concomitant needs and desires should be (see, for ex .. 
ample, Hacking 1995; Rose 1998). 

18 See Hunt 1991; MacCallum 1967; Simhony 1993; West 1993. 
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person to be considered free, Christman argues, an account is required of the 
process by which the person acquired her desire for slavery. Christman asserts 
that as long as these desires and values are "generated in accordance with the 
procedural conditions of autonomous preference formation that are constitu­
tive of freedom, then no matter what the 'content' of those desires, the ac­
tions which they stimulate will be (positively) free" (1991, 359).19 In other 
words, it is not the substance of a desire but its "origin that matters in judg ... 
ments about autonomy" (Christman 1991, 359). Freedom, in this formula­
tion, consists in the ability to autonomously "choose" one's desires no matter 
how illiberal they may be. 20 

The concepts of positive and negative freedom, with the attendant require ... 
ment of procedural autonomy, provide the ground on which much of the fem .. 
inist debate unfolds. For example, the positive conception of freedom seems 
to predominate in projects of feminist historiography (sometimes referred to 
as "her-story") that seek to capture historically and culturally specific in­
stances of women's self-directed action, unencumbered by patriarchal norms 
or the will of others. 21 The negative conception of freedom seems to prevail in 
studies of gender that explore those spaces in women's lives that are indepen­
dent of men's influence, and possibly coercive presence, treating such spaces 
as pregnant with possibilities for women's fulfillment or self.-realization. Many 
feminist historians and anthropologists of the Arab Muslim world have thus 
sought to delimit those conditions and situations in which women seem to au­
tonomously articulate "their own" discourse (such as that of poetry, weaving, 
cult possession, and the like), at times conferring a potentially liberatory 
meaning to practices of sex segregation that had traditionally been under ... 

19 This "procedural" or "content.-neutral', account of autonomy is most influentially advocated 
by contemporary theorists like Rawls, Habermas, and Dworkin (their differences notwithstand .. 
ing). It contrasts with a "substantive" account of autonomy in which a person's actions are not 
only required to be the result of her own choice, but also must, in their content, abide by prede .. 
termined standards and values that define the ideal of autonomy. In the latter version, a person 
who willingly chooses to become a slave would not be considered free. It should be noted, how ... 
ever, that the substantive account is only a more robust and stronger version of the procedural ac .. 
count of autonomy. On this and related issues, see Friedman 2003, especially pages 19-29. 

20 This long.-standing liberal principle has generated a number of paradoxes in history. For ex .. 
ample, the British tolerated acts of sati (widow burning) in colonial India, despite their official 
opposition to the practice, in those cases where the officials could determine that the widow was 
not coerced but went "willingly to the pyre" (for an excellent discussion of this debate, see Mani 
1998 ). Similarly, some critics of sadomasochism in the United States argue that the practice may 
be tolerated on the condition that it is undertaken by consenting adults who have a "choice,, in 
the matter, and is not the result of "coercion.,, 

21 For an illuminating discussion of the historiographical project of "her.-story," see Joan Scott 
1988, 15-27. 
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stood as making women marginal to the public arena of conventional politics 
(Ahmed 1982; Boddy 1989; Wikan 1991). 

My intention here is not to question the profound transformation that the 
liberal discourse of freedom and individual autonomy has enabled in women's 
lives around the world, but rather to draw attention to the ways in which 
these liberal presuppositions have become naturalized in the scholarship on 
gender. It is quite clear that both positive and negative notions of freedom 
have been used productively to expand the horizon of what constitutes the 
domain of legitimate feminist practice and debate. For example, in the 1970s, 
in response to the call by white middle .. class feminists to dismantle the insti .. 
tution of the nuclear family, which they believed to be a key source of women's 
oppression, Native .. and African American feminists argued that freedom, for 
them, consisted in being able to form families, since the long history of slav .. 
ery, genocide, and racism had operated precisely by breaking up their com .. 
munities and social networks (see, for example, Brant 1984; Collins 1991; 
A. Davis 1983; Lorde 1984).22 Such arguments successfully expanded feminist 
understandings of "self .. realization/self .. fulfillment" by making considerations 
of class, race, and ethnicity central, thereby forcing feminists to rethink the 
concept of individual autonomy in light of other issues. 

Since then a number of feminist theorists have launched trenchant cri .. 
tiques of the liberal notion of autonomy from a variety of perspectives. 23 

While earlier critics had drawn attention to the masculinist assumptions un .. 
derpinning the ideal of autonomy (Chodorow 1978; Gilligan 1982), later 
scholars faulted this ideal for its emphasis on the atomistic, individualized, 
and bounded characteristics of the self at the expense of its relational qualities 
formed through social interactions within forms of human community (Ben .. 
habib 1992; Young 1990). Consequently, there have been various attempts to 
redefine autonomy so as to capture the emotional, embodied, and socially em .. 
bedded character of people, particularly of women (Friedman 1997, 2003; 
Joseph 1999; N edelsky 1989). A more radical strain of poststructuralist theory 
has situated its critique of autonomy within a larger challenge posed to the il..­
lusory character of the rationalist, self .. authorizing, transcendental subject pre .. 
supposed by Enlightenment thought in general, and the liberal tradition in 
particular. Rational thought, these critics argue, secures its universal scope 
and authority by performing a necessary exclusion of all that is bodily, femi .. 

22 Similarly "A Black Feminist Statement" by the Combahee River Collective rejected the ap, 
peal for lesbian separatism made by white feminists on the grounds that the history of racial op, 
pression required black women to make alliances with male members of their communities in or, 
der to continue fighting against institutionalized racism (Hull, Bell,Scott, and Smith 1982). 

23 For an interesting discussion of the contradictions generated by the privileged position ac, 
corded to the concept of autonomy in feminist theory, see Adams and Minson 1978. 
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nine, emotional, nonrational, and intersubjective (Butler 1999; Gatens 1996; 
Grosz 1994). This exclusion cannot be substantively or conceptually recuper ... 
ated, however, through recourse to an unproblematic feminine experience, 
body, or imaginary (pace Beauvoir and lrigaray), but must be thought through 
the very terms of the discourse of metaphysical transcendence that enacts 
these exclusions. 24 

In what follows, I would like to push further in the direction opened by 
these poststructuralist debates. In particular, my argument for uncoupling the 
notion of self--realization from that of the autonomous will is indebted to post ... 
structuralist critiques of the transcendental subject, voluntarism, and repres ... 
sive models of power. Yet, as will become clear, my analysis also departs from 
these frameworks insomuch as I question the overwhelming tendency within 
poststructuralist feminist scholarship to conceptualize agency in terms of sub ... 
version or resignification of social norms, to locate agency within those aper~ 
ations that resist the dominating and subjectivating modes of power. In other 
words, I will argue that the normative political subject of poststructuralist 
feminist theory often remains a liberatory one, whose agency is conceptual ... 
ized on the binary model of subordination and subversion. In doing so, this 
scholarship elides dimensions of human action whose ethical and political 
status does not map onto the logic of repression and resistance. In order to 
grasp these modes of action indebted to other reasons and histories, I will sug ... 
gest that it is crucial to detach the notion of agency from the goals of progres ... 
sive politics. 

It is quite clear that the idea of freedom and liberty as the political ideal is 
relatively new in modem history. Many societies, including Western ones, 
have flourished with aspirations other than this. Nor, for that matter, does the 
narrative of individual and collective liberty exhaust the desires with which 
people live in liberal societies. If we recognize that the desire for freedom 
from, or subversion of, norms is not an innate desire that motivates all beings 
at all times, but is also profoundly mediated by cultural and historical condi ... 
tions, then the question arises: how do we analyze operations of power that 
construct different kinds of bodies, knowledges, and subjectivities whose tra-­
jectories do not follow the entelechy of liberatory politics? 

Put simply, my point is this: if the ability to effect change in the world and 
in oneself is historically and culturally specific (both in terms of what consti ... 
tutes "change" and the means by which it is effected), then the meaning and 
sense of agency cannot be fixed in advance, but must emerge through an 
analysis of the particular concepts that enable specific modes of being, respon.-

24 For an excellent discussion of this point in the scholarship on feminist ethics, see Colebrook 
.1997. 
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sibility, and effectivity. Viewed in this way, what may appear to be a case of 
deplorable passivity and docility from a progressivist point of view, may actu ... 
ally be a form of agency-but one that can be understood only from within 
the discourses and structures of subordination that create the conditions of its 
enactment. In this sense, agentival capacity is entailed not only in those acts 
that resist norms but also in the multiple ways in which one inhabits norms. 

It may be argued in response that this kind of challenge to the natural sta .. 
tus accorded to the desire for freedom in analyses of gender runs the risk of 
Orientalizing Arab and Muslim women all over again-repeating the errors 
of pre.-1970s Orientalist scholarship that defined Middle Eastern women as 
passive submissive Others, bereft of the enlightened consciousness of their 
"Western sisters," and hence doomed to lives of servile submission to men. I 
would contend, however, that to examine the discursive and practical condi ... 
tions within which women come to cultivate various forms of desire and ca .. 
pacities of ethical action is a radically different project than an Orientalizing 
one that locates the desire for submission in an innate ahistorical cultural 
essence. Indeed, if we accept the notion that all forms of desire are discur .. 
sively organized (as much of recent feminist scholarship has argued), then it is 
important to interrogate the practical and conceptual conditions under which 
different forms of desire emerge, including desire for submission to recognized 
authority. We cannot treat as natural and imitable only those desires that en ... 
sure the emergence of feminist politics. 

Consider, for example, the women from the mosque movement with whom 
I worked. The task of realizing piety placed these women in conflict with sev ... 
eral structures of authority. Some of these structures were grounded in insti .. 
tuted standards of Islamic orthodoxy, and others in norms of liberal discourse; 
some were grounded in the authority of parents and male kin, and others in 
state institutions. Yet the rationale behind these conflicts was not predicated 
upon, and therefore cannot be understood only by reference to, arguments for 
gender equality or resistance to male authority. Nor can these women's prac ... 
tices be read as a reinscription of traditional roles, since the women's mosque 
movement has significantly reconfigured the gendered practice of Islamic ped ... 
agogy and the social institution of mosques (see chapters 3 and 5). One could, 
of course, argue in response that, the intent of these women notwithstanding, 
the actual effects of their practices may be analyzed in terms of their role in re ... 
inforcing or undermining structures of male domination. While conceding 
that such an analysis is feasible and has been useful at times, I would never .. 
theless argue that it remains encumbered by the binary terms of resistance and 
subordination, and ignores projects, discourses, and desires that are not cap .. 
tured by these terms (such as those pursued by the women I worked with). 

Studies on the resurgent popularity of the veil in urban Egypt since the 
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1970s provide excellent examples of these issues. The proliferation of such 
studies (El Guindi 1981; Hoffman-Ladd 1987; Macleod 1991; Radwan 1982; 
Zuhur 1992) reflects scholars' surprise that, contrary to their expectations, so 
many "modem Egyptian women" have returned to wearing the veil. Some of 
these studies offer functionalist explanations, citing a variety of reasons why 
women take on the veil voluntarily (for example, the veil makes it easy for 
women to avoid sexual harassment on public transportation, lowers the cost 
of attire for working women, and so on). Other studies identify the veil as a 
symbol of resistance to the commodification of women's bodies in the media, 
and more generally to the hegemony of Western values. While these studies 
have made important contributions, it is surprising that their authors have 
paid so little attention to Islamic virtues of female modesty or piety, especially 
given that many of the women who have taken up the veil frn.me their deci-­
sion precisely in these terms. 25 Instead, analysts often explain the motivations 
of veiled women in terms of standard models of sociological causality (such 
as social protest, economic necessity, anomie, or utilitarian strategy), while 
terms like morality, divinity, and virtue are accorded the status of the phan .. 
tom imaginings of the hegemonized.26 I do not, of course, mean to suggest that 
we should restrict our analyses to folk categories. Rather, I want to argue for a 
critical vigilance against the elisions any process of translation entails, espe .. 
cially when the language of social science claims for itself a transparent uni .. 
versalism while portraying the language used by "ordinary people" as a poor 
approximation of their reality. 27 

My argument should be familiar to anthropologists who have long acknowl .. 
edged that the terms people use to organize their lives are not simply a gloss for 
universally shared assumptions about the world and one's place in it, but are 
actually constitutive of different forms of personhood, knowledge, and experi .. 
ence~28 For this reason I have found it necessary, in the chapters that follow, to 

25 See, in contrast, Lila Abu .. Lughod's interesting discussion of the veil as a critical aspect of the 
concept of modesty (ha.sham) among Egyptian Bedouins (1986, 159-67). 

26 For example, in a survey conducted among veiled university students in Cairo, a majority of 
the interviewees cited piety as their primary motivation for taking up the veil. In commenting on 
the results of this survey, the sociologist Sherifa Zuhur argues that "rather than the newfound 
piety" her informants claimed, the real motivations for veiling inhered in the socioeconomic in .. 
centives and benefits that accrue to veiled women in Egyptian society (Zuhur 1992, 83 ). 

27 For a thoughtful discussion of the problems entailed in the translation of supernatural and 
metaphysical concepts into the language of secular time and history, see Chakrabarty 2000; Ran .. 
ciere 1994. 

28 For an excellent exploration of the use of language in the cultural construction of person .. 
hood, see Caton 1990; Keane 1997; Rosaldo 1982. Also see Marilyn Strathern's critique of West .. 
em conceptions of "society and culture" that feminist deconstructivist approaches assume in ana .. 
lyzing gender relations in non.-Western societies (1992b). 
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attend carefully to the specific logic of the discourse of piety: a logic that in .. 
heres not in the intentionality of the actors, but in the relationships that are 
articulated between words, concepts, and practices that constitute a particular 
discursive tradition.29 I would insist, however, that an appeal to understanding 
the coherence of a discursive tradition is neither to justify that tradition, nor to 
argue for some irreducible essentialism or cultural relativism. It is, instead, to 
take a necessary step toward explaining the force that a discourse commands. 

POSTSTRUCTURALIST FEMINISTTHEORY AND AGENCY 

In order to elaborate my theoretical approach, let me begin by examining the 
arguments of Judith Butler, who remains, for many, the preeminent theorist of 
poststructuralist feminist thought, and whose arguments have been central to 
my own work. Central to Butler's analysis are two insights drawn from Michel 
Foucault, both quite well known by now. Power, according to Foucault, can .. 
not be understood solely on the model of domination as something possessed 
and deployed by individuals or sovereign agents over others, with a singular 
intentionality, structure, or location that presides over its rationality and exe .. 
cution. Rather, power is to be understood as a strategic relation of force that 
permeates life and is productive of new forms of desires, objects, relations, and 
discourses (Foucault 1978, 1980). Secondly, the subject, argues Foucault, does 
not precede power relations, in the form of an individuated consciousness, but 
is produced through these relations, which form the necessary conditions of 
its possibility. Central to his formulation is what Foucault calls the paradox of 
subjectivation: the very processes and conditions that secure a subject's subor-­
dination are also the means by which she becomes a self .. conscious identity 
and agent (Butler 1993, 1997c; Foucault 1980, 1983). Stated otherwise, one 
may argue that the set of capacities inhering in a subject-that is, the abilities 
that define her modes of agency-are not the residue of an undominated self 
that existed prior to the operations of power but are themselves the products 
of those operations. 30 Such an understanding of power and subject formation 

29 The concept "discursive tradition" is from T. Asad 1986. See my discussion of the relevance 
of this concept to my overall argument in chapter 3. 

30 An important aspect of Foucault's analytics of power is his focus on what he called its "tech ... 
niques," the various mechanisms and strategies through which power comes to be exercised at its 
point of application on subjects and objects. Butler differs from Foucault in this respect in that 
her work is not so much an exploration of techniques of power as of issues of performativity, in.­
terpellation, and psychic organization of power. Over time, Butler has articulated her differences 
with Foucault in various places; see, for example, Butler 1993, 248 n. 19; 1997c, 83-105; 1999, 
119-41; and Butler and Connolly 2000. 
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encourages us to conceptualize agency not simply as a synonym for resistance 
to relations of domination, but as a capacity for action that specific relations 
of subordination create and enable. 

Drawing on Foucault's insights, Butler asks a key question: "(I]f power works 
not merely to dominate or oppress existing subjects, but also forms subjects, 
what is this formation?" (Butler 1997c, 18). By questioning the prediscursive 
status of the concept of subject, and inquiring instead into the relations of 
power that produce it, Butler breaks with those feminist analysts who have 
formulated the issue of personhood in terms of the relative autonomy of the 
individual from the social. Thus the issue for Butler is not how the social en ... 
acts the individual (as it was for generations of feminists), but what are the 
discursive conditions that sustain the entire metaphysical edifice of contem .. 
porary individuality. 

Butler's signal contribution to feminist theory lies in her challenge to the 
sex/gender dichotomy that has served as the ground on which much of femi .. 
nist debate, at least since the 1940s, has proceeded. For Butler, the problem 
with the sex/gender distinction lies in the assumption that there is a prerepre .. 
sentational matter or sexed body that grounds the cultural inscription of 
gender. Butler argues not only that there is no prerepresentational sex (or ma .. 
terial body) that is not already constituted by the system of gender representa .. 
tion, but also that gender discourse is itself constitutive of materialities it refers 
to (and is in this sense not purely representational}.31 Butler says, "To claim 
that discourse is formative is not to claim that it originates, causes, or exhaus .. 
tively composes that which it concedes; rather, it is to claim that there is no 
reference to a pure body which is not at the same time a further formation of 
that body. In this sense, the linguistic capacity to refer to sexed bodies is not 
denied, but the very meaning of 'referentiality' is altered. In philosophical 
terms, the constative claim is always to some degree performative" (Butler 
1993, 10-11). 

What, then, is the process through which the materiality of the sexed and 
gendered subject is enacted? To answer this, Butler turns not so much to the 
analysis of institutions and technologies of subject formation, as Foucault did, 
but to the analysis of language as a system of signification through which sub .. 

31 Feminist philosophers Elizabeth Grosz and Moira Gatens, influenced by the work of Gilles 
Deleuze, make a similar critique of the problematic distinction between materiality and represen-­
tation underpinning the sex/gender dichotomy ( Gatens 1996; Grosz 1994). While they are similar 
to Butler in their rejection of any simple appeal to a prerepresentational body, or a feminine ontol-­
ogy, as the foundation for articulating feminist politics, they differ from Butler in that they accord 
the body a force that can affect systems of representation on terms that are other than those of the 
system itself. For an interesting discussion of the differences between these theorists, see Colebrook 
2000a. 
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jects are produced and interpolated. In particular, Butler builds upon Derrida's 
reinterpretation of J. L. Austin's notion of the performative as "that reitera-­
tive power of discourse to produce the phenomena that it regulates and con-­
strains" (Butler 1993, 2).32 For Butler, the subject in her sexed and gendered 
materiality is constituted performatively through a reiterated enactment of 
heterosexual norms, which retroactively produce, on the one hand, "the ap-­
pearance of gender as an abiding interior depth" ( 1997b, 14), and on the 
other hand, the putative facticity of sexual difference which serves to further 
consolidate the heterosexual imperative. In contrast to a long tradition of 
feminist scholarship that treated norms as an external social imposition that 
constrain the individual, Butler forces us to rethink this external--internal op-­
position by arguing that social norms are the necessary ground through which 
the subject is realized and comes to enact her agency. 

Butler combines the Foucauldian analysis of the subject with psychoana-­
lytic theory, in particular adopting Lacanian notions of "foreclosure" and 
"abjection" to emphasize certain exclusionary operations that she thinks are 
necessary to subject formation. She argues that the subject is produced si-­
multaneously through a necessary repudiation of identities, forms of subjec-­
tivities, and discursive logics, what she calls "a constitutive outside to the 
subject" (Butler 1993, 3 ), which marks the realm of all that is unspeakable, un-­
signifiable, and unintelligible from the purview of the subject, but remains, 
nonetheless, necessary to the subject's self--understanding and formulation. 33 

This foreclosure is performatively and reiteratively enacted, in the sense that 
"the subject who speaks within the sphere of the speakable implicitly rein-­
vokes the foreclosure on which it depends and, thus, depends on it again" 
( 1997 a, 139-40). 

Given Butler's theory of the subject, it is not surprising that her analysis of 
performativity also informs her conceptualization of agency; indeed, as she 
says, "the iterability of performativity is a theory of agency" ( 1999, xxiv; em-­
phasis added). To the degree that the stability of social norms is a function of 
their repeated enactment, agency for Butler is grounded in the essential open-­
ness of each iteration and the possibility that it may fail or be reappropriated 
or resignified for purposes other than the consolidation of norms. Since all so-­
cial formations are reproduced through a reenactment of norms, this makes 
these formations vulnerable because each restatement/reenactment can fail. 
Thus the condition of possibility of each social formation is also "the possibil--

32 Whereas for Austin the perf ormative derives its force from the conventions that govern a 
speech act, for Derrida this force must be understood in terms of the iterable character of all signs 
(see Derrida 1988). For an interesting critique of Derrida's reading of Austin, see Cavell 1995. 

33 For Butler's discussion of how Foucauldian conceptions of power and the subject may be pro-­
ductively combined with the work of Freud and Lacan, see 1997 c, 83-105. 
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ity of its undoing" (Butler 1997b, 14 ). She explains this point succinctly in re-­
gard to sex/gender: 

As a sedimented effect of a reiterative or ritual practice, sex acquires its 

naturalized effect, and, yet, it is also by virtue of this reiteration that gaps and 

fissures are opened up as the constitutive instabilities in such constructions, as 

that which escapes or exceeds the norm .... This instability is the deconstituting 

possibility in the very process of repetition, the power that undoes the very effects 

by which "sex" is stabilized, the possibility to put the consolidation of the norms 
of "sex" into a potentially productive crisis. ( 1993, 10)34 

It is important to note that there are several points on which Butler departs 
from the notions of agency and resistance that I criticized earlier. To begin 
with, Butler questions what she calls an "emancipatory model of agency," one 
that presumes that all humans qua humans are "endowed with a will, a free-­
dom, and an intentionality" whose workings are "thwarted by relations of 
power that are considered external to the subject" (Benhabib et al. 1995, 
136). In its place, Butler locates the possibility of agency within structures of 
power (rather than outside of it) and, more importantly, suggests that the reit-­
erative structure of norms serves not only to consolidate a particular regime of 
discourse/power but also provides the means for its destabilization.35 In other 
words, there is no possibility of "undoing" social norms that is independent of 
the "doing" of norms; agency resides, therefore, within this productive reiter ... 
ability. Butler also resists the impetus to tether the meaning of agency to a pre-­
defined teleology of emancipatory politics. As a result, the logic of subversion 
and resignification cannot be predetermined in Butler's framework because 
acts of resignification/subversion are, she argues, contingent and fragile, ap ... 
pearing in unpredictable places and behaving in ways that confound our 
expectations. 36 

I find Butler's critique of humanist conceptions of agency and subject very 
compelling, and, indeed, my arguments in this book are manifestly informed 
by it. I have, however, found it productive to argue with certain tensions that 

34 Butler's analysis of the production of sexed/gendered subjects is built upon a general theory 
of subject formation, one she makes more explicit in her later writings. See Butler 1997a, 1997c, 
and Butler, Laclau, and Zizek 2000. 

35 Echoing Foucault, Butler argues, "The paradox of subjectivation (assujetissement) is precisely 
that the subject who would resist such norms is itself enabled, if not produced, by such norms. AI .. 
though this constitutive constraint does not foreclose the possibility of agency, it does locate 
agency as a reiterative or rearticulatory practice, immanent to power, and not a relation of exter .. 
nal opposition to power" (1993, 15). 

36 See Butler's treatment of this topic in "Gender Is Burning" in Butler 1993, and in Butler 
2001. 
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characterize Butler's work in order to expand her analytics to a somewhat dif ... 
ferent, if related, set of problematics. One key tension in Bulter's work owes to 
the fact that while she emphasizes the ineluctable relationship between the 
consolidation and destabilization of norms, her discussion of agency tends to 
focus on those operations of power that resignify and subvert norms. Thus 
even though Butler insists time and again that all acts of subversion are a 
product of the terms of violence that they seek to oppose, her analysis of 
agency often privileges those moments that "open possibilities for resignifying 
the terms of violation against their violating aims" (1993, 122), or that pro ... 
vide an occasion "for a radical rearticulation" of the dominant symbolic hori ... 
zon (1993, 23 ).37 In other words, the concept of agency in Butler's work is de ... 
veloped primarily in contexts where norms are thrown into question or are 
subject to resignification.38 

Clearly Butler's elaboration of the notion of agency should be understood 
in the specific context of the political interventions in which her work is in ... 
serted. The theoretical practice Butler has developed over the last fifteen 
years is deeply informed by a concern for the violence that heterosexual nor ... 
mativity enacts and the way in which it delimits the possibilities of livable hu ... 
man existence. Her theorization of agency therefore must be understood in its 
performative dimension: as a political praxis aimed at unsettling dominant 
discourses of gender and sexuality. As a textual practice situated within the 
space of the academy, the context of Butler's intervention is not limited to the 
legal, philosophical, or popular discourses she analyzes but is also constituted 
by the reception her work has garnered within feminist scholarship. Butler has 
had to defend herself against the charge, leveled against her by a range of fem-­
inists, that her work has the effect of undermining any agenda of progressive 
political and social reform by deconstructing the very conceptions of subject 
and power that enable it (see, for example, Bordo 1993, and the exchange in 
Benhabib et al. 1995). To counter these claims, Butler has continually posi-­
tioned her work in relation to the project of articulating a radical democratic 

37 For example, in discussing the question of agency, Buder writes, "an account of iterability of 
the subject ... shows how agency may well consist in opposing and transforming the social terms 
by which it is spawned" (Buder 1997c, 29). Note the equivalence drawn here between agency 
and the ability of performatives to oppose normative structures. Such oft .. repeated statements 
stand in tension with her own cautionary phrases, in this case within the same text, when she ad .. 
monishes the reader that agency should not be conceptualized as "always and only opposed to 
power" (Butler 1997c, 17). 

'
8 Amy Hollywood, in her reading of Buder, suggests that Butler inherits her valorization of re.­

signification-the propensity of utterances and speech acts to break from their prior significa.­
tions-from Derrida. But whereas Derrida, Hollywood argues, remains ethically and politically 
neutral toward this characteristic of language and signs, Butler often reads resignification as polit ... 
ically positive (Hollywood 2002, 107 n. 57). 
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politics,39 and in doing so has emphasized counter ... hegemonic modalities of 
agency.40 An important consequence of these aspects of Butler's work (and its 
reception) is that her analysis of the power of norms remains grounded in an 
agonistic framework, one in which norms suppress and/or are subverted, are 
reiterated and/or resignified-so that one gets little sense of the work norms 
perform beyond this register of suppression and subversion within the consti ... 
tution of the subject. 

Norms are not only consolidated and/or subverted, I would suggest, but per .. 
formed, inhabited, and experienced in a variety of ways. This is a point on 
which I think Butler would not disagree; indeed, in her writings she often re .. 
verts to the trope of the "psyche" and the language of psychoanalysis to cap .. 
ture the density of ties through which the individual is attached to the subjec ... 
tivating power of norms (see, for example, Butler 1997c). Butler's exploration 
of this density often remains, however, subservient on the one hand to her 
overall interest in tracking the possibilities of resistance to the regulating 
power of normativity,41 and on the other hand to her model of performativity, 
which is primarily conceptualized in terms of a dualistic structure of consoli­
dation/resignification, doing/undoing, of norms. 

the subject of norms 

I would like to push the question of norms further in a direction that I think 
allows us to deepen the analysis of subject formation and also address the 

w For Butler's most recent engagement with this project, see Butler, Laclau, and Zizek 2000. It 
is clear from this text that while Butler is uncomfortable, more so than her interlocutors, with a 
universalist theory of radical change, she remains interested in theorizing about conditions con, 
ducive to creating the possibility of radical democratic politics. 

40 Consider, for example, the following statement by Butler in which she immediately qualifies 
her objection to a subject,centered theory of agency with the reassurance that her objections do 
not foreclose the possibility of resistance to subjection: "If ... subjectivation is bound up with 
subjection ... then it will not do to invoke a notion of the subject as the ground of agency, since 
the subject is itself produced through operations of power that delimit in advance what the aims 
and expanse of agency will be. It does not follow from this insight, however, that we are all always 
already trapped, and that there is no point of resistance to regulation or to the form of subjection 
that regulation takes" (Butler, Laclau, and Zizek 2000, 151 ). 

41 Butler argues, for example, that Foucault's notion of subjectivation can be productively sup, 
plemented with certain reformulations of psychoanalytic theory. For Butler, the force of this sup ... 
plementation seems to reside, notably, in its ability to address the "problem of locating or ac, 
counting for resistance: Where does resistance to or in disciplinary subject formation take place? 
Does [Foucault's] reduction of the psychoanalytically rich notion of the psyche to that of the im, 
prisoning soul [in Discipline and Punish] eliminate the possibility of resistance to normalization 
and to subject formation, a resistance that emerges precisely from the incommensurability be, 
tween psyche and subject?" (Butler 1997c, 87). 
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problem of reading agency primarily in terms of resistance to the regularizing 
impetus of structures of normativity. In particular, I would like to expand But ... 
ler's insight that norms are not simply a social imposition on the subject but 
constitute the very substance of her intimate, valorized interiority. But in do ... 
ing so, I want to move away from an agonistic and dualistic framework-one 
in which norms are conceptualized on the model of doing and undoing, con ... 
solidation and subversion-and instead think about the variety of ways in 
which norms are lived and inhabited, aspired to, reached for, and consum ... 
mated. As I will argue below, this in tum requires that we explore the rela ... 
tionship between the immanent form a normative act takes, the model of sub ... 
jectivity it presupposes (specific articulations of volition, emotion, reason, 
and bodily expression), and the kinds of authority upon which such an act re ... 
lies. Let me elaborate by discussing the problems a dualistic conception of 
norms poses when analyzing the practices of the mosque movement. 

Consider, for example, the Islamic virtue of female modesty (al.-i~tisham, al ... 
~ya') that many Egyptian Muslims uphold and value (discussed in chapter 5). 
Despite a consensus about its importance, there is considerable debate about 
how this virtue should be lived, and particularly about whether its realization 
requires the donning of the veil. A majority of the participants in the mosque 
movement (and the larger piety movement of which the mosque movement is 
an integral part) argue that the veil is a necessary component of the virtue of 
modesty because the veil both expresses "true modesty" and is the means 
through which modesty is acquired. They draw, therefore, an ineluctable rela ... 
tionship between the norm (modesty) and the bodily form it takes (the veil) 
such that the veiled body becomes the necessary means through which the 
virtue of modesty is both created and expressed. In contrast to this under ... 
standing is a position (associated with prominent secularist writers) that ar ... 
gues that the virtue of modesty is no different than any other human attrib ... 
ute-such as moderation or humility: it is a facet of character but does not 
commit one to any particular expressive repertoire such as donning the veil. 
Notably, these authors oppose the veil but not the virtue of modesty, which 
they continue to regard as appropriate to feminine conduct. The veil, in their 
view, has been invested with an importance that is unwarranted when it 
comes to judgments about female modesty (see chapter 5). 

The debate about the veil is only one part of a much larger discussion in 
Egyptian society wherein political differences between Islamists and secular ... 
ists, and even among Islamists of various persuasions, are expressed through 
arguments about ritual performative behavior. While I will return to this dis ... 
cussion in chapter 4, what I want to point out here is that the most interesting 
features of this debate lie not so much in whether the norm of modesty is sub ... 
verted or enacted, but in the radically different ways in which the norm is sup ... 
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posed to be lived and inhabited. Notably, each view posits a very different 
conceptualization of the relationship between embodied behavior and the 
virtue or norm of modesty: for the pietists, bodily behavior is at the core of the 
proper realization of the norm, and for their opponents, it is a contingent and 
unnecessary element in modesty's enactment. 

Some of the questions that follow from this observation are: How do we an-­
alyze the work that the body performs in these different conceptualizations of 
the norm? Is performative behavior differently understood in each of these 
views and, if so, how? How is the self differently tied to the authority the norm 
commands in these two imaginaries? Furthermore, what sorts of ethical and 
political subjects are presupposed by these two imaginaries, and what forms of 
ethico .. political life do they enable or foreclose? These questions cannot be 
answered as long as we remain within the binary logic of the doing and undo .. 
ing of norms. They require, instead, that we explode the category of norms 
into its constituent elements-to examine the immanent form that norms 
take, and to inquire into the attachments their particular morphology gener-­
ates within the topography of the self. My reason for urging this move has 
to do with my interest in understanding how different modalities of moral .. 
ethical action contribute to the construction of particular kinds of subjects, 
subjects whose political anatomy cannot be grasped without applying critical 
scrutiny to the precise form their embodied actions take. 

This manner of analyzing contemporary debates about Islamic virtues or 
norms also has consequences for how we might understand the political ef .. 
fects that the piety movement has generated within Egyptian society. Scholars 
of Islamist movements have often argued that the resurgence of Islamic forms 
of sociability (such as veiling,_ increased interest in the correct performance of 
Islamic rituals, and the proliferation of Islamic charities) within a range of 
Muslim societies is best understood as an expression of resistance against West .. 
em politico .. cultural domination as well as a form of social protest against the 
failed modernizing project of postcolonial Muslim regimes (Burgat and Dow .. 
ell 1997; Esposito 1992; Go le 1996; Roy 1994). In this view, the project of 
restoring orthodox Islamic virtues crucially depends upon an oppositional 
stance toward what may be loosely defined as a modernist secular .. liberal 
ethos--an ethos whose agents are often understood to be postcolonial Muslim 
regimes in cahoots with dominant Western powers. 

While this interpretation is not entirely wrong and captures an important 
aspect of Islamist movements, it nonetheless reduces their complexity to the 
trope of resistance without adequate regard for key questions such as: What 
specifically do the Islamist movements oppose about Western hegemony, post .. 
coloniality, or a secular .. liberal ethos? Toward what end? And, more impor .. 
tantly, what forms of life do these movements enable that are_ not so easily 
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captured in terms of a relationship of negation to the existing hegemonic or ... 
der? Furthermore, as I will show in chapter 2, the relationship between Is ... 
lamism and liberal secularity is one of proximity and coimbrication rather 
than of simple opposition or, for that matter, accommodation; it therefore 
needs to be analyzed in terms of the historically shifting, ambiguous, and un ... 
predictable encounters that this proximity has generated. This relationship is 
best tracked, I want to suggest further, through attention to the specificity of 
terms that have attended debates about Islamic virtues (or orthodox Islamic 
norms) in modern history. As I hope to show in the chapters that follow, these 
debates are ineluctably tied to emergent forms of subjectivity that secular 
processes have contingently provoked in their wake. In order to set the stage 
for such an exploration, let me first spell out what I mean when I insist that we 
attend to the immanent forms Islamic virtues take within contemporary de ... 
bates about Islamization and what are the analytical stakes in pursuing such 
an approach. 

MANIFEST NORMS AND ETHICAL FORMATION 

Cultural critic Jeffery Minson has argued persuasively that one way in which 
the legacy of humanist ethics, particularly in its Kantian formulation, has 
continued to be important to post ... Enlightenment thought is in the relative 
lack of attention given to the morphology of moral actions, that is, to their 
precise shape and form (Minson 1993 ). Minson argues that this legacy is 
traceable at least as far back as Kant, for whom morality proper was primarily 
a rational matter that entailed the exercise of the faculty of reason, shorn of 
the specific context (of social virtues, habit, character formation, and so on) 
in which the act unfolded. The Kantian legacy, I would add, becomes particu ... 
larly important in light of the tradition of Aristotelian ethics it displaces-a 
tradition in which morality was both realized through, and manifest in, out ... 
ward behavioral forms. 42 Against this tradition, Kant argued that a moral act 
could be moral only to the extent that it was not a result of habituated virtue 
but a product of the critical faculty of reason. The latter requires that one act 
morally in spite of one's inclinations, habits, and disposition. 43 Kant's telescop ... 

42 The relative decline of the importance accorded to religious rituals in post ... Reformation 
Christianity constitutes another trajectory of this same development. See T. Asad 1993. 

43 Kant is explicit in his objection to morality that is a result of habituated virtues, acquired 
through the long process of character formation: "When the firm resolve to comply with one's 
duty has become a habit, it is called virtue also in a legal sense, in its empirical character ( virtus 
phaenomenon). Virtue here has the abiding maxim of lawful actions .... Virtue, in this sense, is ac ... 
cordingly acquired little by little, and to some it means a long habituation (in the observance of the 
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ing of moral action down to the movements of the will stands in contrast to 
the value ascribed to the particular form a moral act took in the Aristotelian 
worldview.44 The question of motivation, deliberation, and choice in the Aris ... 
totelian tradition was important too, of course, but only from the standpoint 
of actual practices. 

One consequence of this Kantian conception of ethics is the relative lack 
of attention paid to the manifest form ethical practices take, and a general de ... 
motion of conduct, social demeanor, and etiquettes in our analyses of moral 
systems. As Minson points out, even scholars like Bourdieu, whose work fo ... 
cuses on practices of dress, physical bearing, and styles of comportment­
things that Bourdieu calls "the practical mnemonics" of a culture-consider 
these practices interesting only insofar as a rational evaluation reveals them 
to be the signs and symbols of a much deeper and more fundamental reality of 
social structures and cultural logics (Minson 1993, 31). I agree with Minson: 
when Bourdieu considers the variety of practices that characterize a particular 
social group (such as their styles of eating, socializing, and entertainment), he 
is primarily concerned with how these practices embody and symbolize the 
doxa and ethos of the group such that the ideologies the members inhabit 
come to be congealed in their social or class habitus (see, for example, Bour ... 
dieu 1977, 1990). One may argue, however, that the significance of an em ... 
bodied practice is not exhausted by its ability to function as an index of social 
and class status or a group's ideological habitus. 45 The specificity of a bodily 

law), in virtue of which a human being, through gradual reformation of conduct and consolida .. 
tion of his maxims, passes from a propensity to vice to its opposite. But not the slightest change of 
heart is necessary for this; only a change of mores .... However, that a human being should be .. 
come not merely legally good, but morally good (pleasing to God) i.e. virtuous according to the in .. 
telligible character [of virtue] ( virtus noumenon) and thus in need of no other incentive to recog .. 
nize a duty except the representation of duty itself-that, so long as the foundation of the maxims 
of the human being remains impure, cannot be effected through gradual reform but must rather be 
effected through a revolution in the disposition of the human being .... And so a 'new man' can 
come about only through a kind of rebirth, as it were a new creation ... and a change of heart" 
(Kant 1998, 67-68). 

44 This does not mean that for Kant morality was purely an individual matter, guided by per.­
sonal preference; rather, an act was moral only insofar as it was made in accord with a univer.­
sally valid form of rationality. As Charles Taylor points out, Kant's moral law combines two fea .. 
tures: everyone is obligated to act in accord with reason, and "it is an essential feature of reason 
that it be valid for everyone, for all rational creatures alike. That is the basis of the first form of 
Kant's categorical imperative: that I should act only according to a maxim which I could at the 
same time will as a universal law. For if I am right to will something, then everyone is right to 
will it, and it must thus be something that could be willed for everybody" (Taylor 1985b, 323 ). 

45 In Excitable Speech (1997a), Butler praises Bourdieu's work on habitus for its sensitivity to 
how an individual's social and cultural location comes to be embodied in her disposition. She 
criticizes him, however, for failing to attend to the potential of the body to resist this system of 
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practice is also interesting for the kind of relationship it presupposes to the act 
it constitutes wherein an analysis of the particular form that the body takes 
might transform our conceptual understanding of the act itself. Furthermore, 
bodily behavior does not simply stand in a relationship of meaning to self and 
society, but it also endows the self with certain kinds of capacities that provide 
the substance from which the world is acted upon. 

positive ethics 

There is another tradition of ethics, Aristotelian in inspiration, that provides 
a means of redressing some of the problems discussed above. Michel Foucault's 
later work draws upon this tradition to formulate what Claire Colebrook aptly 
calls a "positive conception of ethics" that extends the domain of ethics "be .. 
yond notions of norms, justification, legitimation, and meaning to include the 
consideration of the practices, selves, bodies, and desires that determine (and 
are codetermined by) ethics" (Colebrook 1998, 50). Foucault's conception of 
positive ethics is Aristotelian in that it conceives of ethics not as an Idea, or 
as a set of regulatory norms, but as a set of practical activities that are germane 
to a certain way of life. 46 Ethics in this conception is embedded in a set of spe .. 
cific practices (what Aristotle called "practices of virtue"). It is only from the 
standpoint of the dispositions formed through these practices that the Kant .. 
ian question of moral deliberation can be posed. In this view, you ask not what 
a particular ethical theory means, but what it does. 47 In contrast to other con-­
temporary writings on "virtue ethics," Foucault's use of Aristotelian ethics is 
not geared toward asserting its universal validity, or recuperating its various 
elements for solving contemporary moral problems-such as reclaiming the 
idea of telos or a collective notion of the good life (see, for example, Macintyre 

signification and to pose a challenge to its logic. From the standpoint of my argument here, it is 
interesting to note that while Butler wants to emphasize how the body becomes a site of resis-­
tance to social inscription, and Bourdieu stresses the constraining aspects of embodied social 
power, both analyze the body through the binary logic of subversion and/or consolidation of social 
norms. What is elided here are the different modalities through which the body comes to inhabit 
or live the regulative power of norms, modalities that cannot be captured within the dualistic 
logic of resistance and constraint. 

46 This should not be taken to mean that Foucault's conception of ethics is anti--Kantian in any 
simple sense. For an insightful discussion of Kant's influence on Foucault's later work on ethics, in 
particular the conjoining of ethics and freedom, see the chapter entitled "Self Improvement" in 
Hacking 2002. 

47 Colebrook argues that Foucault's account of ancient ethics is "a positive ethics in which ac-­
tions are evaluated according to what they do rather than what they mean, 'each having its specific 
character or shape"' (1998, 43 ). 
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1984; Taylor 1995).48 Instead, for Foucault, this tradition allows us to think of 
ethics as always local and particular, pertaining to a specific set of procedures, 
techniques, and discourses through which highly specific ethical-moral sub ... 
jects come to be formed. 49 In what follows, I will pursue the direction opened 
up by this approach-not only because I find it analytically rich but also be ... 
cause, as I will explain in chapter 4, aspects of the Aristotelian tradition have 
been influential in shaping the pietistic practices of Islam. 

Foucault distinguished ethical practices from "morals," reserving the latter 
to refer to sets of norms, rules, values, and injunctions. "Ethics," on the other 
hand, refers to those practices, techniques, and discourses through which a 
subject transforms herself in order to achieve a particular state of being, hap ... 
piness, or truth (Foucault 1990, 1997a, 1997b, 1997c; Martin, Gutman, and 
Hutton 1988; see also Davidson 1994, Faubion 2001, and Rabinow 1997).50 

For Foucault, ethics is a modality of power that "permits individuals to effect 
by their own means or with the help of others, a certain number of operations 
on their own bodies and souls, thoughts, conduct, and way of being" (Foucault 
1997b, 225) in order to transform themselves into the willing subjects of a 
particular moral discourse. Despite his attention to the individual's effort at 
constituting herself, the subject of Foucault's analysis is not a voluntaristic, 
autonomous subject who fashions herself in a protean manner. Rather, the 
subject is formed within the limits of a historically specific set of formative 
practices and moral injunctions that are delimi®ed in advance-what Fou ... 
cault characterizes as "modes of subjectivation." Foucault thus treats subjec ... 
tivity not as a private space of self ... cultivation, but as an effect of a modality of 
power operationalized through a set of moral codes that summon a subject to 
constitute herself in accord with its precepts. "Moral subjectivation," in tum, 
refers to the models available "for setting up and developing relationships 
with the self, for self ... reflection, self ... knowledge, self ... examination, for the de ... 
cipherment of the self by oneself, for the transformations that one seeks to ac ... 
complish with oneself as object" (Foucault 1990, 29). 

For Foucault, the relationship between moral codes and modes of subjecti ... 
vation is not overdetermined, however, in the sense that the subject simply 
complies with moral codes (or resists them). Rather, Foucault's framework as.-

48 The neo-Aristotelian tradition of "virtue ethics" generally argues for the reinstatement of the 
priority of virtue as the central ethical concept over the concept of "the good" or "the right" in 
contemporary moral thought. On virtue ethics, see Anscombe 1981; Foot 1978; Lovibond 2002. 

49 For a contrasting reading that combines Foucault's work on ethics with the scholarship on 
virtue ethics, see Lovibond 2002. 

50 Although Foucault draws a distinction between "code-oriented" and "ethics-oriented" 
moralities, he does not consider them incommensurable. For example, he argues that Christianity 
has had both moralities functioning side by side, even if, during different periods, the relative em­
phasis on each has varied (Foucault 1990, 30). 
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sumes that there are many different ways of forming a relationship with a 
moral code, each of which establishes a particular relationship between ca .. 
pacities of the self (will, reason, desire, action, and so on) and a particular 
norm. The precise embodied form that obedience to a moral code takes is not 
a contingent but a necessary element of ethical analysis in that it is a means to 
describing the specific constitution of the ethical subject. In other words, it is 
only through an analysis of the specific shape and character of ethical prac .. 
tices that one can apprehend the kind of ethical subject that is formed. These 
practices are technical practices for Foucault and include corporeal and body 
techniques, spiritual exercises, and ways of conducting oneself-all of which 
are "positive" in the sense that they are manifest in, and immanent to, every ... 
day life. Notably, the importance of these practices does not reside in the 
meanings they signify to their practitioners, but in the work they do in consti-­
tuting the individual; similarly, the body is not a medium of signification but 
the substance and the necessary tool through which the embodied subject is 
formed. 

I find Foucault's analysis of ethical formation particularly helpful for con-­
ceptualizing agency beyond the confines of the binary model of enacting and 
subverting norms. Specifically, he draws our attention to the contribution of 
external forms to the development of human ethical capacities, to specific 
modes of human agency. Instead of limiting agency to those acts that disrupt 
existing power relations, Foucault's work encourages us to think of agency: (a) 
in terms of the capacities and skills required to undertake particular kinds of 
moral actions; and (b) as ineluctably bound up with the historically and cul-­
turally specific disciplines through which a subject is formed. The paradox of 
subjectivation is central to Foucault's formulation in that the capacity for ac-­
tion is ·enabled and created by specific relations of subordination. To clarify 
this paradox, we might consider the example of a virtuoso pianist who submits 
herself to the often painful regime of disciplinary practice, as well as to the hi .. 
erarchical structures of apprenticeship, in order to acquire the ability-the 
requisite agency-to play the instrument with mastery. Importantly, her 
agency is predicated upon her ability to be taught, a condition classically re-­
ferred to as "docility." Although we have come to associate docility with the 
abandonment of agency, the term literally implies the malleability required of 
someone in order for her to be instructed in a particular skill or knowledge­
a meaning that carries less a sense of passivity than one of struggle, effort, ex-­
ertion, and achievement.51 

51 One of the meanings listed for docility in the Oxford English Dictionary is: "the quality of 
teachableness, readiness and willingness to receive instruction, aptness to be taught, amenability 
to training" (OED 1999). 
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modes of subjectivation and the mosque movement 

The approach I am suggesting can be further elaborated by reference to the 
four elements Foucault posits as central to the study of ethics. This fourfold 
scheme, however, cannot be taken as a blueprint for the study of ethics; 
rather, the utility of Foucault's analytical framework lies in the fact that it 
raises a series of questions about the relationship between moral codes and 
ethical conduct, questions that are answerable only through an examination 
of specific practices through which historically located moral norms are lived. 
The first component, which Foucault calls the "substance of ethics," refers to 
those aspects of the self that pertain to the domain of ethical judgment and 
practice. The substance of ethics in medieval Christianity, for example, was 
flesh and desire, whereas the part of oneself most subject to analysis and labor 
in the modem period is feelings (Foucault 1997b, 263). The second aspect of 
ethics, which Foucault calls the "mode of subjectivation," refers to how peo-­
ple are incited or called upon to recognize their moral obligations-for exam ... 
ple, whether through divine law, rational rule, or cosmological order. As 
Nikolas Rose has pointed out, this aspect of ethics draws our attention to the 
kind of authority through which a subject comes to recognize the truth about 
herself, and the relationship she establishes between herself and those who are 
deemed to hold the truth (Rose 1998, 27). The third aspect of ethics pertains 
to the operations one performs on oneself in order to become an ethical 
subject-a process analyzed under the label "techniques of the self." Finally, 
the fourth component of ethics is telos: the mode of being one seeks to achieve 
within a historically specific authoritative model. 

Foucault's analysis of ethics is useful for understanding key aspects of the 
women's mosque movement I worked with, and of the piety movement in 
general. The practices of these movements presuppose the existence of a di ... 
vine plan for human life-embodied in the Quran, the exegetical literature, 
and the moral codes derived therefrom-that each individual is responsible 
for following. Participants in the mosque movement are summoned to recog ... 
nize their moral obligations through invocations of divine texts and edifica ... 
tory literature. This form of morality, however, is not strictly juridical. There 
are no centralized authorities that enforce the moral code and penalize infrac ... 
tions. Rather, the mosque movement has a strong individualizing impetus that 
requires each person to adopt a set of ascetic practices for shaping moral con ... 
duct. 52 Each individual must interpret the moral codes, in accord with tradi ... 

52 Chapter 2 describes the ways in which this individualizing trend has been accelerated in the 
twentieth century. 
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tional guidelines, in order to discover how she, as an individual, may best re ... 
alize the divine plan for her life. 

In comparison with other currents within the Islamic Revival, the mosque 
movement is unique in the extraordinary degree of pedagogical emphasis it 
places on outward markers of religiosity-ritual practices, styles of comporting 
oneself, dress, and so on. The participants in the mosque movement regard 
these practices as the necessary and ineluctable means for realizing the form of 
religiosity they are cultivating. For the mosque participants, it is the various 
movements of the body that comprise the material substance of the ethical do ... 
main. There exists an elaborate system of techniques by which the body's ac ... 
tions and capacities can be examined and worked upon, both individually and 
collectively. The mosque lessons are one important space where training in 
this kind of ascetic practice is acquired. As I will explore later, women learn to 
analyze the movements of the body and soul in order to establish coordination 
between inner states (intentions, movements of desire and thought, etc.) and 
outer conduct (gestures, actions, speech, etc.). Indeed, this distinction be ... 
tween inner and outer aspects of the self provides a central axis around which 
the panoply of ascetic practices is organized. As we will see in chapter 4, this 
principle of coordination has implications for how we might analyze the con ... 
ceptual relationship the body articulates with the self and with others, and by 
extension, the self's variable relationships to structures of authority and power. 

The teleological model that the mosque participants seek to realize in their 
lives is predicated on the exemplary conduct of the Prophet and his Compan ... 
ions. It would be easy to dismiss this ideal as a nostalgic desire to emulate a by ... 
gone past, a past whose demands can never be met within the exigencies of 
the present. Yet to do so would be to miss the significance of such a telos for 
practical ethical conduct. Among mosque participants, individual efforts to ... 
ward self-realization are aimed not so much at discovering one's "true" desires 
and feelings, or at establishing a personal relationship with God, but at hon ... 
ing one's rational and emotional capacities so as to approximate the exem ... 
plary model of the pious self (see chapter 4 ). The women I worked with did 
not regard trying to emulate authorized models of behavior as an external so ... 
cial imposition that constrained individual freedom. Rather, they treated so ... 
dally authorized forms of performance as the potentialities-the ground if you 
will-through which the self is realized. As a result, one of the questions this 
book raises is: How do we conceive of individual freedom in a context where 
the distinction between the subject's own desires and socially prescribed per ... 
formances cannot be easily presumed, and where submission to certain forms 
of (external) authority is a condition for achieving the subject's potentiality? 
In other words, how does one make the question of politics integral to the 
analysis of the architecture of the self? 
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ETHICS AND POLITICS 

Two objections may be raised to my proposal that we think about agency in 
terms of ethical formation, particularly in its Foucauldian formulation. One, it 
may be argued that despite my objections to a humanist understanding of the 
sovereign subject, I have in fact smuggled back in a subject.-centered theory of 
agency by locating agency within the efforts of the self; and two, it may be ar ... 
gued that I have sidestepped the crucial question of politics and social trans ... 
formation that the formulation of agency ... as.-resistance was primarily oriented 
to address. The first objection is, I believe, based on some common misunder ... 
standings about what it means to say that the subject is an effect of power. It is 
often presumed that to speak about ethical self ... formation necessarily requires 
a self .. conscious agent who constitutes herself in a quasi ... Promethean manner, 
enacting her will and hence asserting "her own agency" against structural 
forces. This presumption is incorrect on a number of scores. Even though I fo ... 
cus on the practices of the mosque participants, this does not mean that their 
activities and the operations they perform on themselves are products of their 
independent wills; rather, my argument is that these activities are the prod ... 
ucts of authoritative discursive traditions whose logic and power far exceeds 
the consciousness of the subjects they enable. The kind of agency I am ex ... 
ploring here does not belong to the women themselves, but is a product of the 
historically contingent discursive traditions in which they are located. The 
women are summoned to recognize themselves in te~ms of the virtues and 
codes of these traditions, and they come to measure themselves against the 
ideals furbished by these traditions; in this important sense, the individual is 
contingently made possible by the discursive logic of the ethical traditions she 
enacts. Self ... reflexivity is not a universal human attribute here but, as Foucault 
suggested, a particular kind of relation to oneself whose form fundamentally 
depends on the practices of subjectivation through which the individual is 
produced. 

Let me now tum to the second objection: that my emphasis on agency as 
ethical self.-formation abandons the realm of politics. This objection in some 
ways reflects an old distinction within liberal political theory that regards is ... 
sues of morality and ethics as private, and issues pertaining to politics as nee ... 
essarily public. This distinction is problematic for a variety of reasons, not the.· 
least of which is the existence of a robust disagreement within the liberal tra ... 
dition itself about the proper role ethics and virtues should, and do, play in 
the creation of liberal polities (see Pocock 1985; Skinner 1998). This com .. 
partmentalization of the ethical and the political is made all the more difficult 
to sustain if we take into account an insight that has become quite common ... 
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place in the academy today, namely that all forms of politics require and as .. 
sume a particular kind of a subject that is produced through a range of disci .. 
plinary practices that are at the core of the regulative apparatus of any modem 
political arrangement. 

While the validity of this insight is commonly conceded, the line of ques .. 
tioning is seldom reversed: How does a particular conception of the self re .. 
quire and presuppose different kinds of political commitments? Or to put it 
another way, what sort of subject is assumed to be normative within a particu .. 
lar political imaginary? Stating the question in this manner does not assume 
that the political ensues from the personal, precisely because, as I have argued 
above, the self is socially and discursively produced, an effect of operations of 
power rather than the progenitor of these operations. As such, an inquiry into 
the constitution of the self does not take the personal preferences and pro ... 
clivities of the individual to be the object of study, but instead analyzes the 
historically contingent arrangements of power through which the normative 
subject is produced. I have found this framework particularly powerful inso ... 
much as it helps denaturalize the normative subject of liberal feminist theory 
thereby making it possible to approach the lives of the mosque participants in 
ways not determined by the truths this body of scholarship asserts as universal. 

Foucault's formulation of ethics suggests a means of inquiring into various 
techniques of subject formation, particularly within those traditions that 
place an emphasis on individualized (rather than juridical) modes of subjecti ... 
vation. Political theorist William Connolly interprets Foucault's work on the 
arts of the self as an implicit acknowledgment of the crucial ways in which po .. 
litical engagement is not simply an abstract mode of deliberation but issues 
forth from "visceral modes of appraisal" (1999). Connolly challenges the reg .. 
nant rationalist account of politics, arguing that political judgments do not 
simply entail the evaluation of moral principles but issue forth from intersub.­
jective modes of being and acting that, while not always representable and 
enunciable, are nonetheless efficacious in regards to social and political be .. 
havior (Connolly 1999, 27-46).53 Indeed, once we recognize that political for .. 
mations presuppose not only distinct modes of reasoning, but also depend 

53 Connolly draws upon the work of a number of philosophers in making this argument. He 
writes: "Thinking itself for Deleuze (and Epicurus, Spinoza, Bergson, Freud, and Nietzsche too) 

operates on more than one level; it moves on the level of the virtual (which is real in its effectiv.­
ity but not actual in its availability) and that of the actual (which is available to representation, 

but not self .. sufficient). Infrasensible intensities of proto.-thinking, for instance, provide a reser.­
voir from which surprise sometimes unsettles fixed explanations, new pressures periodically swell 

up to disrupt existing practices of rationality, and new drives to identity occasionally surge up to 
modify the register of justice and legitimacy upon which established identities are placed" (1999, 
40). 
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upon affective modes of assessment, then an analysis of ethical practices of 
self-formation takes on a new, distinctly political, relevance. Nikolas Rose, 
who has explored the connection between Foucault's arts of the self and prac­
tices of govemmentality in late-liberal Western societies, argues that analyti­
cal attention to ethico--politics "allows the possibility of opening up the edu­
cation of forms of life and self ... conduct to the difficult and interminable 
business of debate and contestation" ( 1999, 192). This is a point that res­
onates with a longstanding feminist insight that any political transformation 
necessarily entails working on those embodied registers of life that are often 
cordoned off from the realm of "pure politics." 

ethics and agency 

How does this intertwining of the ethical and the political impact my critique 
of regnant notions of agency within liberal-progressive accounts? First of all, 
as I hope I have made clear, I am not interested in offering a theory of agency, 
but rather I insist that the meaning of agency. must be explored within the 
grammar of concepts within which it resides. My argument in brief is that we 
should keep the meaning of agency open and allow it to emerge from "within 
semantic and institutional networks that define and make possible particular 
ways of relating to people, things, and oneself" (T. Asad 2003, 78). This is 
why I have maintained that the concept of agency should be delinked from 
the goals of progressive politics, a tethering that has often led to the incarcer-­
ation of the notion of agency within the trope of resistance against oppressive 
and dominating operations of power. This does not mean that agency never 
manifests itself in this manner; indeed it sometimes does. But the questions 
that follow from this relatively simple observation are complicated and may 
be productively explored, I would suggest, through the nexus of ethics and 
politics. 

Consider, for example, the fact that the practices of the mosque partici­
pants often pose a challenge to hegemonic norms of secular-liberal sociability 
as well as aspects of secular-liberal governance (see chapters 2 and 4). These 
challenges, however, have impacted conditions of secularity in a manner that 
has far exceeded both the intentionality of the pietists and the expectations of 
their most severe retractors. For example, as chapter 4 will show, the pietists' 
interpretation of Islamic rituals and observances has proved to be enormously 
unsettling to the state-oriented Islamists as much as their secular critics be-­
cause of the implicit challenge this interpretation poses to key assumptions 
about the role ascribed to the body within the nationalist imaginary. As a re­
sult, the supposedly apolitical practices of the mosque movement have been 
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met, on the one hand, with the disciplinary mechanisms of the state and, on 
the other hand, with a robust critique of this form of religiosity from secular­
liberal Muslims and Islamist political parties who share a certain nationalist­
identitarian worldview. One might say that the political agency of the mosque 
movement (the "resistance" it poses to secularization) is a contingent and 
unanticipated consequence of the effects its ethical practices have produced 
in the social field. 

What I want to emphasize here are two interrelated points: first, that it is 
impossible to understand the political agency of the movement without a 
proper grasp of its ethical agency; and second, that to read the activities of the 
mosque movement primarily in terms of the resistance it has posed to the 
logic of secular ... liberal governance and its concomitant modes of sociability 
ignores an entire dimension of politics that remains poorly understood and 
undertheorized within the literature on politics and agency. 

Note that the activities of the mosque movement, like the rest of the piety 
movement, seldom engage those institutions and practices that are commonly 
associated with the realm of politics, such as participating in the electoral 
process, making claims on the state, using the judicial system to expand the 
place of religion in public life, and so on.54 As a result it is easy to ignore the 
political character of this movement and for its activities to fall off the "polit ... 
ical radar" of the analyst. Indeed, it is quite common for scholars to consider 
movements of this kind-movements that focus on issues of moral reform­
apolitical in character (see, for example, Beinin and Stork 1997; Gale 1996; 
Metcalf 1993, 1994; Roy 1994 ). This characterization is a gross political and 
analytical mistake, however, because the transformative power of movements 
such as these is immense and, in many cases, exceeds that of conventional po .. 
litical groups. The political efficacy of these movements is, I would suggest, a 
function of the work they perform in the ethical realm-those strategies of 
cultivation through which embodied attachments to historically specific 
forms of truth come to be forged. Their political project, therefore, can only 
be understood through an exploration of their ethical practices. This requires 
that we rethink not only our conventional understanding of what constitutes 
the political but also what is the substance of ethics. Part of the analytical la ... 
bor of this book is directed at addressing this challenge. 

54 This does not mean, of course, that the piety or women's mosque movement does not de .. 
pend upon structures of modern governance for its organization. As my arguments in chapter 2 
will make clear, modern political developments provide the necessary conditions for the emer-­
gence and flourishing of the piety movement in Egypt. What I am pointing out here is simply that 
the piety movement does not seek to transform the state or its policies but aims at reforming the 
social and cultural field. 
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ethics and critique 

A feminist concerned with relations of gender inequality might ask: How are 
we to think about the possibility of subverting and challenging those patriar ... 
chal norms that the mosque movement upholds? By untethering the concept 
of agency from that of progressive politics for the purpose of analytical clarity, 
have we abandoned any means of judging and critiquing which practices sub ... 
ordinate women and which ones allocate them some form of gender parity? 
Have I lost sight of the politically prescriptive project of feminism in pushing 
at the limits of its analytical envelope? The response to these questions can ... 
not be given simply in a few phrases or paragraphs, but will, I hope, emerge 
within the course of this book. Here I only want to suggest some preliminary 
ways of thinking about these questions. 

To begin with, the question of how the hierarchical system of gender rela ... 
tions that the mosque movement upholds should be practically transformed is, 
on the one hand, impossible to answer and, on the other hand, not ours to 
ask. If there is one lesson we have learned from the machinations of colonial 
feminism and the politics of "global sisterhood," it is that any social and polit ... 
ical transformation is always a function of local, contingent, and emplaced 
struggles whose blueprint cannot be worked out or predicted in advance 
(Abu ... Lughod 2002; Ahmed 1982; Lazreg 1994; Spivak 1987). And when 
such an agenda of reform is imposed from above or outside, it is typically a vi ... 
olent imposition whose results are likely to be far worse than anything it seeks 
to displace (see, for example, Collier 1997; Mani 1998; Massell 1974). As for 
how might we theoretically conceptualize resistance given the model of subjec ... 
tivation undergirding the practices of the mosque movement, I will offer some 
thoughts in chapter 5 when I analyze the interrelationship between performa ... 
tivity, embodiment, and agency. Here, let it suffice to say that I think the issue 
of resistance to modes of domination cannot be asked outside of the embodied 
forms of attachment that a particular mode of subjectivation makes possible. 

As to the question of whether my framework calls for the suspension of cri ... 
tique in regard to the patriarchal character of the mosque movement, my re ... 
sponse is that I urge no such stance. But what I do urge is an expansion of a 
normative understanding of critique, one that is quite prevalent among many 
progressives and feminists (among whom I have often included myself). Crit ... 
icism, in this view, is about successfully demolishing your opponent's position 
and exposing the implausibility of her argument and its logical inconsisten ... 
cies. This, I would submit, is a very limited and weak understanding of the no ... 
tion of critique. Critique, I believe, is most powerful when it leaves open the 
possibility that we might also be remade in the process of engaging another's 
worldview, that we might come to learn things that we did not already know 
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before we undertook the engagement. This requires that we occasionally turn 
the critical gaze upon ourselves, to leave open the possibility that we may be 
remade through an encounter with the other. 

It is in light of this expanded notion of critique that, during the course of 
my fieldwork, I was forced to question the repugnance55 that often swelled up 
inside me against the practices of the mosque movement, especially those that 
seemed to circumscribe women's subordinate status within Egyptian society. 
This is a sentiment that I share with many secular progressives and liberals 
who feel a deep sense of discomfort when confronted with socially conserva ... 
tive movements of the kind I describe here-a sentiment that is continually 
brought home to me both in the sympathy I receive from audiences who mar ... 
vel at my ability to withstand the asceticism of my informants' lives and in the 
anger my argumentative framework ignites for its failure to condemn my in ... 
formants as "fundamentalists. "56 

My strategy in dealing with this repugnance has been to avoid the denunci ... 
atory mode that characterizes many accounts of the Islamist movement popu ... 
lar in the academy today. I find such a mode unhelpful in the task of under ... 
standing what makes these practices powerful and meaningful to the people 
who practice them. But more importantly, I have been fascinated and com ... 
pelled by the repugnance the mosque movement provokes in feminist ... 
progressive scholars like myself and by our inability to move beyond this vis ... 
ceral reaction. We might remind ourselves that the mosque movement (like 
the larger piety movement of which it is a part) is neither a fascist nor a mili ... 
tant movement, nor does it seek to gain control of the state and make Egypt a 
theocracy. As such, it is quite different from other politico ... religious move .. 
ments like the Hindutva movement in India, the Gush Emunim in Israel, the 
Jam~ft al ... Islami in Pakistan, or the international group al ... Qacida. Yet the 
depth of discomfort the pietistic character of this movement evokes among 
liberals, radicals, and progressives alike is extraordinary. 

I believe that one needs to unpack all that remains congealed under the ad ... 
mission that it is the "social conservatism" of movements like the piety move ... 

55 This is a term I take from Elizabeth Povinelli's provocative discussion of how the discourse of 

multiculturalism is critically limited by what liberalism constructs as culturally "repugnant prac, 
tices" (Povinelli 2002). 

56 Susan Harding observed over a decade ago that despite the increase in the study of "cultur, 

ally marginal" groups within a range of academic disciplines, there is a marked absence of studies 
that focus on groups considered the "cultural and political Others" from the perspective of 
progressive,liberal scholars-such as the Protestant fundamentalist Harding writes about in the 
United States (Harding 1991). These "culturally repugnant" groups continue to be understood in 
oppositional terms-as antimodem, fundamentalist, backward, irrational, and so on-without 
any regard for how conditions of secular modernity have been crucial both to their production 
and their reception (see Harding 2000). 
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ment that makes liberals and progressives uncomfortable, and to examine the 
constitutive elements and sensibilities that comprise this discomfort. This 
task takes on a particular urgency since the events of September 11, 2001, 
wherein a rather heterogeneous collection of images and descriptions associ-­
ated with "Islamic social conservatism" (key among them, women's subordi ... 
nate status in Muslim societies) are made to stand in for all that liberals and 
leftists are supposed to find threatening to their entire edifice of beliefs, values, 
and political system (see Hirschkind and Mahmood 2002). In many ways, this 
book is an exploration of, to evoke Connolly again, the "visceral modes of ap ... 
praisal" that produce such a reaction among many fellow liberal.-left intel ... 
lectuals and feminists, as much as it is an exploration of the sensibilities that 
animate such movements. The aim of this book, therefore, is more than 
ethnographic: its goal is to parochialize those assumptions-about the consti ... 
tutive relationship between action and embodiment, resistance and agency, 
self and authority-that inform our judgments about nonliberal movements 
such as the women's mosque movement. 

It is in the course of this encounter between the texture of my own repug-­
nance and the textures of the lives of the women I worked with that the po-­
litical and the ethical have converged for me again in a personal sense. In the 
course of conducting fieldwork and writing this book, I have come to recog-­
nize that a politically responsible scholarship entails not simply being faithful 
to the desires and aspirations of "my informants" and urging my audience to 
"understand and respect" the diversity of desires that characterizes our world 
today (cf. Mahmood 2001a). Nor is it enough to reveal the assumptions of my 
own or my fellow scholars' biases and (in)tolerances. As someone who has 
come to believe, along with a number of other feminists, that the political 
project of feminism is not predetermined but needs to be continually negoti ... 
ated within specific contexts, the questions I have come to ask myself again 
and again are: What do we mean when we as feminists say that gender equal-­
ity is the central principle of our analysis and politics? How does my enmesh ... 
ment within the thick texture of my informants' lives affect my openness to 
this question? Are we willing to countenance the sometimes violent task of 
remaking sensibilities, life worlds, and attachments so that women of the kind 
I worked with may be taught to value the principle of "freedom"? Further ... 
more, does a commitment to the ideal of equality in our own lives endow us 
with the capacity to know that this ideal captures what is or should be fulfill ... 
ing for everyone else? If it does not, as is surely the case, then I think we need 
to rethink, with far more humility than we are accustomed to, what feminist 
politics really means. (Here I want to be clear that my comments are not di-­
rected at "Western feminists" alone, but also include "Third World" feminists 
and all those who are located somewhere within this polarized terrain, since 
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these questions implicate all of us given the liberatory impetus of the feminist 
tradition.) 

The fact that I pose these questions does not mean I am advocating that we 
abandon our critical stance toward what we consider to be unjust practices in 
the situated context of our own lives, or that we uncritically embrace and pro ... 
mote the pious lifestyles of the women I worked with. To do so would be only 
to mirror the teleological certainty that characterizes some of the versions of 
progressive liberalism that I criticized earlier. Rather, my suggestion is that we 
leave open the possibility that our political and analytical certainties might be 
transformed in the process of exploring nonliberal movements of the kind I 
studied, that the lives of the women with whom I worked might have some ... 
thing to teach us beyond what we can learn from the circumscribed social ... 
scientific exercise of "understanding and translation." In this sense, one can 
say that the tension between the prescriptive and analytical aspects of the 
feminist project can be left productively open-that it should not be prema ... 
turely foreclosed for the sake of "political clarity." As political theorist Wendy 
Brown reminds us, to "argue for a separation between intellectual and politi ... 
cal life is not to detach the two. The point is to cultivate ... an appreciation 
of the productive, even agonistic, interlocution made possible between intel-­
lectual life and political life when they maintain a dynamic distance and ten-­
sion" ( 2001, 4 3). 

If there is a normative political position that underlies this book, it is to 
urge that we-my readers and myself-embark upon an inquiry in which we 
do not assume that the political positions we uphold will necessarily be vindi-­
cated, or provide the ground for our theoretical analysis, but instead hold 
open the possibility that we may come to ask of politics a whole series of ques-­
tions that seemed settled when we first embarked upon the inquiry. 
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Topography of the Piety Movement 

Once a week, in the quiet heat of late afternoon, one can see a stream of 
women-either singly or in small groups-making their way up a narrow 
staircase tucked away on one side of the large Umar mosque complex. 1 The 
mosque is an imposing structure located at one of the busiest intersections of 
a bustling upper .. middle .. income neighborhood of Cairo, Muhandiseen. Com .. 
peting for attention with the relatively somber presence of the mosque is a 
long avenue of glittering shop fronts, American fast .. food restaurants, and 
large hand ... painted billboards advertising the latest Egyptian films and plays. 
The Umar mosque offers a relief from the opulent and consumerist aura of this 
thoroughfare, not only in its architectural sobriety, but also in the welfare ser ... 
vices it provides to a range of poor and lower .. income Egyptians. The women 
making their way discreetly to the top floor of the mosque are here to attend a 
religious lesson (dars; plural: durus) delivered weekly by a woman preacher/re ... 
ligious teacher (dltiya; plural: ditiyat) by the name of Hajja Faiza.2 

1 All the names of the mosques, the preachers, and attendees have been changed to preserve 
confidentiality. 

2 The term hajja (rendered as l)ajja in Modem Standard Arabic and as l;agga in Egyptian collo, 
quial Arabic) literally means "a woman who has performed the pilgrimage to Mecca (the h.a,jj)," 
but it is also used in Egyptian colloquial Arabic to respectfully address an older woman. While not 
all the ditiyat had performed the l).ajj, and some were quite young, they were all referred to as 
l)agga as a sign of respect. Throughout this book, Arabic honorific terms (such as hajja, sayyid, and 
shaikh), as with the proper names they precede, are neither italicized nor have diacritical marks. 
See my earlier note on transcription. 
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Hajja Faiza gives lessons in two other mosques, as well as in one of the pri.­
vate elite clubs of Cairo. She is well known in mosque circles, both for her 
scholarly erudition and for her dedication to providing lessons to women 
since the inception of the mosque movement approximately twenty ... five years 
ago. Each week between fifty and one hundred women sit for two hours in an 
air.-conditioned room listening to Hajja Faiza provide exegetical commentary 
in colloquial Arabic on selected passages from both the Quran and the lµulith 
(the authoritative record of the Prophet's exemplary speech and actions).3 

The attendees listen attentively in pin.-drop silence, seated in rows of brown 
wooden chairs, as Hajj a Faiza speaks in gentle and persistent tones from be ... 
hind a desk on a raised platform. 

Some of the attendees are housewives, others are students, and a large num ... 
ber are working women who stop on their way home from work to attend the 
weekly lessons. While the majority of women are between the ages of thirty 
and forty, there are attendees as young as twenty and as old as sixty. Some of 
these women drive to the mosque in private cars, others arrive on Cairo's 
overcrowded public transportation, and still others come in taxis. The 
women's attire is striking in its variety. Many come dressed in finely tailored 
ankle ... length skirts and tucked.-in blouses, with printed chiffon scarves 
wrapped tightly around their heads, conveying an air of modest sophistica.­
tion. Others, including Hajja Faiza, wear well.-tailored, dark.-colored long 
coats (baltu) with heavy thick scarves covering their hair and neck. Still oth ... 
ers wear the khimar (plural: akhmira), a form of veil that covers the head and 
extends over the torso (similar to the cape worn by Catholic nuns), and that 
is very popular .among mosque attendees. There are even bareheaded women 
dressed in jeans and short tops, with styled hair and face makeup, who attend 
Hajja Faiza's lessons-a sight almost impossible to find in other mosques. And 
yet, while a wide variety of attire is represented, it is rare to see a woman wear ... 
ing the niqab-a more conservative form of the veil that covers the head, face, 
and torso-at the Umar mosque; the absence of women wearing the niqab is 
an indicator of the kind of audience that Hajja Faiza's lessons attract.4 

In contrast to the Umar mosque is the Ayesha mosque, located in one of 
the largest and poorest neighborhoods on the outskirts of Cairo. Tucked be .. 
tween teetering cinder block residential buildings, in a narrow and darkened 
alleyway, the Ayesha mosque is surrounded by the sounds of roosters crowing, 

3 Note that l)adnh when written with a definite article refers to the entire collection of the 
Prophet's actions and speech (the l:rndith), of which six collections are considered to be the most 
authoritative. "A badith" refers to an individual account of the Prophet's actions and speech. See 
Robson 1999b. 

4 See chapter 3 on the spectrum of positions that the mosque participants take on the veil, and 
the doctrinal reasoning behind it. 
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children screaming, and vendors hawking their wares-offering a sharp con .. 
trast to the sobriety and order of the Umar complex. The Ayesha mosque is 
associated with the largest Islamic nonprofit organization in Egypt, al .. 
Jamciyya al .. Sharciyya, and provides extensive welfare services to the neigh .. 
borhood's residents. Religious lessons are offered twice a week by two women 
d~fiyat, and once a week by the male imam (prayer leader) of the mosque. In 
contrast to the reserved decorum of the Umar mosque, an informal and un .. 
ceremonious atmosphere characterizes the Ayesha mosque. For example, 
women attendees often interrupt the teacher to ask questions or to put for .. 
ward alternative opinions they have heard elsewhere. There is constant ban .. 
ter back and forth between the daciya and her audience. The daciyat here, as 
in the other mosques, also speak in Egyptian colloquial Arabic, but their 
speech is marked by street colloquialisms that are characteristic of their and 
their audience's working .. class (shavi) backgrounds.5 Unlike the air .. conditioned 
seclusion of the Umar mosque, the atmosphere of the Ayesha mosque is satu .. 
rated with the sounds, smells, and textures of the neighborhood in which the 
mosque is located. 

While the age spectrum of women attendees at the Ayesha mosque is simi .. 
lar to that found at the Umar mosque, their educational backgrounds are more 
limited: the majority have no more than a high school education, and a large 
number are illiterate. Women attendees sit on the thinly carpeted concrete 
floor, most of them dressed in crumpled ankle .. length gowns (galalzb; singular: 
gallabiyya} and veils that cover their heads and torsos (akhmira). In contrast 
to the Umar mosque, where women wearing the full face and body veil 
(niqab) are almost never present, here a full one .. third of the attendees come 
so attired. A majority wear the customary printed headscarves, and others 
dress in what has come to be called the baladi dress, worn by the rural poor, 
comprised of a loose black gown and a thin black headscarf tightly wrapped 
around the head. 

If the Umar and Ayesha mosques stand at two extremes of the Cairene so .. 
cioeconomic spectrum, the Nafisa mosque, located in a prominent suburb of 
Cairo, represents a middle ground. This suburb is home to a large number of 
public and state employees, as well as to Egyptians who have returned from 
the Gulf States after working there during the oil boom years of the 1970s and 
1980s.6 The Nafisa mosque is reputed to be the first Cairene mosque to have 

5 Since both the Quran and the Q.adith are written in a form of classical Arabic that is quite 
different from Modem Standard and colloquial Arabic, part of the daciyat's task is to render these 
texts into colloquial Egyptian Arabic that their audiences can easily follow. 

6 Some scholars have suggested that the ascendant social conservatism of Egyptian society is 
partly a result of the "Gulfi" form of Islam (sometimes called "petrodollar Islam") brought back by 
Egyptians who lost their jobs when the Gulf economies took a downturn in the 1970s and 1980s 
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started offering lessons to women, around 1980, and it currently commands 
the largest female audience of any mosque in Cairo. About five hundred 
women attend the weekly lesson; a majority of them are housewives, although 
a fair number are students from one of the largest Cairene universities, located 
nearby. The lessons are delivered by a group of three &~tiyat, all of whom were, 
at the time of my fieldwork, in the process of obtaining formal training in 
preaching skills from state.-run institutes of dac:wa (a key term in the Islamic 
Revival that I explore below). Unlike the women in the other two mosques, 
all three dac:iyat, as well as most attendees (approximately 75 percent) wear 
the full face and body veil (niqab). Women who wear the niqab understand 
their practice to accord with a strict interpretation of Islamic edicts on female 
modesty, and often see themselves as more virtuous than women who wear 
the khimar (the veil that covers the head and torso) or the hijab (headscarf). 
The sense of rigorous piety at the mosque embodied in the predominance of 
the niqab is further accentuated by the fire.-and ... brimstone style in which the 
lessons are delivered, one that stands in sharp contrast to the gentle tones of 
Hajja Faiza at the Umar mosque and the more casual manner of the dac:iyat at 
the Ayesha mosque. 7 

This brief overview of three of the six mosques where I conducted my field ... 
work illustrates the broad ... based character of the women's mosque movement, 
evident in the variety of ages and socioeconomic backgrounds represented 
among the audience as well as in the range of rhetorical styles, modes of argu .. 
mentation, and forms of sociability employed by the teachers. Despite differ .. 
ences among the mosque groups, though, the participants all shared a concern 
for what they described as the increasing secularization of Egyptian society, an 
important consequence of which is the erosion of a religious sensibility they 
considered crucial to the preservation of "the spirit of Islam" (rub al--islam). In 
what follows, I will examine what the mosque participants meant when they 
talked about "secularization," what aspects of social behavior they considered 
most consequential to this process, and finally, what form of religiosity they 
sought to restore through their activities. I will situate my discussion within 
the context of the various currents that comprise the current Islamic Revival, 
and the relationship of these currents to the history of Egyptian religious ac ... 
tivism in the last century. My aim in this chapter is not only to provide a brief 
sketch of the historical developments against which the contemporary 

(Beinin and Stork 1997; Moensch 1988). For the most part, this view is based on an association 

drawn between the rate of returning workers and the rise of the Islamist movement in Egypt, but 
I do not know of any sociological or ethnographic study that has tracked or verified this claim. 

7 For a detailed analysis of the rhetorical styles employed by the da'iyat at the three mosques, 
see chapter 3. 
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mosque movement has emerged, but also to critically engage with existing 
themes in the scholarship on Islamic modernism regarding such movements. 

AIMS OFTHE MOSQUE MOVEMENT 

According to participants, the women's mosque movement emerged in re ... 
sponse to the perception that religious knowledge, as a means for organizing 
daily life, had become increasingly marginalized under modem structures of 
secular governance. Many of the mosque participants criticized what they con ... 
sidered to be an increasingly prevalent form of religiosity in Egypt, one that ac ... 
cords Islam the status of an abstract system of beliefs that has no direct bearing 
on how one lives, on what one actually does in the course of a day. This trend, 
usually referred to by the movement's participants as "secularization" ( ealmana 
or ealmaniyya) or "westernization" ( tagharrub)' is understood to have reduced 
Islamic knowledge (both as a mode of conduct and as a set of principles) to the 
status of "custom and folklore" ( eada wa fulklur). While a handful of mosque 
participants used the terms "secularization" and "westernization" to refer to 
specific events in recent Egyptian history,8 most employed the terms more 
loosely to describe a transformative force beyond their control that was corro ... 
sive of the sensibilities and habits of a certain kind of religious life. 

Hajja Samira from the Nafisa mosque was one of the d~nyat who spoke pas ... 
sionately and clearly about the kind of religious sensibility that the mosque 
participants felt was under threat. This is what she had to say during one of 
her lessons: 

Look around in our society and ask yourselves: who do we emulate? We emulate 

the Westerners [gharbiyyin], the secularists ['"almaniyyin], and the Christians: we 

smoke like they do, we eat like they do, our books and media are full of pictures 

that are obscene [fah(tash]. When you enter the homes of Muslims, you are 

surprised: you can't tell whether it is the house of a Christian or a Muslim. We are 

Muslims in name, but our acts are not those of Muslims. Our sight, dress, drink, 

and food should also be for God and out of love for Him [ibna muslimin wi lakin 
af alna mish ka muslimin: il ... '"en, wil ... libs, wil ... shurb, wil--akl lazim yikun lillah wi fi ~ubb 
allah]. They will tell you that this way of life [the one she is recommending] is 

8 For example, some of the women I worked with used the terms "secularization" and "west-­

emization" to refer to the adoption of the policy of infita~ (economic liberalization) by President 

Anwar Sadat in the 1970s, which they said marked a radical transformation in Egyptian social 

mores and lifestyles. The d~fiya Hajja Nur, for instance, argued that with increased displays of 

wealth on the streets, rising inflation, and an influx of imported consumer goods and Western me-­

dia, she found Egyptians becoming more ambitious, competitive, and selfish, with less regard for 

their family, friends, and the larger community-a shift she characterized as "secular." 
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uncivilized [ghair mutaba4<J,ir]: don't listen to them because you know that real 
civilization [bm;liira] for we Muslims is closeness to God. 

These remarks may be interpreted as abiding by a discourse of cultural iden .. 
tity, one through which contemporary Egyptian Muslims seek to assert their 
religious distinctiveness, as expressed in styles of consumption, dress, and 
communication. I would like to propose an alternative reading, however, that 
draws upon a set of debates taking place in mosque circles that express con .. 
cerns quite distinct from those of national or cultural identity. In this alterna .. 
tive reading, Hajja Samira's comments can be understood as critiquing a 
prevalent form of religiosity that treats Islam as a system of abstract values 
that is to be cherished but that, nonetheless, remains inessential to the practi .. 
cal organization of day .. to .. day life. In Hajja Samira's eyes, this is demonstrated 
by the fact that one cannot tell Muslims apart from either Christians or non .. 
believers, since the way Muslims organize their daily affairs gives little indica .. 
tion of their religious commitments. The daciyat and the mosque attendees 
want to ameliorate this situation through the cultivation of those bodily apti .. 
tudes, virtues, habits, and desires that serve to ground Islamic principles 
within the practices of everyday living. The mosque lessons provide a training 
in the requisite strategies and skills to enable such a manner of conduct, and 
the lives of the most devoted participants are organized around gradually 
learning and perfecting these skills. As the end of the quote above suggests, 
Hajja Samira's position is articulated against those Egyptians who consider 
such quotidian attention to religious practice to be passe, or uncivilized (ghair 
mutaQ.a99ir), a judgment Hajja Samira challenges through her appropriation 
of the term ha<Jara (a term that carries the same Western .. centric biases as the 
English term "civilized") to describe Islamically devout behavior. 

Hajja Samira's concern about the way popular religiosity has been trans .. 
formed by the process of secularization was shared across mosque groups, de .. 
spite their disparate class and social backgrounds. Consider, for example, a 
similar sentiment expressed by Hajja Faiza, from the upper .. middle .. class Umar 
mosque, in an interview with me: 

Currently, religion seems to have become separated from the texts or scriptures 
[nu~u~], especially in issues of mu~amalat [commercial and social transactions]. The 
challenge that we face as Muslims right now is how to understand and follow the 
example of the Prophet, how to act in accord with the Quran and the l)adith in 
our daily lives [biytmil bil ... ba<J,rth wil..-qur~an izzay]. All of us [Muslims] know the 
basics of religion [al..-dTn], such as praying, fasting, and other acts of worship 
[%aclat]. But the difficult question that confronts us today as Muslims is how to 
make our daily lives congruent with our religion while at the same time moving 
with the world [mu~arrikTn ma~a id..-dinya], especially given that the present period 
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is one of great change and transformation. For me, proselytization [daewa] means 
doing it from within ordinary acts and practicalities [eamaliyyat], and translating 

worship [%ada] into everyday practices so that these are always directed toward 
God [fahm il ... eibada kullu yittagi.h ilallah]. 

Note that the challenge Hajja Faiza regards as central to her work does not 
have to do with educating Muslims in the basic performance of religious du ... 
ties (such as praying five times a day, fasting, and the like); as she says, most of 
the people she works with perform these duties regularly. She is concerned in-­
stead with those Muslims who, despite performing their religious duties, have 
lost the capacity to render all aspects of their lives--of which worship is sim .. 
ply one, albeit an important, part-into a means of realizing God's will. Hajja 
Faiza's emphasis on practice, therefore, addresses the problem of how to make 
moral precepts, doctrinal principles, and acts of worship relevant to the or .. 
ganization of everyday life. Her engagement with sacred texts is aimed at de-­
ducing a set of practical rules of conduct to guide others in resolving the mun .. 
<lane issues of daily life. 

Like the other daciyat, Hajja Faiza recognizes that there are numerous as .. 
pects of contemporary life that are ruled not by the dictates of sacred texts (the 
Quran and the Sunna),9 but by laws whose rationale is independent from, and 
at times inimical to, the demands of pious living. The distinction Hajja Faiza 
makes between acts of worship Cibadat) and those actions pertaining to social 
transactions (mucamalat) 10 has been part of the Islamic juridical tradition 
since at least the tenth century. In the modern period, although sharT ea proce .. 
<lures (those moral discourses and legal procedures sometimes glossed as "Is .. 
lamic law") were unevenly applied in Egypt, most acts in the category of 
mucamalat came to be regulated by civil law, giving the distinction between 
worship and social transactions a new valence and institutional force. As was 
the case with most non .. Western nations, Egypt adopted a European legal 
code (the French code) in the mid--nineteenth century, thereby restricting the 
application of Islamic law to matters pertaining to family law and pious en .. 
dowments (Hill 1987).11 For most of the daciyat, however, reinstatement of 

9 The Sunna describes the practices of the Prophet and his Companions. In Islamic jurispm· 
dence, the Sunna is considered to be the second most important source for the derivation of Is .... 
lamic laws after the Quran. For debates among Muslim reformers on this issue, see D. Brown 1999. 

10 The term mueamalatmay best be translated as "sections of the sharta concerned with trans .... 
actions, including bilateral contracts and unilateral dispositions" (Messick 1996, 313). 

11 Personal status law (or family law), a legal category that emerged with the adoption of the 
European legal code, has become a key site of struggle over the identity of the Muslim community 
in a variety of national contexts. For contentious debates about changes in Muslim family law in 
India, where Muslims are a significant minority, see Hasan 1994; for similar debates in Egypt, 
where Muslims are the majority, see Skovgaard.-Petersen 1997. 
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the shar(a remains marginal to the realization of the movement's goals, and 
few lessons address the issue. Even though women like Hajja Faiza do not ad .. 
vacate the abolition or transformation of civil law as do some other Islamists, 12 

this does not mean that the mosque movement endorses a privatized notion of 
religion that assumes a separation between worldly and religious affairs. 13 In .. 
deed, the form of piety women like Hajja Faiza advocate brings religious obli .. 
gations and rituals Cibadat) to bear upon worldly issues in new ways, thereby 
according the old Islamic adage "all of life is worship" (al.../.iayah kullaha %ada) 
a new valence. 

Secularism has often been understood in two primary ways: as the separa.­
tion of religion from issues of the state, and as the increasing differentiation of 
society into discrete spheres (economic, legal, educational, familial, and so 
on) of which religion is one part (Berger 1973; Casanova 1994; Durkheim 
1965; D. Martin 1978). Since participants in the mosque movement do not 
argue for the promulgation of the sharta, they do not constitute a challenge 
to the former aspect of secularism as do some of the more militant and state.­
oriented Islamist activists. 14 The mosque movement's solution to the problem 
of Egypt becoming increasingly secularized does not directly confront the po.­
litical order, even though the social transformations it seeks to bring about 
necessarily involve changing sociopolitical institutions and ethos. The piety 
activists seek to imbue each of the various spheres of contemporary life with a 
regulative sensibility that takes its cue from the Islamic theological corpus 
rather than from modem secular ethics. In this sense, the mosque movement's 
goal is to introduce a common set of shared norms or standards by which one 

12 For example, during the question--and--answer period, mothers often raised the issue of sexual 
intercourse outside the institution of marriage (zina'), particularly premarital sex-an act that is 
considered to be a cardinal sin in Islam. In response, the da~iyat acknowledged that the classical 
Islamic punishment for such an act (most commonly, a hundred lashes for each participant) was 
no longer possible and applicable in Egypt. Instead, it was required of parents that they inculcate 
a sense of modesty and knowledge of proper conduct in youth so as to prevent them from con-­
templating such an act. Thus the focus of the mosque lessons was precisely on those manners of 
thought, movements, and practices that needed to be policed in order to forestall the possibility 
of zina', not on the punishment that the act required. 

13 I use the term "worldly" intentionally-instead of the term mu~amalat (social transac.­
tions )-to avoid the juridical connotations of the latter. By "worldly" acts I mean those behaviors 
that pertain to matters in life that are distinct from acts of worship. 

14 The debate about the promulgation of the sharfa peaked in Egypt after the passage of the 
new family law in 1985. In the mid ... to late 1980s, distinct lines were drawn between the support .. 
ers of the sharta and those opposed to it, the latter being a loose alliance of intellectuals and jour.­
nalists who came to be called "the secularists" Calmaniyyin). This debate cooled off substantially 
in the 1990s, and by the time I conducted my fieldwork ( 1995-97) the focus of the Islamist move ... 
ment was more on preaching, welfare, and syndicalist activities. For a general discussion of this 
debate and the reasons for its decline, see Skovgaard--Petersen 1997, 205-208. 
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is to judge one's own conduct, whether in the context of employment, educa .. 
tion, domestic life, or other social activities. The mosque participants' activi .. 
ties, therefore, pose more of a challenge to the second aspect of secularism, 
namely, the process by which religion is relegated to its own differentiated 
sphere, its influence curtailed to those aspects of modem life that are deemed 
either "private" or "moral." 

For example, in the last three decades, supporters of the Islamist movement 
have established a number of "Islamic schools" in order to counter the secular 
character of modem Egyptian education.15 Their efforts have been directed 
not so much at creating a new curriculum (which continues to be determined 
by the Egyptian government) as at introducing practices that create an Is .. 
lamic awareness (al--waei al--islami) within existing institutions (see Herrera 
2003). This includes emphasizing the study of religious materials that are al .. 
ready part of the curriculum, creating space and time for prayer during school 
hours, hiring religiously observant teachers, and so on. Insofar as this strategy 
makes Islamic ethics central to the process of acquiring different kinds of 
knowledges and skills, it infuses the current educational institutions with a 
sensibility that is potentially transformative.16 

the folk/orization of worship 

An important aspect of the mosque movement's critique of the secularization 
of Egyptian society focuses upon how the understanding and performance of 
acts of worship Cibadat) have been transformed in the modem period. Move .. 
ment participants argue that ritual acts of worship in the popular 'imagination 
have increasingly acquired the status of customs or conventions, a kind of 
"Muslim folklore" undertaken as a form of entertainment or as a means to dis .. 
play a religio .. cultural identity. According to them, this has led to the decline 
of an alternative understanding of worship, one in which rituals are performed 
as a means to the training and realization of piety in the entirety of one's life. 
Part of the aim of the mosque movement is to restore this understanding of 
worship by teaching women the requisite skills involved in its practice. 

15 Beginning in the colonial period, public education came to focus increasingly on secular 
subjects (such as geography, mathematics, and biology), replacing classical religious topics and 
supplanting methods of traditional schooling with the disciplinary practices of modem education 
(see T. Mitchell 1991, 63-127; Starrett 1998, 23-153). The teaching of Islam, however, was not 
eradicated from the curriculum but continued as one subject among others in public and private 
schools in Egypt. 

16 It was this transformative character of Islamic education that incited the Egyptian govern .. 
ment to implement a number of measures aimed at the regulation of these schools (see Herrera 
2003, 171-80). The Turkish state has reacted in a similar fashion, prohibiting students from en .. 
tering Islamic schools before the age of fifteen (New York Times 1998). 
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Consider for example how Fatma, an active member of the mosque move ... 
ment, articulated this widely shared view. Fatma was in her late twenties 
when I met her and, after the death of her father, was one of three breadwin ... 
ners in a family of ten. Despite the long hours she worked, Fatma found time 
to attend mosque lessons regularly. She strongly believed that her involve ... 
ment in the mosque movement had taught her what piety really entailed. In 
an interview with me, Fatma voiced her concerns about the folklorization of 
Islam: 

The state and society want to reduce Islam to folklore, as if Islam is just a 

collection of ceremonies and customs, such as hanging lanterns from doorways or 

baking cookies during Ramadan, or eating meat on al ... eyd al..-kabzr [feast that 

celebrates the end of Ramadan] .17 Mere ceremonies [mujarrad al..-manasik] without 

any bearing on the rest of life. 

Noting the look of puzzlement on my face, Fatma asked, "Have you spent 
the month of Ramadan in Cairo?" I nodded yes. Fatma continued: 

So you know what happens during Ramadan in Cairo. 18 You must have heard the 

popular saying in colloquial Arabic that the first third of Ramadan is cookies, the 

second third is expenses [on food and clothing], and the last third is [visitation of] 

relatives. 19 Where is worship in this saying [qaul]? You find special programs that 

the state television puts on every evening, showing all kinds of things that are 

prohibited [l:taram] in Islam. The entire society seems to be focused on preparing 

food all day long and festivities in the evenings, all of which are contrary 

[bititnaqi4] to the real meaning and spirit of Ramadan. If it were not for the 

mosque lessons [durus] I began to attend two years ago, I would also have 

continued to think, like others, that Ramadan was about abstaining from food 

during the day, and in the evenings eating a lot and going out to the market or al--

17 Ramadan is the ninth month of the Muslim calendar during which Muslims are required to 
fast, abstaining from food and drink from sunrise to sunset. 

18 While Ramadan is observed in all parts of the Muslim world, Egypt's celebration of it is dis-­

tinctive for the festivities that start at sundown and continue well into the early hours of the 
morning during the entire month. Working hours are limited, and most Egyptian families cele-­

brate by cooking special foods and spending evenings outdoors. Television and the entertainment 

industry put on special shows, and markets are full of consumer items (prepared foods, household 

goods, etc.). It is to these aspects of Egyptian Ramadan that Fatma refers. 
19 In contrast to this popular saying was one that I had come to hear in the mosques, but which 

few Egyptians outside the mosque circles seemed to know: "The first third of Ramadan is kindness 

of God [ra~mat allah], the second third is His forgiveness [maghfiratihi], and the last third is refuge 

from hell's fire [eitq al--nar]." This saying is indicative of the special status accorded to Ramadan in 

Islamic doctrine in that increased frequency of worship during the month is supposed to lead to 
greater rewards from God. 
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Hussein [the area around the tomb of Hussein where Egyptians gather in large 

numbers in the late evening during Ramadan]. 

When I questioned Fatma further about what she meant by "the real mean .. 
ing and spirit of Ramadan," she explained to me that this entailed a range of 
behaviors that a Muslim must undertake when fasting, behaviors that con .. 
veyed the fuller meaning of the fast, such as abstaining from anger and lying, 
avoiding looking at things that stir one's appetite (sexual or culinary), and be .. 
ing extra diligent in one's prayers. It was not that baking cookies or decorating 
one's house during Ramadan was wrong, she said: in fact, celebrating Ra .. 
madan is considered a "good deed" (al-- ~amal al ... ~ali~) because it follows the ex-­
ample of the Prophet and his Companions. What gets lost in these popular 
festivities, she argued, is the understanding that the act of fasting is a neces-­
sary means to a virtuous life (what she called "the realization of piety"-talµfiq 
al--taqwa). "Fasting is not simply abstaining from food," she explained to me, 
"but it is a condition through which a Muslim comes to train herself in the 
virtues [fru7£i'il] of patience habr], trust in God [tawakkul], asceticism from 
worldly pleasures [zuhd], etc." In Fatma's view, therefore, an act of fasting that 
does not enable one to acquire these virtues transforms fasting from a religious 
act to a folkloric custom. 

Fatma's concerns were echoed widely in mosque circles. Hajja Nur was a 
d~tiya who had taught at the Nafisa mosque for several years but now gave les .. 
sons at another mosque to a small number of women. In her characteristically 
lucid style of argument, she reiterated Fatma's critique of the way Islamic obli-­
gations are currently practiced in Egypt, using a different example: 

It is the project of the government and the secularists ralmaniyin] to transform 

religion [al.-din] into conventions or customs [~ada]. People may not even know 

that they are doing this, but in fact what they do in actual behavior 

[~arrufatuhum al--l:wqTqiyya] is to tum religion into no more than a folkloric 

custom! An example of this is the use of the veil [Q.ijabl2° as a custom rada] rather 

than as a religious duty ffar4]. When you [here she addressed me directly] as a 

foreigner look at Egyptian society right now and see all these women wearing the 

Q.ijab you must remember that a lot of them wear it as a custom, rather than a 

religious duty that also entails other responsibilities. These people are in fact no 

different than those who argue against the Q.ijab and who say that the Q.ijab is [an 

expression of] culture [and therefore a matter of personal choice], rather than a 

religious command. So what we have to do is to educate Muslim women that it is 

not enough to wear the veil, but that the veil must also lead us to behave in a 

20 Note that even though the term ~ijab refers to the headscarf (which is distinct from other 
forms of the veil such as the khimar or the niqab), it is also used as a general term for the veil in 
Egyptian colloquial and Modem Standard Arabic. 
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truly modest manner in our daily lives, a challenge that far exceeds the simple act 
of donning the veil. 

Undergirding Fatma's and Hajja Nur's critique is a conception of religiosity 
that discriminates between a religious practice that is part of the larger project 
of realizing Islamic virtues in the entirety of one's life, and a practice that is Is-­
lamic in form and style but does not necessarily serve as a means to the train-­
ing and realization of a pious self. Fatma and Hajja Nur are critical of the 
process by which practices that are supposed to be part of a larger program for 
shaping ethical capacities lose this function and become little more than 
markers of identity: such as when people fast because they have learned that 
this is simply what Muslims do. In summary, Fatma and Hajja Nur's remarks 
imply a critique of those forms of Islamic practice whose raison d'etre is to sig-­
nal an identity or tradition and which are, therefore, shorn of their ability to 
contribute to the formation of an ethical disposition. 

Notably, Hajja Nur's statement above suggests that the attitude of those 
women who wear the veil out of habit is not dissimilar from those who regard 
the veil as a local custom (similar to regional styles of clothing, eating habits, 
and so on). In making this observation, she is referring to a widely known 
argument put forward by Egyptian intellectuals that veiling is not so much a di-­
vine injunction as it is a continuation of regional customs, practiced by women 
in Arabia at the advent of Islam, that has mistakenly become enshrined as a re-­
ligious edict. 21 Hajja Nur faults both of these attitudes (the one that regards 
veiling to be a regional custom, and the other that unthinkingly reproduces the 
tradition of veiling) for ignoring how the practice of veiling is an integral part 
of an entire manner of existence through which one learns to cultivate the 
virtue of modesty in all aspects of one's life. In making her argument, she uses a 
key distinction, often invoked by the mosque participants, between customary 
and religious acts, a distinction that women like Hajja Nur think is elided 
when religion is understood as yet another kind of cultural practice. 

Hajja Nur's remarks about the veil can be usefully compared to the views of 
a key Islamist public figure, Adil Hussein, who served as the general secretary 
of the Islamist Labor Party (l:lizb aVAmal) until his death a few years ago. 
The following is an excerpt from an interview with him in a documentary on 
the Islamic Revival (produced by the American Public Broadcasting System, 
PBS), where he explains why he thinks the veil is important: 

In this period of [Islamic] Revival and renewed pride in ourselves and our past, 
why should we not take pride in the symbols that distinguish us from others [like 

21 See, for example, Harb 1984, 172-98; Muhammed 1996. For a comparable point of view, 
also see Leila Ahmed's discussion of the origins of the veil ( 1992, 11-63). 
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the veil]? So we say that the first condition is that clothing should be modest. But 
why can't we add a second condition that we would like this dress to be a 

continuation of what we have created in this region, like the Indian sari? ... Why 

can't we have our own dress which expresses decency, a requirement of Islam, as 
well as the special beauty that would be the mark of our society which has 

excelled in the arts and civilization? (York 1992) 

While Adil Hussein, like the d~nyat, recognizes that the veil is an expres-­
sion of the principle of female modesty, there are clear differences between 
their two views. Hussein regards the veil as a symbol of, among other things, 
an Islamic identity, culture, and civilization-not unlike the sari worn by 
South Asian women. For people like Adil Hussein, the increased popularity 
of the veil is a sign of the vitality of the Islamic Revival (al--Sabwa al-­
Islamiyya), which in turn is interpreted as the Muslim world's awakening to 
its true identity and cultural heritage. While women like Hajja Nur and 
Fatma do not entirely disagree with this view, they do, in contrast, regard the 
phenomenon of veiling as an insufficient, though necessary, part of making 
the society more religiously devout. As Hajja Nur's remarks reveal, the criti-­
cal issue for her is whether the proliferation of what appear to be Islamic prac-­
tices (in form and style) actually enable the cultivation of Islamic virtues in 
the entirety of a Muslim's life. 

The remarks of Adil Hussein and Hajja Nur about the veil register a differ-­
ence that indexes a key line of fracture between the piety movement (of 
which the mosque movement is an integral part) and Islamist political orga-­
nizations. Islamist political figures and publications often criticize mosque par-­
ticipants for promoting a form of religiosity that is devoid of any sociopolitical 
consequences, especially for the task of restructuring the state. Heba Saad Ed .. 
din22 was a prominent member of the Labor Party, along with Adil Hussein, 
when I conducted my fieldwork. In the PBS documentary from which I quote 
above, Saad Eddin is asked how she, as a prominent Islamist activist who is 
veiled herself, views the popular resurgence of the veil in Egypt. She responds 
skeptically by saying: 

In many cases religion is used as a kind of escape where the focus of the individual 
is to pray and read the Quran. But if we mean by [the Islamic] Revival more 

involvement in social change, I believe then that the [resurgence of the] veil 
should be understood as religiosity [al--tadayyun], but not Revival. It does not 

necessarily reflect a bigger participation in social life for the sake of social change 
toward Islam. (York 1992) 

22 Heba Saad Eddin also goes by the name Heba Raouf Ezzat. She has published under both 
names. 

52 



TOPOGRAPHY OF THE PIETY MOVEMENT 

Saad Eddin's position on the veil accords with her larger criticism of the ac ... 
tivities that mosques have increasingly undertaken in recent years in Egypt. In 
one of her weekly columns, "Saut al.-Nisa~" ("Women's Voice"), which she 
used to write for the Labor Party newspaper al ... Shat:b, 23 Saad Eddin criticizes 
Egyptian mosques for having become a space primarily for the performance of 
prayers and Islamic rituals, rather than a platform for the call to "truth, jus ... 
tice, and freedom," that is, a place where people come to learn "how to ana ... 
lyze their social situation and how to struggle to defend their freedom" (Saad 
Eddin 1997). 24 In other words, for Islamists like Saad Eddin and Hussein, reli ... 
gious rituals should be aimed toward the larger goal of creating a certain kind 
of polity, and the mosque movement fails precisely to make this linkage, keep ... 
ing matters of worship and piety incarcerated within what for them is a priva ... 
tized world of worship. 

the "objectification" of religion? 

A number of scholars of the modern Muslim world have noted that, as a result 
of widespread literacy and mass media, ordinary Muslims have become in ... 
creasingly familiar with doctrinal concepts and forms of religious reasoning 
that had previously been the domain of religious scholars alone (Eickelman 
and Piscatori 1996; Skovgaard ... Petersen 1997; Zeghal 1996). In making this 
observation, these scholars echo an argument made most forcefully by Wilfred 
Cantwell Smith when he proposed that "religion" in the modern period has 
come to be understood as a self ... enclosed system whose proper practice often 
entails, even on the part of lay practitioners, some form of familiarity with the 
doctrinal assumptions and theological reasoning involved in religious rites 
and rituals (1962). This observation has prompted some scholars of the Mid ... 
dle East to conclude that the proliferation of religious knowledge among ordi ... 
nary Muslims has resulted in an "objectification of the religious imagination," 
in that practices that were observed somewhat unreflectively in the premod ... 
ern period are now the focus of conscious deliberation and debate (Eickelman 
1992; Eickelman and Piscatori 1996; Salvatore 1998). Contemporary Mus ... 
lims' reflections upon the religious character of ritual practices are, therefore, 
seen as evidence of a "modern objectified religiosity."25 

21 Heba Saad Eddin was a regular contributor to al--Shaeb until she ended her affiliation with the 

Labor Party in 2000. She currently writes for the Islamist website www.islamonline.net. 
24 The Egyptian government banned al ... Shav in May 2000 for jeopardizing state security inter~ 

ests by publicly criticizing state policies and officials. 
25 For Eickelman and Piscatori (1996), objectification involves three processes: first, "discourse 

and debate about Muslim tradition involves people on a mass scale" (39); second, there is a ten~ 

dency to see religious belief and practice "as a system to be distinguished from nonreligious ones" 
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At first glance it would seem that the debate about the veiL is an illustration 
of this objectifying attitude toward religion, especially in the profusion of dis-­
course on a practice that many would have performed unreflectively in the 
past.26 Indeed, Hajja Nur's remarks seem particularly relevant to the observa­
tions made by these scholars: she assigns conscious deliberation a privileged 
role within the performance of religious duties, especially when she criticizes 
those who adopt the veil unreflectively (out of habit or custom) for failing to 
apprehend its true religious significance. While I generally agree with these 
scholars that modern conditions of increased literacy, urban mobility, and 
mass media have undoubtedly made ordinary Muslims more familiar with 
doctrinal reasoning than was previously the case, I would like to question the 
claim that this set of changes is best analyzed in terms of a universal tendency 
toward the "objectification of the religious imagination." There are several 
reasons for my disagreement. 

To begin with, one must note that any kind of skilled practice requires a 
certain amount of reflection and deliberation on the specific mental and bod-­
ily exercises necessary for its acquisition. Insomuch as the capacity to perform 
a task well requires one to be able to stand back and judge the correctness and 
virtuosity of one's performance, a certain amount of self--reflection is internal 
to such labor. For example, in order for a child to learn to pray, the parent 
must make her conscious of her gestures, glances, and thoughts. When the 
child undertakes the act hurriedly, or forgets to perform it, her parents may 
present her with various kinds of explanations for why praying is important, 
what it signifies, and how it is different from the child's other activities. Such 
a pedagogical process depends upon inducing self .. reflection in the child about 
her movements and thoughts-and their relationship to an object called 
God-all of which require some form of reflection about the nature of the 
practice. In other words, conscious deliberation is part and parcel of any ped ... 
agogical process, and contemporary discussions about it cannot be understood 
simply as a shift from the unconscious enactment of tradition to a critical re-­
flection upon tradition, as the aforementioned authors suggest.-

(42); and third, a reconfiguration of the "symbolic production of Muslim politics" occurs as a re.­

suit of the first two processes (43 ). What is lacking in these authors' writings is an analysis of how 
the three processes are articulated to produce the effect of objectification. 

26 In regard to the veil, the issue seems to be even more complicated given its embattled history 
during the colonial period. As Leila Ahmed points out in her seminal study of the discourse on the 
veil in the colonial and early nationalist periods in Egypt, the practice of veiling acquired a new 
valence for Egyptians as the British made it a key signifier of "Muslim backwardness'' and the Egyp.­
tian elite mobilized for its banishment (1992, 127-68). One might argue that the fact that the veil 
was assigned such a key place in the colonial discourse better_ explains its salience within contem .. 
porary Egyptian politics than does a general theory of the objectification of devotional practices. 
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At the same time, it should also be acknowledged that practices of self .. 
reflection have varied historically, depending upon shifts in notions of the 
self and pedagogical conditions of mass publicity and literacy. What is 
needed to understand changes in notions of reflexivity is an inquiry into the 
creation of historically specific forms of subjectivity that require, and in some 
sense make possible, particular modes of self .. reflection (see pp. 146-48). Fur .. 
thermore, in order to grasp what is historically unique about modem forms of 
reflection in relation to Islamic practices, it is necessary to explore both the 
discursive conditions under which specific kinds of deliberations become pos .. 
sible, and the practical task that an act of reflection is meant to accomplish. 
For example, it is worth recalling that the distinction Hajja Nur draws be .. 
tween customs/habits and religious obligations has been made by theologians 
at least as far back as the thirteenth century, and is not just a modern inven .. 
tion. 27 What has changed between a classical invocation and a contemporary 
one are the practical conditions under which the distinction between custom .. 
ary and religious acts is made, the new modes of reflection under which this 
distinction is taught and learned, and the relations of social hierarchy and in .. 
stitutional power that attend each historical context. Theological and doc .. 
trinal issues that were once the provenance of male religious scholars are now 
debated by ordinary women in the context of mosque lessons modeled to 
some extent on protocols of public address and modern education (rather 
than on the traditional Islamic schools, kuttab ),28 where they openly discuss 
how to render even the most intimate details of their lives in accord with 
standards of Islamic piety. Similarly, working women and students now bring 
questions of virtuous practice to bear upon new problems, such as how to 
conduct oneself modestly on public transportation, and in schools and offices 
where pious protocols of sex segregation are not observed (for an analysis of 
these issues, see chapters 3 and 5). We must pay attention to this level of mi .. 
cropractices in order to understand what is unique about the contemporary 
focus on Islamic arguments and practices, rather than assuming that they are 

27 For example, the preeminent theologian al.-Nawawi (d. 1248) wrote, "It is intention [a[ ... 

niyya] that distinguishes between custom rada] and worship ['ibada] or distinguishes between lev.­

els of [different acts of] worship. First example, sitting in a mosque for [the purpose of] relaxation 
constitutes a custom, and when undertaken for ttikaf [a period of residence in a mosque dedicated 

to worship marked by minimal interaction with people], it is considered an act of worship, and it 
is intention that makes it so. And so with bathing: bathing when undertaken for cleanliness is 
custom, and it is intention that makes it an act of worship" ( 1990, 18). All translations from Ara ... 
bic are mine, unless otherwise noted. 

28 Kuttab were traditional Islamic schools, usually associated with the mosque, which came to 
be slowly replaced by the modern system of schools, colleges, and universities from the late nine-­

teenth century onward in Egypt. For a general discussion of the transformations in the discipli-­
nary practices of education in modem Egypt, see T. Mitchell 1991; Starrett 1998. 
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instances of a universal modem process wherein previously habitual actions 
become objects of conscious reflection. 29 

Moreover, one must also learn to distinguish how particular reflections 
upon a religious practice are geared toward different kinds of ends. In the cases 
of Adil Hussein, Heba Saad Eddin, and Hajja Nur, even though all three sup ... 
port the adoption of the veil, their remarks are situated within very different 
visions of a virtuous society. For Adil Hussein, the veil stands in a relation of 
significance to the expression of one's cultural and nationalist heritage, 
whereas for women like Fatma and Hajja Nur it is understood to be part of an 
entire process through which a pious individual is produced. In the eyes of 
someone like Hajja Nur, one may argue, the meaning of the veil is not ex ... 
hausted by its significance as a sign (of a civilization, culture, or identity), but 
encompasses an entire way of being and acting that is learned through the 
practice of veiling. Similarly, the goals that Heba Saad Eddin wants the prac ... 
tice of veiling to achieve ("truth, justice, and freedom") stand in contrast to 
those sought by Hajja Nur and Fatma, and even to some extent those of Adil 
Hussein, with whom she shared a political project. Thus, each of these views 
needs to be analyzed in terms of the larger goals toward which it is teleologi ... 
cally oriented, the different practical contexts in which each type of reflection 
is located, and the consequences each particular form of understanding has for 
how one lives practically, both in relationship to oneself and to others. 30 

The practices of the women's mosque movement have not emerged as a 
result of an abstract tendency toward objectification, but are provoked by a 
specific problem, namely, the concern for learning to organize one's daily life 
according to Islamic standards of virtuous conduct in a world increasingly or ... 
dered by a logic of secular rationality that is inimical to the sustenance of 
these virtues. As I observed earlier, the women I worked with argue that they 
have had to create new structures of learning-in the form of mosque 
lessons-to inculcate values that were previously part of a social and familial 
ethos in Egypt, but which are no longer available in those arenas. The <level ... 

29 The modern history of Islamic sermons may be used to demonstrate the same point. As 
Charles Hirschkind notes, the practice of the Friday sermon (khutba), a key communal event in 
Muslim societies since the time of Muhammed, only started to receive elaborate doctrinal atten .. 
tion in the last century with the development of a national public sphere and the concomitant 
rise in the importance of the practice of public speech making (2004 ). This should not therefore 
lead us to conclude that khutba required little or no self .. reflection on the part of the preachers 
and listeners prior to the modem period. Rather, what this draws our attention to is the particu .. 
lar mode of reflection entailed in the delivery and audition of khutba in the modem period, one 
uniquely tied to the formation of a mass .. mediatized reading public that the advent of modernity 
heralded in Muslim societies. 

30 I will return to many of these points in chapter 4, under a discussion of the different 
economies of self .. formation and bodily discipline. 
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opment of the women's mosque movement should, therefore, be understood 
as an organized attempt to address what has come to be conceived as a practi ... 
cal need, one grounded in recent historical and social circumstances. The key 
concept that has been most useful for the development of institutional prac ... 
tices conducive to virtuous conduct is daewa, a concept around which the 
women's mosque movement is organized. It is to the analysis of this concept 
that I now turn. 

THE MOSQUE MOVEMENT IN A HISTORICAL CONTEXT 

Few Islamic concepts capture the sensibility of modern socioreligious activism 
and the spirit of doctrinal innovation better than the concept of dacwa. Daewa 
is the umbrella term under which the mosque movement, and the Islamist 
movement more generally, have organized many of their disparate activities. 
Daewa literally means "call, invitation, appeal, or summons." It is a Quranic 
concept associated primarily with God's call to the prophets and to humanity 
to believe in the "true religion," Islam.11 Dac:wa did not receive much doctrinal 
attention in classical Sunni Islamic scholarship, and it was only in the late 
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries that it was given extensive elabora ... 
tion. 32 The term daeiya literally means "one who practices daewa"-it is also 
the label used for the teachers in the women's mosque movement.33 

While daewa may also be directed toward non ... Muslims, the contemporary 
piety movement in Egypt primarily understands it to be a religious duty that 
requires all adult members of the Islamic community to urge fellow Muslims 
to greater piety, and to teach one another correct Islamic conduct. While the 
practice of daewa commonly takes the form of verbal admonishment, in Egypt 

11 See Canard 1999. 
12 Mendel has shown that during the early years of the Caliphate1 daewa was used interchange .. 

ably with other terms, such as shatta (Islamic Law), drn (religion), Sunna (the tradition of the 
Prophet and his Companions), and sometimes even jihad (which means both "holy war" and "ef .. 
fort directed at a specified goal") (Mendel 1995, 289). In the Shi'i tradition oflslam, however, the 
term daewa has a different history: it refers to a widespread Ismaili movement in the tenth century 
that later resulted in the establishment of the Fatimid dynasty in North Africa. See Kaabi 1972; 
Walker 1993. Since Egypt is primarily a Sunni country, my references are limited to the Sunni in.­
terpretation of da ewa. 

31 Even though Arabic makes a distinction between male and female forms of the active par.­
ticiple, the word used in Egyptian colloquial and Modern Standard Arabic for someone who con.­
ducts da'wa does not make this distinction: someone undertaking da·wa-whether a man or a 
woman-is referred to as oo·iya, the feminine form. The distinction is made in the plural: male 
practitioners of da'wa are called du eat, and women daeiyat. Gender distinction in the nominative 
singular is gradually emerging, however, as more women da'iyat become active, and the Islamic 
press increasingly uses the term dilei to refer to men. 
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today it encompasses a range of practical activities that were once considered 
outside the proper domain of the classical meaning of the term. These activi ... 
ties include establishing neighborhood mosques, social welfare organizations, 
Islamic educational institutions, and printing presses, as well as urging fellow 
Muslims toward greater religious responsibility, either through preaching or 
personal conversation. While many of these institutionalized practices have 
historical precedents, they have, in the last fifty years, increasingly come to be 
organized under the rubric of daewa.34 In many ways the figure of the d~nya ex ... 
emplifi.es the ethos of the contemporary Islamic Revival, and people now of ... 
ten ascribe to this figure the same degree of authority previously reserved for 
religious scholars (Gaffney 1991; Haddad, Voll, and Esposito, 1991; Zeghal 
19%). 

Despite the fact that da~wa has become a reigning organizational term for a 
range of activities, few historical works explore its semantic and institutional 
development. 35 This lacuna is all the more striking given the attention paid to 
other terms used by the Islamist movement, such as al-jihad or al--daula. 36 

Where we do find some discussion of the notion of daewa is in relation to a sis ... 
ter concept, one whose semantic determination is tightly intertwined with 
that of daewa. This is the principle of amr bil ma'hlf wal--nahi ~an al--munkar ("to 
enjoin others in the doing of good or right, and the forbidding of evil or 
wrong"), around which many of the daewa activities, especially those of reli ... 
gious exhortation and preaching, have been elaborated.37 In fact, one could 

34 The Islamic Revival has been characterized by a proliferation of these activities. For exam­
ple, there has been at least a 330 percent increase in the number of mosques built overall in Egypt 
between 1975 and 1995 (al ... Ahram Center for Political and Strategic Studies 1996; Zeghal 1996). 
Similarly, the number of Islamic nongovernmental organizations grew by 1 7 percent in the 1960s, 
31 percent in the 1970s, and 33 percent in the 1980s (al ... Ahram Center for Political and Strate ... 
gic Studies 1996, 236). 

35 For an exception to this rule, see the articles by Roest Crollius 1978; Hirschkind 200la; 
Mendel 1995. While Roest Crollius and Mendel provide a historical background for the develop ... 
ment of the Sunni concept of dacwa in the Middle East, Hirschkind analyzes the effects of the 
contemporary practice of dacwa on popular modes of sociability and public debate in Egypt. Also 
see the important work of Barbara Metcalf (1993, 1994, 1998) on the South Asian Tablighi 
Jamacat, which is also organized around the concept of dacwa, but more focused on the question 
of spiritual renewal than social welfare, which seems to be the hallmark of the Egyptian dacwa 
movement. 

36 On the concept of al-jihad, see Kepel 2002; Peters 1996. For discussions of the concept of al ... 
daula, see T. Asad 1980; Ayalon 1987; Zubaida 1993. 

37 The key words involved in this principle are ma"ruf and munkar: the former means "what is 
known and accepted according to acknowledged norms," whereas the latter means "what is dis.­
avowed or rejected" and therefore unacceptable. Notably, the former is considered to be consub ... 
stantial with what is mandated by God and the latter with iniquity. For the historical roots of the 
terms mai:ruf and munkar, both in pre .. Islamic Jahili poetry and the Quran, see lzutsu 1966, 
213-17. 
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argue that the modern doctrinal justification for daewa has been established 
primarily through the considerable moral scholarship conducted on the prin ... 
ciple of amr bil maeruf. Since the principle of amr bil maeruf occurs in a num ... 
ber of places in the Quran that are concerned with the maintenance of public 
morality, Muslim reformers have paid close attention to its treatment within 
classical exegetical writings, especially in their attempts to rectify what they 
regard to be erroneous accretions to Islamic practices. 38 

Michael Cook, in his exhaustive survey of the Islamic scholarship on amr 
bil maeruf, notes that the interpretation of this principle has historically var ... 
ied from school to school and scholar to scholar (Cook 2000). Cook's book is 
a remarkable synthesis of the diversity of opinions that have existed on the 
subject since early Islam. While I will draw upon his work, my concern here is 
more limited. I want to highlight those features of amr bil maeriif that under ... 
gird the daewa practices of the mosque movement, with particular attention to 
the shifts in the meaning of both these concepts that the modern Islamist 
movement has secured over the last century. My goal is to provide a brief ge-­
nealogy of the figure of the daeiya, as she/he has come to lead the Islamic Re-­
vival, by drawing upon some of the contemporary popular uses of the term 
daewa-primarily within the mosque movement but also generally within the 
piety movement-and the particular interpretation this term has been given 
in the Egyptian Islamist literature. 39 

In contemporary Egypt, the activities denoted by the principle of amr bil 
maeriif can vary substantially, ranging from delivering a sermon or a mosque 
lesson to expressing a concern for the maintenance of pious comportment (for 
example, when a woman in a mosque, or on a bus, tells another woman that 
she should veil or pray) to addressing more general issues of moral and social 
conduct (as when someone tells a mother not to neglect her child while ab-­
sorbed in a conversation with a friend). While many of these practices also 
fall under the rubric of dacwa, there are activities-such as helping to build a 
mosque, or establishing an Islamic printing press-that are, strictly speaking, 
referred to through the concept of daewa more often than through the princi ... 
ple of amr bil macriif. Given the overlapping contexts in which the two no ... 
tions are used, I would summarize their interrelationship as manifesting itself 

38 The principle of amr bil maerilf wal--nahi ean al--munkar occurs in a number of places in the 
Quran. The most cited verses include verses 104 and 110 in Surat aVImran, and verse 71 in 
Surat al-Tauba. The verse in Surat al--Tauba addresses women and men equally, and women 
daciyat frequently quote it to justify their involvement in the field of daewa. This verse reads: 
"And [as for] the believers, both men and women-they are close unto one another: they [all] 
enjoin the doing of what is right and forbid the doing of what is wrcng, and are constant in 
prayer .... " All translations of Quranic verses are from M. Asad 1980. 

39 See, for example, Amin n.d.; al.-Qaradawi 1991, 1993; Sultan 1996. On women's daewa, see 
al--Waci 1993. 
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in three different ways. Sometimes the terms are used synonymously, as in the 
case of someone offering verbal advice or admonishment. At other times, 
dacwa is commonly understood as a kind of vocation (like that of a preacher, 
or a mosque teacher), while amr bil macriif is regarded as a duty that a Muslim 
undertakes in the context of normal life. Finally, while both can be under ... 
stood as involving enjoinders to piety, the notion of enjoining as it is used in 
amr bil macriif extends beyond acts of encouragement to the use of force in 
prohibiting undesirable conduct (as suggested by the second part of the in ... 
junction, "the forbidding of evil and wrong").40 Some have understood this to 
mean that the use of violence is justified in order to bring about moral good, as 
was the case when members of the militant group Takftr wa Hijra killed Pres ... 
ident Anwar Sadat in 1981 for his alleged immoral conduct as a Muslim 
ruler.41 Thus, we find that amr bil macruf is more likely to be used to legitimate 
the use of physical force than is dacwa; the latter remains primarily an instru ... 
ment of moral exhortation and reform. 

A contentious issue involved in the interpretation of amr bil macriif turns 
on who is qualified to act as an agent of moral reform on the basis of this moral 
principle, especially in light of the tutelary role the state assigns to itself in re ... 
lation to society and its exclusive claim on the use of violent force. Increas ... 
ingly, as Islamic militants have used the principle of amr bil macriif to justify 
their actions, the Egyptian state has mobilized its own network of religious 
scholars to argue, first, that it is the state that is primarily responsible for its 
correct implementation, and second, that it is best to forego this religious duty 
if it results in social discord or chaos.42 The state has, in other words, sought to 
establish itself as the sole and legitimate undertaker of amr bil macriif. The 
state's claim is widely rejected not only by the militants, but also by a number 
of those Muslim reformers who are strongly opposed to the use of violence as 

40 The particular logic of this interpretation draws upon a famous }:i.adith that says, "Whosoever 
among you sees a munkar must correct it by the hand, and if not able to, then by the tongue, and 
if unable to do [even] that, then by the heart, and this is the weakest [manifestation] of faith." 

41 A popular b.adith cited in support of the use of militant force against immoral rulers is: "The 
most excellent type of jihad [striving in the way of Allah] is speaking a true word in the presence 
of a tyrant ruler" (al .. Nawawi n.d., 200). For an example of the use of this Q.adith to urge militant 
action, see the pamphlet written by the famous Egyptian preacher Shaikh Umar Abd al .. Rahman 
(now jailed in the United States for his alleged role in the 1991 bombing of the World Trade 
Center) (al .. Rahman 1989). Those who oppose this interpretation use an alternative b.adith ac .. 
cording to which Muhammed reportedly said that as long as rulers are effective in establishing the 
practice of worship or ~alat (one of the minimal conditions by which one qualifies as a Muslim) in 
the Muslim community (umma), people should not rebel against those rulers (al .. Nawawi n.d., 
196). 

42 See, for example, the widely circulated booklet put out by the Ministry of Religious Affairs 
(Daif 1995) in response to commentaries written by militant Islamists, such as Shaikh Umar Abd 
al .. Rahman. 
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a means of bringing about moral transformation (Cook 2000, 526-28). These 
reformers include key intellectual figures of the contemporary Islamic Re-­
vival, such as Muhammed Umara (1989), Yusuf al--Qaradawi (1981), and 
Fahrni Huweidi (1993).43 

historical imbrications 

According to Roest Crollius, the first notable argument in the modern period 
that links dacwa to amr bil macruf probably occurs in the work of Rahid Rida 
(1865-1930), in his commentary on the Quranic verses pertaining to amr bil 
macruf (Roest Crollius 1978).44 This commentary is considered to be the com­
bined work of Rida and his mentor Muhammed Abduh (1849-1905), both of 
whom participated in founding the Salafi movement widely regarded as the 
intellectual forebear of the contemporary Islamist movement.45 Two elements 
of Rida's discussion are noteworthy for introducing a new perspective on clas­
sical discussions of dacwa and amr bil macruf wal--nahi can al--munkar. The first 
is the emphasis he places on modern forms of knowledge and organizational 
practice-an emphasis that was absent in the work of earlier commentators 
(also see Cook 2000, 510).46 Rida insists that, in addition to traditional 
knowledges, a familiarity with subjects such as history, sociology, psychology, 
and political science is necessary for the modern undertaking of dacwa-even 
though these subjects did not exist in early Islamic history (Rida 1970, 39-
45). The second noteworthy aspect of Rida's interpretation is his unequivocal 

43 The use of violence as a legitimate means to amr bil macruf was also rejected by lbn Taymiyya 
( d. 13 28) and Hasan al ... Banna ( d. 1949), two key intellectual figures of the Islamist movement 
who are revered by the militants as well as the reformers. Both Ibn Taymiyya and al ... Banna advo ... 
cated that the practice of amr bil macriif required civility (rifq) and gentle admonition (al.-mauci?,a 
al.-1:1.asana) rather than militant force (Cook 2000, 153, 523 ). 

44 Rashid Rida compiled the lectures delivered by the then rector of al.-Azhar, Muhammed Ab ... 
duh, between 1899 and 1905, added his own commentary to the lectures, and published them in 
the journal al--Manar, which he edited from 1889 until his death (Rida 1970). 

45 The Salafi movement emerged at the end of the nineteenth century and the beginning of 
the twentieth in the context of European intellectual and political dominance in the Muslim 
world. The Salafis articulated a strong critique both of the secularizing trend among Muslim 
elites, and what they perceived to be the stagnation of thought among Muslim jurists and the 
eulama:) (religious scholars). The Salafi leadership argued for an interpretation of the founding 
sources of the tradition, the Quran and the Sunna, in accordance with principles of scientific ra ... 
tionality, liberal governance, and natural law (see Hourani 1983; Kerr 1966). The term Salafi de-­
rives from the term al--Salaf al--Sali~, which refers to the virtuous forefathers who lived at the time 
of the Prophet and the early Caliphs. 

46 Rida was successful in establishing a short.-lived school for da~wa (1912-1914) for the train ... 
ing of Muslim missionaries, which attracted a considerable number of students from all over the 
Muslim world (Roest Crollius 1978, 278). 
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assertion that dacwa activity is the ob_ligation of every individual, and as such 
constitutes what is calledfar4 al~eain in Islam (Rida 1970, 35).47 Muslim jurists 
have made a distinction between individual obligations (fan;l aVain) and 
those duties that are incumbent upon the community as a whole, but which, 
when fulfilled by some members of the community, then no longer oblige oth ... 
ers (far4 al..-kifaya). While scholars have differed historically on whether amr 
bil macriif falls under the former or the latter category, the common view has 
been that amr bil macruf is a collective duty best undertaken by qualified reli ... 
gious scholars or Muslim leaders (Cook 2000, 17-18).48 By departing from this 
older, more established position, Rida makes the conditions under which 
dacwa and amr bil macriif can be enacted fairly open: such an interpretation, as 
we shall see, has opened the space for women to speak in the name of dacwa, 
as in the women's mosque movement I studied. 

The two innovations that mark Rida's interpretation of dacwa-its depen .. 
dence on modem knowledge and organizational frameworks, and its status as 
an individual obligation-were crystallized further by the work of the Muslim 
Brotherhood (al ... Jkhwan al ... Muslimun) under the leadership of its founder 
Hasan al ... Banna (1906-1949).49 Al ... Banna established the Brotherhood in 
1928. This organization has since grown into one of the key reform ... oriented 
Islamist political groups of the twentieth century, and its activities have been 
at the forefront of dacwa.50 AI ... Banna's elaboration of dacwa was a key part of 
his larger program aimed at creating institutional structures and sensibilities 
capable of contesting Western cultural and political hegemony. Unlike Rida, 

47 At one point, for example, Rida argues, "Calling to excellence and the doing of good and the 
forbidding of evil [al--daewa 3ila al--khair wa amr bil maeruf wal--nahi ean al .. munkar] is a definitive duty 
ffar4 batm] incumbent upon every Muslim" (Rida 1970, 35). 

48 For a number of medieval theologians who are important to Salafi thought-such as Za .. 
makhrashi, A.H. al.-Ghazali, al.-Razi, and Ibn Taymiyya-amr bil maeruf was a societal obligation 
(fan;! al.-kifaya). Well aware of the threat such a calling entailed to social order, they went to great 
lengths to spell out a number of conditions that had to be met in order to perform this obligation 
correctly (see Cook 2000, 131-32, 153-55, 364-65; Roest Crollius 1978, 267-71). Even though 
Rida refers to A.H. al .. Ghazali's work extensively in his commentary, he departs from A. H. al .. 
Ghazali in treating the obligation as incumbent on every Muslim (farc;l aVain). 

49 Hasan al .. Banna was a product of the Salafi school of thought: he inherited the editorship of 
Rashid Rida's journal al.-Manar upon Rida's death and edited it until 1940 (Skovgaard .. Petersen 
1997, 156). 

50 The Muslim Brotherhood was a part of the anticolonial struggle against the British, and had 
a relationship of mutual support with the Free Officers responsible for the 1952 coup. But soon af .. 
ter the 1952 revolution, sharp differences developed between the Brothers and President Gamal 
Adbul Nasser, who led the coup. Nasser banned the Muslim Brotherhood in 1954 and jailed the 
majority of its members. Not until Anwar Sadat came into power in 1971 was the Brotherhood 
allowed to function again, although officially it remains outlawed. For the early history of the 
Muslim Brotherhood (1928-1954), see R. Mitchell 1993. 
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whose primary focus was on missionary activity among non ... Muslims, al ... 
Banna directed his organizational efforts at the education and reform of fellow 
Muslims who, in his opinion, were becoming increasingly secularized and 
westernized under an indigenous leadership that had abandoned Islam in fa ... 
vor of Western values and lifestyles.51 Various aspects of al ... Banna's critique 
continue to be echoed by participants in the mosque movement, and their 
pedagogical activities have given a new life to his reconstructive project. 

In extending the classical meaning of dacwa, al ... Banna incorporated many 
of the concepts and organizational strategies integral to the practice of mod ... 
em politics and governance. For example, in his writings and public speeches 
he addressed fellow Muslims as citizens whose collective project was to sustain 
the Egyptian nation as an integral part of the umma (the Muslim commu .. 
nity). 52 Similarly, the Muslim Brothers made the public spaces of urban life 
( cafes, clubs, and public squares) a key site of their dacwa activity, and used au .. 
ral and print media extensively to propagate their message. 53 They engaged in 
trade union activities and established professional syndicates, which to this 
day form the backbone of the Muslim Brotherhood's popular activism. The 
Brothers successfully transformed mosques from spaces reserved for worship 
to, what al ... Banna described as "schools [for] the commoners, the popular uni ... 
versities and the colleges that lend educational services to the young and old 
alike" (al.-Banna, quoted in Abu Rabt 1996, 78)-a legacy that continues to 
thrive in the role mosques are playing in the current Islamic Revival. 

The figure of the daciya emerged from the confluence of two trends put into 
motion by reformers like al ... Banna and the activities of the Muslim Brother ... 

51 Hasan al,Banna held the Western,style education system (which had been gradually 
adopted since the late nineteenth century in Egypt) largely responsible for having turned indige, 
nous elites into efficient vehicles for the propagation of Western and secular values. In pointing 
to the effects of this system of education, al,Banna wrote: "They [Western powers] founded 
schools and scientific institutes in the very heart of the Islamic domain, which cast doubt and 
heresy into the souls of its sons and taught them to demean themselves, disparage their religion 
and their fatherland, divest themselves of their traditions and beliefs, and to regard as sacred any, 
thing Western, in the belief that only that which had a European source could serve as a model to 
be emulated in this life" (al,Banna 1978, 28). 

52 For example, see al, Banna's open letter to King Faruq I of Egypt and a number of leaders of 
the Muslim world (al,Banna 1978, 103-132). 

53 Al, Banna wrote, "The methods of dacwa today are not those of yesterday. The dacwa of yes, 
terday consisted of a verbal message given out in a speech or at a meeting, or one written in a tract 
or a letter. Today, it consists of publications, magazines, newspapers, articles, ordinary films, and 
radio broadcasting. All these have made it easy to influence the minds of all mankind, women as 
well as men, in their homes, places of business, factories and fields" (al ... Banna 1978, 46). Note 
that even though the translator of al ... Banna's work, Charles Wendell, translates daewa as "propa, 
ganda," here I have retained the original word, which captures the wider sense in which the term 
is used. 
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hood. On the one hand, the interpretation of daewa/amr bil maeriif as a reli ... 
gious duty that is incumbent upon every virtuous Muslim woman and man 
(fanJ al ... eain) further strengthened the general propensity toward the individ ... 
ualization of moral responsibility so characteristic of modem Islam (al ... Banna 
1978, 80). The other trend that gained further ascendancy through al ... Banna 
and his organizational activities was a trenchant critique launched against tra ... 
ditional religious education, in particular against religious scholars ( eulama~) 
and their institutions for making religion into a specialized field of knowledge 
that served only the interests of the ruling elite.54 This critique of the eulama' 
as a professional class only intensified after independence from colonial rule 
when the state took over many institutions of religious learning and training, 
harnessing their energies for its own nationalist project (see Gaffney 1991; 
Skovgaard-Petersen 1997; Zeghal 1999).55 It was in the· context of a growing 
perception that scholars and preachers trained within the government ... 
administered religious institutions were no more than state functionaries and 
bureaucrats that there arose the figure of the self ... trained preacher/d~tiya, who 
took on daewa as a vocation rather than as a form of employment. Unencum ... 
bered by the patronage of the state, the daeiya could claim to act and speak in 
the name of pious commitment and not as a condition of his bureaucratic re ... 
sponsibility to the modernizing state. Significantly, it is not an accident that it 
is secular universities-!lot the state ... run Islamic University of al ... Azhar where 
the eulama~ are usually trained-that have produced the most prominent 
daeiyat (both male and female) of the last century. 56 

It should come as no surprise that women have entered the field of religious 
pedagogy under the rubric of daewa, especially in light of how the practice has 

54 This critique had already been initiated by the Salafi thinkers, but gained a new valence 
through the work of the Muslim Brotherhood (Skovgaard ... Petersen 1997, 155). 

55 In 1961 Nasser literally made traditional religious institutions, such as the division of Religious 
Endowments and the Islamic University of al ... Azhar, parts of the state bureaucracy. Since then, the 
Egyptian government has also established a variety of governing bodies to oversee mosque activities, 
bringing them under the direct supervision of the Ministry of Religious Affairs. Similarly, the termi.­
nology of dacwa became an integral part of the official enterprise of the state with the establishment 
in 1961 of the Department ofDacwa and Islamic Culture (Qism al ... Dacwa wal ... Thaqafa al.-Islamiyya), 
which continues to train preachers for appointment to state.-administered mosques. 

56 For example, both al ... Banna and Sayyid Qutb (the ideologue of the militant wing of the Is ... 
lamist movement) were graduates of the Department of Dar al}Ulum (Faculty of Religious Sci ... 
ences) at Cairo University-a department that has produced a number of key activists of the Is ... 
lamist movement. 
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crystallized in the modern period. There are both theological and sociological 
bases for women's entrance into this field. Despite scant historical attention 
paid in the robust literature on amr bil macruf to the role of women (Cook 
2000, 286), modern interpretations of dacwa often draw upon those verses of 
the Quran that enjoin women and men equally to undertake this duty. 57 Many 
religious scholars (male and female) associated with the Islamic Revival 
maintain that the requirements for women's performance of dacwa are similar 
to those incumbent upon men: the d~fiya must practice what she preaches, 
and her exhortations must be in accord with the Quran and the Sunna, un .. 
dertaken with wisdom and sincerity of the heart (~ikma wa ~sana), and per .. 
formed for the purpose of pleasing God rather than for personal gain or popu .. 
larity (Z. al.-Ghazali 1994a, 1996a; al-Liwa:> al..-Islami 1995; al.-Qaradawi 1992; 
al.-Wa\ 1993 ).58 Since the prevalent interpretation of dacwa holds that all 
those who are familiar with, and observant of, Islamic rules of conduct are 
qualified to engage in this activity, the ability to practice dacwa has come to 
depend not so much on doctrinal expertise as on one's moral uprightness and 
practical knowledge of the tradition-this is particularly significant for 
women who have had little formal training in doctrinal issues. 

Even though women's participation in the field of dacwa has grown in re .. 
cent years, it is important to realize that this participation is structured by cer-­
tain limits. Foremost among these is the condition that women, while encour .. 
aged to carry out dacwa among other women, are not allowed to do so among 
men. This is consistent with prohibitions forbidding women to deliver the Fri .. 
day sermon or to guide men in the performance of collective prayer. Hence 
the terms khatTb (one who delivers a sermon) and imam (one who leads the 
prayers) are reserved for men. Women preachers are markedly called daeiyat or 
waciiat (nominative for waci, meaning "to preach, admonish, or give good ad.­
vice"). The reasoning behind these restrictions is twofold. First is the general 
belief that since the Quran makes men the guardians of women, the latter 
should not serve in significant positions of leadership over men. 59 Second is 
the prevailing notion that a woman's voice can nullify an act of worship be .. 
cause it is capable of provoking sexual feelings in men-though it must be 

57 The most widely cited Quranic verses on this topic are verses 71and35 from Surat al--Tauba 
and Surat al--AQ.zab, respectively. Many male leaders of the Islamic Revival support the participa .. 
tion of women in da~wa. See, for example, M. al--Ghazali 1996; al--Qaradawi 1981; Abu Shuqqah 
1995,vol. 1. 

58 In contrast, Cook reports that only two well--known medieval Sunni jurists-lbn Hazam (d. 
1064) and A. H. al.-Ghazali ( d. 1111 }-specifically permitted women to undertake amr bil maeruf 
(Cook 2000, 485). 

59 The pertinent Quranic verse here is from Surat al--N isa!): "Men shall take full care of women 
with the bounties which God has bestowed more abundantly on the former than on the latter" 
(verse 35). 
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noted that this view is not shared across all Muslim societies, and in places 
like Indonesia some of the most popular and respected Quranic reciters are 
women (see Hirschkind 2003).60 Women d~fiyat in Egypt today do not chal ... 
lenge these conditions of participation. Yet despite their adherence to these 
limits, as we shall see later, the d~nyat continue to evoke skepticism, if not 
outright condemnation, from the religious establishment. 

Women's entry into the field of dacwa is not solely the result of modem doc­
trinal innovations; it has also been facilitated by conditions of higher literacy 
and increased social mobility afforded to women in postcolonial Egypt. Since 
the 1950s, there has been a dramatic increase in the number of women being 
educated at the secondary and higher levels, and women have entered the 
paid work force in large numbers. The years between 1952 and 1970 witnessed 
a fifteenfold increase in women's enrollment in universities, and this trend has 
continued into the 1990s (Nelson 1984).61 Since 1961, when the University 
of al ... Azhar began admitting female students, women have been able to spe­
cialize in religious subjects (such as Islamic jurisprudence, exegesis of the 
Quran and the Sunna, and so on), although there is still no College of Dacwa 
for women at the University of al .. Azhar as there is for men. All of these de­
velopments have gradually opened doors for urban women to pursue religious 
study, and have endowed them with a sense of entitlement that they should 
be able to claim the Islamic tradition in a manner parallel (though not neces­
sarily equal) to men. In light of this, it is not surprising that a large percentage 
of the participants in the mosque movement are either students or working 
women employed in a range of fields, including education, medicine, govern­
ment bureaucracy, manufacturing, private enterprise, and so on. 

The development of women's dacwa, therefore, is part of a shared history of 
transformations that have occurred in secular and religious institutions in the 
modem period. As we have seen, it is almost impossible to track changes in 
the concepts of dacwa and amr bil macriif that are purely "religious" in scope. 
There is perhaps no better way to illustrate the intertwined role that secular 
and religious institutions have played in the articulation of women's dacwa 

60 Despite the doctrinally contested nature of this position, many male religious figures who sup ... 
port women's da'wa also, paradoxically, espouse this position. These figures include not only promi-­
nent intellectual Islamist figures (such as Abu Shuqqah, Muhammed al .. Ghazali, and Yusuf al .. 
Qaradawi), but also the leaders of the various nonprofit religious organizations that have played a 
pioneering role in the establishment of da'wa training institutes for women in Egypt. See, for ex .. 
ample, the statement made by the president of the nonprofit organization al.-Jam'iyya al.-Shar'iyya, 
which currently oversees the largest number of women's da'wa institutes in Cairo (al··Nur 1996). 

61 The UNESCO Statistical Yearbook reports that Egyptian women made up 36 percent of the 
total number of students enrolled in postsecondary institutions in 1996, including vocational and 
technical schools. This figure does not include enrollment at the University of al--Azhar and at 
private institutions of higher learning. 
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than through a brief examination of the life of Zaynab al--Ghazali. Al ... Ghazali 
is believed to have been the first prominent female &nya in Egypt, and her 
trajectory as a daciya exemplifies key developments in the history of women's 
dacwa since the 1940s. Ironically, her story is one that remains largely undoc ... 
umented and, it would be fair to say, even unknown among the participants of 
the women's mosque movement.62 

the secular/religious trajectory of the female detiya 

Zaynab al.-Ghazali (b. 1917) is credited with establishing a women's organiza .. 
tion called the Society of Muslim Ladies (Jamacat al ... Sayyidat al.-Muslimat) in 
the late 1930s, which was initially dedicated to providing charitable services 
to poor women and children. The Society later expanded its role to training 
women in the art of preaching so that they could instruct women in religious 
issues either in their homes or at mosques. During the first few years of the So ... 
ciety's operation, the institute (known as the "Center for Preaching and Ad ... 
vice") was affiliated with the University of al ... Azhar, and many well..-known 
culama' reportedly came to lecture on subjects such as exegesis of the Quran 
and the badith, the basic rules of Islamic jurisprudence (fiqh), and religious 
exhortation (al ... Hashimi 1989, 205).63 Women received six months of train ... 
ing and were then appointed to state..-run mosques to provide religious lessons 
to other women. They were, at this point, referred to as waci'.?at rather than 
da\yat.64 Even after the institute's affiliation with al ... Azhar ended (around 
1938-39), al ... Ghazali's organization continued to train women in the art of re ... 
ligious exhortation well into the late 1950s. 

According to her biographers, al ... Ghazali had no formal training in reli ... 
gious issues and never received an education beyond secondary school (al ... 

62 While there are a few biographies of Zaynab al..-Ghazali in Arabic (al ... Arabi 1996; al ... 
Hashimi 1989, 1990), and a couple of short entries on her life in English (Badran 1995; Hoffman 
1985), to my knowledge there is no extensive history in English, Arabic, or French of the work 
conducted by al..-Ghazali's organization, the Society of Muslim Ladies. I have been able to piece 
together a rough account of the work conducted under the auspices.of this organization from a va ... 
riety of sources, including al..-Ghazali's own writings, Arabic and English commentaries on her 
published work, and personal interviews with Zaynab al..-Ghazali and her secretary conducted 
over a period of several months in 1996. I have also drawn upon a series of tape..-recorded inter..­
views with al..-Ghazali conducted in 1992 by a member of the Brotherhood that were part of her 
private collection, but which to my knowledge have not been disseminated or published to date. 

63 Significantly, al..-Ghazali's institute had almost the same name as the state..-run institute of 
preaching at al..-Azhar University that was reserved for men. The former was called Machad al ... 
Wac'.? wal ... Irshad, and the latter Qism al..-Wae'.? wal ... frshad. 

64 Notably, al..-Ghazali did not use the term dacwa to describe her work at the time, and it was 
only when she became active in the Muslim Brotherhood that she assumed the title daciya. 
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Arabi 1996, 17-62; al .. Hashimi 1990, 29-30). She, like the male ducat65 of her 
time, was self trained in issues of religious doctrine and exhortation. Al ... Ghaz .. 
ali had already become a powerful orator and public figure when Hasan al .. 
Banna asked her to combine her efforts with those of the Muslim Brothers. 
Her participation would have been a boon to the Brothers since they did not 
have a significant history of public involvement with women's issues. Even 
though al ... Ghazali never formally merged her organization with the Brother .. 
hood, the Society of Muslim Ladies came to be perceived as part of the Islamic 
opposition to the government because of al .. Ghazali's close ties with the 
Brotherhood. In the later years of the Society's association with the Brother .. 
hood, al ... Ghazali's organization published a journal entitled al ... Sayyidat al ... 
Muslimat (1954-56); a quick survey of this publication reveals that though 
the Society continued to train women in preaching, its public profile had be .. 
come enmeshed in the political struggles Egypt was undergoing at the time.66 

The fate of the Society and the Muslim Brothers became further intertwined 
when al .. Ghazali became one of the main coordinators of the Brotherhood af .. 
ter most of its leadership was jailed under President Gamal Abdul Nasser (Ke .. 
pel 1986; Z. al ... Ghazali 1995). In 1965 Nasser dissolved the Society of Muslim 
Ladies, and Zaynab al-Ghazali was imprisoned for six years.67 After her release 
from prison, al .. Ghazali was prohibited from speaking publicly, but she contin-­
ued to hold religious lessons in private homes. She also wrote on the topic of 
women's dacwa and maintained a regular correspondence with young Muslim 
women and men from all over the Arab world who asked her for advice.68 

Al .. Ghazali's genealogy as a daciya was a product of the sociopolitical ethos 
of her times and the new possibilities that were opening up for women at the 
tum of the twentieth century. Al--Ghazali reached adulthood when there had 
already been almost three decades of women's activism in Egypt, much, but 
not all, of which was linked to the emergent nationalist movement of that 
time.69 According to historian Beth Baron, a vigorous women's press had 

65 The term dui:at refers to men who undertake da'wa; see note 33 above. 
66 It remains unclear what the level of political involvement was for the women enlisted in the 

preaching institute of the Society. In speaking to al-Ghazali and her secretary, I got the impres­
sion that there was a small core of women, along with al-Ghazali, who were politically active, but 
that most of the women at the institute remained uninvolved. 

67 For an account of her years in prison, see Z. al ... Ghazali 1995. 
68 Al ... Ghazali remains one of the few contemporary women to have published commentaries 

on the Quran and the b.adHh; see Z. al-Ghazali 1994a, 1994b, l 996a. For a compilation of her 
correspondence with young men and women, see Z. al ... Ghazali 1996b, 1996c. 

69 Given the manner in which the "woman question" had become intertwined with the very 
definition and character of anticolonial politics, it is not surprising that this renaissance in 
women's activities coincided with the burgeoning of the nationalist movement in Egypt (Ahmed 
1992; Haddad 1984). Yet, as historians of Egypt have been careful to point out, women's groups, 
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emerged during the period from 1892 to 1920, with nearly thirty journals "by, 
for, and about women" (al..-majallat al..-nisa!)iyya) representing a range of politi .. 
cal positions (Baron 1994, 1). This was accompanied by an efflorescence of 
women's charitable associations, which served as the springboard for women's 
entry into public and political life, and which continued well into the 1940s. 70 

At the same time, a broad urban culture emerged of women delivering 
speeches to other women, speeches that were published in the organizations' 
journals and by the emergent nationalist press (Baron 1994, 181-82).71 Al .. 
Ghazali's activism, therefore, occurred at the height of the early nationalist 
period in Egypt wherein the status of women and their visibility in public life 
was made a key signifier of the new nation, an emphasis that later declined 
once independence from colonial rule had been achieved. 

Zaynab al.-Ghazali's first exposure to women's activism came at the age of 
sixteen when she joined the Egyptian Feminist Union (EFU), an affiliation 
that she reportedly later terminated because of the EFU's "secular orientation" 
(al.-Arabi 1996; al.-Hashimi 1990, 33-34).72 While a few women's organiza .. 
tions oriented around an Islamic framework had been established earlier in 
the century-a group called Tarqiyyat al..-Mar'a (Society for Women's Progress) 
had been created as early as 1908 to promote the enforcement of the shar"(a 
(Baron 1994, 176-77)-most of the early associations formed by women 
tended to privilege a secular.-nationalist discourse. That said, it should be 
noted that even secular organizations, such as the EFU, never renounced reli .. 
gion or understood secularism to imply atheism. As Margot Badran has 
pointed out, the EFU and other feminists "shied away from a secularism which 
severed all links with religion" (Badran 1991, 210-11). 

Despite the shared propensity of the Society of Muslim Ladies and organi ... 
zations like the EFU to embrace some form of religiosity, there were important 
differences between them. To begin with, in contrast to the EFU, the Society 
was open only to Muslim women (and not, therefore, to Egypt's Christian and 
Jewish population). Secondly, the EFU's basic platform and the platforms of 

from the late nineteenth century onward, were not simply mouthpieces for nationalist political 
parties but they in fact continued to adopt positions that opposed those of the male leadership of 
many of the groups with which they worked (Badran 1995; Baron 1994). 

70 See Salim 1984, 52-65; Badran 1995, 113-23; Baron 1994, 168-75. 
71 While many of the women engaged in these activities belonged to the elite strata of Egyp, 

tian society, some, like al,Ghazali, were from the middle or upper,middle class. See Baron's inter, 
esting discussion of the class composition of the Egyptian women's movement from 1892 to 1920 
(1994, 116-21). 

72 Even though al,Ghazali discontinued her participation in the EFU, she claims she never op, 
posed the EFU's activities and that there continued to be sporadic cooperation between the Sod, 
ety of Muslim Ladies and the EFU (Badran 1991). 
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other comparatively smaller organizationS- in the 1940s (such as the National 
Feminist Party and the Daughter of the Nile Union) highlighted liberal val .. 
ues and principles, such as equality between men and women, individual 
rights, and so on-issues that al.-Ghazali treats with considerable ambivalence 
in her speeches and writing. Al.-Ghazali has often portrayed the "woman ques .. 
tion" (qaQ,iyyat al--mar'a) as a "Western invention," and has continued to re .. 
gard Muslim concern with this question as a reflection of their "colonized 
mentality" (al.-Hashimi 1990, 231).73 The principle of gender equality, while 
implicit in some of al.-Ghazali's writings, never finds the prominent place it is 
accorded within the literature of other women's organizations and feminist 
figures of her time. 

Nonetheless, it would be a mistake to disregard the extent to which al ... 
Ghazali's Islamic activism was shaped by the liberal discourse of early nation ... 
alism, with its emphasis on women's public visibility. This influence is evident 
in al.-Ghazali's position that Muslim women should play an active role in pub .. 
lie, intellectual, and political life (such as running for public office or holding 
the position of a judge), with the important caveat that these responsibilities 
should not interfere with what she considers to be women's divinely ordained 
obligations to their immediate kin (al.-Hashimi 1990).74 In espousing this po ... 
sition, al ... Ghazali departs from the views of the male religious establishment of 
her time. Similarly, the language of "women's rights" finds an important, if at .. 
tenuated, place in al ... Ghazali's speeches and writings and is often invoked to 
emphasize that Muslim women and men are equally called upon to serve God. 
Al .. Ghazali's modernist religious activism illustrates how the histories of Is .. 
lamism and secular liberalism are intimately connected, a connection that is, 
nonetheless, saturated with tensions and ambivalences. 

al-ghazali and her legacy 

Significant aspects of al .. Ghazali's genealogy as a d~nya continue to character .. 
ize contemporary women's dacwa activity in the mosque movement. 75 Doctri ... 
nal similarities exist between al.-Ghazali and the d~nyat of today, particularly 

73 Relatedly, al-Ghazali has long insisted that Islam does grant Muslim women all the rights 
that feminists are concerned with, and that what is missing is their proper implementation (al­
Hashimi 1990). Note al-Ghazali's use of the term "women's rights" even as she condemns its in­
vocation by feminists. 

74 Al-Ghazali is, however, against the idea that a woman should be allowed to hold the posi­
tion of president or prime minister of a Muslim nation (al-Hashimi 1990, 242-56). 

75 Despite the significant continuity between the work of the Society of Muslim Ladies and the 
women's dacwa movement, I was surprised that none of the women I worked with ever invoked ei­
ther al-Ghazali or her organization in the context of mosque lessons or private conversations. 

When I mentioned al-Ghazali's work, many of the daciyat acknowledged her legacy but remained 
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in their adherence to those positions that represent the majority consensus 
among Muslim jurists. For example, like al.-Ghazali, most of the d~fiyat I 
worked with do not dispute the prohibition on women's delivery of the Friday 
sermon, nor do they advocate for women to serve as imams for women {let 
alone men) in mosques. Similarly, like al.-Ghazali, the daeiyat seldom employ 
the rhetoric of women's equality: while they do invoke the language of rights 
to justify their access to sacred knowledge, the female bearer of these rights is 
not regarded as being on equal footing with her male counterpart. (See my 
discussion of these issues in chapter 3.) 

Important continuities also exist in the organizational history of women's 
daewa between al.-Ghazali's time and the present. Just as the University of al ... 
Azhar and the Muslim Brotherhood were avenues for al.-Ghazali's activism 
but never directly supported the establishment of the Society of Muslim 
Ladies, neither have these organizations been instrumental in organizing or 
promoting the contemporary women's mosque movement. 76 Despite the fact 
that the University of al.-Azhar opened its doors to women in the study of re.­
ligious sciences in the 1960s, none of the contemporary daeiyat have come to 
the practice via this institutional trajectory, and only a very few of the mosque 
groups are affiliated with the Muslim Brothers. Moreover, the contemporary 
daeiyat encounter the same neglect and 5:17:epticism from their male counter.­
parts in regard to their considerable achievements as al.-Ghazali did two gen ... 
erations prior. Just as the story of al.-Ghazali's organization remains relatively 
obscure, the contemporary Islamic press bemoans the lack of women's partici.­
pation "in the field of daewa" despite the proliferation of women's mosque 
groups (see, for example, al-Liwa;, al ... Jslami 1995, 1996a, 1996b).77 Similarly, 

circumspect. Some of the daciyat, when pressed, explicitly said that they did not consider them-­
selves to be working within a model of dacwa similar to al--Ghazali's since they were not part of a 
political movement aimed at reforming the state. Such responses may reflect the nervousness 
many Egyptians feel about potential state reprisals against those who sympathize with the Muslim 
Brotherhood. Nonetheless, it seems to me that the earlier history of the Society of Muslim Ladies 
is not well known, and that neither the Brotherhood nor other religious associations have done 
much to publicize it. 

76 Recall that al--Ghazali had already attained considerable notoriety when the Muslim Broth-­
ers asked her to join them, and that, earlier, she had been able to continue her preaching activi-­
ties successfully even after al--Azhar terminated its affiliation with her organization. 

77 During the period of my fieldwork (1995-97), it is significant that other than one small arti-­
cle in an Egyptian French newspaper (El--Imam 1996), I did not encounter any press on the ubiq-­
uitous women's dacwa movement. Women writers have not addressed this omission either. For ex-­
ample, when I reviewed the list of Masters and Ph.D. theses produced by women at the College of 
Islamic Sciences (Kulliyat al-Dirasat al,Islamiyya lil Banat) at the University of al,Azhar between 
1981 and 1996, I found none that addressed the role of women in dacwa from either a theoretical 
or a sociological perspective. 
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despite the copious literature that currently addresses the techniques and 
skills of male ducat, hardly any publications focus on women's practice of 
dacwa. 78 

The one institutional structure that continues to play a significant role in fa .. 
cilitating women's dacwa activities is that of Islamic nonprofit organizations (al ... 
jamciyyat), whose focus has typically been on providing welfare and charitable 
services to the poor. 79 Just as it was al .. Ghazali's nonprofit institute that initi .. 
ated dacwa lessons for women, the largest number of women's dacwa training 
centers are run by Islamic nonprofit organizations in Egypt today. Chief among 
these is al .. Jam\yya al .. Sharciyya, established in 1912, which currently owns ap .. 
proximately seven thousand mosques in Egypt and is well known for providing 
an extensive array of services to the poor (including medical services, literacy 
classes, financial assistance, and remedial tutoring for children).80 In 1997 al .. 
Jamaciyya al ... Sharciyya ran six training centers {Macahid al ... Dacwa) for women 
in Cairo alone, in which eight hundred women were reportedly enrolled in 
two .. to four ... year dacwa programs. 81 More modest in scope but providing a simi ... 
lar range of services are An~ar al ... Sunna, established in 1926, and Dacwat al ... 
tlaq, created in 1975, both of which also have institutes for training women 
and men in dacwa.82 Large numbers of women continue to enroll in these dacwa 
centers: for example, in 1996 when I was conducting my fieldwork, the number 
of women enrolled at the training centers run by al ... Jamciyya al ... Sharciyya and 
An~ar al--Sunna exceeded the number of men.83 

78 For an exception to this general rule, see Zaynab al--Ghazali's two books written on the topic 
of women's etiquette in the performance of dacwa (1994a, 1996a), and one other publication to 
which I was repeatedly referred when I expressed puzzlement at this lacuna: Nisa~ al--ditiyat by 
Taufiq al--Waci ( 1993 ). 

79 The first Islamic charitable organization, a{,}amciyya al.-Khairiyya, was established in 1892. It 
provided religious education, vocational training, and medical services to the poor, and was taken 
over by the Ministry of Health in 1965 (al.-Ahram Center for Political and Strategic Studies 
1996, 233). 

80 Al--Jam'iyya al.-Sharciyya's activities are almost entirely funded by voluntary donations col .. 
lected from neighborhoods in which the organization is active; it receives only a nominal amount 
from the Egyptian government and accepts no donations from foreign countries. Yet the scope of 
its services is vast. For example, in 1996 alone the organization spent 1,914,460 Egyptian pounds 
on the provision of welfare services to poor children (al--Nur 1996). For a brief history of al-­
Jamciyya al--Sharciyya, see al.-Ahram Center for Political and Strategic Studies 1996, 238-42. 

81 Personal communication with the Secretary of al--Jamciyya al.-Sharciyya, Cairo, 7 January 
1997. 

82 Both these organizations publish popular monthly journals on dacwa.-related issues: An~ar al-­
Sunna publishes al .. Taul)Id and Da'wat al--ljaq publishes al--Huda al--Nabawi. 

83 Based on personal interviews with the program coordinators of these two organizations, 20 
February 1997. 
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MODES OF SOCIABILITY 

Nonprofit religious organizations of the kind I describe above have histori-­
cally been concerned not only with the provision of religious instruction, but 
also with cultivating an Islamic ethos that makes them distinct from secular 
nonprofit organizations. If we take the exam@le of the Society of Muslim 
Ladies, it is clear that even though it shared with the EFU some of the liberal-­
bourgeois and nationalist assumptions that permeated the Egyptian middle 
classes in the 1940s, there was a marked difference in the sources of authority 
and models of sociability each tried to emulate. While it was Europe that in-­
formed the sociocultural imagination of organizations like the EFU, the Soci-­
ety stressed a mode of living that was grounded in what they saw as Islamic 
values and ethics. If anything, this disparity between styles of conduct has 
grown even wider in Egypt today, and is manifest in the sharp lines drawn be-­
tween those who conduct themselves in an "Islamic manner" and those who 
ground their sociability in what may be glossed as "Western--liberal" lifestyles. 
Women's mosque groups and Islamic nonprofit organizations (such as al-­
Jameiyya al--Shareiyya) believe that the formation of a virtuous society is criti-­
cally dependent upon the regulation of everyday conduct in keeping with Is-­
lamic principles and values. As we saw earlier in this chapter, this not only 
includes performing religious obligations in a prescribed manner, but also in-­
eludes regulating how one conducts oneself in public, how one maintains 
one's family and kinship relations, the kind of entertainment one consumes, 
and the terms on which public debate proceeds. 

It would be a mistake to dismiss these concerns of the daewa movement as a 
preoccupation with superficial distinctions of style and form that have little 
impact on issues of "real import" (such as economics and electoral politics), or 
to assume that since piety movements do not confront the state directly, they 
are apolitical in character-as some scholars of the Middle East have recently 
argued (Go le 1996; Roy 1994). 84 As theorists of the public sphere have come 
to recognize, regulation of such quotidian practices is of eminent political 
concern because they play a crucial role in shaping the civic and public sensi--

84 Roy, for example, makes a distinction between what he calls "political Islamism" and "nonpo, 

litical" or "neofundamentalist" Islamism wherein he sees the former as a product of modernity and 

the latter as a rejection of modernity (1994). In my opinion, Roy subscribes to far too narrow an 
understanding of politics, and does not give adequate attention to the ways in which piety move, 
ments (which would fall under Roy's category of "nonpolitical" and "neofundamentalist" move, 

men ts) are as much a product of modernity as are the state,oriented Islamist groups he regards as 
"political." 
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bilities essential to the consolidation of a secular .. liberal polity. 85 The elabora .. 
tion of the secular.-liberal project in the Middle East has entailed a profound 
alteration in, and reorganization of, people's ethical and aesthetic sensibili .. 
ties, life choices, and manner of public and personal conduct-not to men .. 
tion a complete transformation of legal, educational, and political institu .. 
tions. For example, Kemal Ataturk's project of secularizing Turkey critically 
rested on transforming modes of public sociability by making religious attire 
illegal, mandating European dress for women and men, abolishing the use of 
Arabic script (in light of its association with Islam), prohibiting the display of 
other public markers of religious practice, and banning religious education 
from schools (Gale 1996; Navaro.-Yashin 2002). 

Comparable changes, even if more limited in scope and ambition, can also be 
tracked in Egypt, since the Egyptian state has, at least since the nineteenth cen .. 
tury, instituted a range of reforms targeted at the transformation of religious in .. 
stitutions and sensibilities (see T. Asad 2003; T. Mitchell 1991; Salvatore 1998; 
Skovgaard.-Petersen 1997; Starrett 1998). These reforms have been aimed not 
so much at abolishing religion from Egyptian political and public institutions as 
at regulating Islamic practices in order to ensure that they take a particular 
form. In instances when Islamic practices depart from state.-endorsed forms, 
they are met with the disciplinary force of the state apparatus. One recent ex .. 
ample was the Ministry of Education's ban on the donning of the veil in primary 
schools (grades 1-5), which was ruled constitutional in 1994 when challenged 
in the Supreme Constitutional Court and subsequently enforced (Herrera 2003, 
176-80). This regulation echoes similar decisions in Turkey and France, which 
also prohibit girls and women from wearing headscarves in public schools.86 

Even though there are important differences between the political cultures of 
these three countries, it is striking that a mundane article of clothing has pro .. 
voked similar reactions among otherwise dissimilar liberal and would .. be.-liberal 
states. I would argue that the reason the veil elicits such strong responses is that 

85 Among the institutions that characterize modern society, social theorists have defined the 
public sphere as a critical space in which citizens come together to articulate and debate a variety 
of moral and political concerns (Calhoun 1992; Habermas 1991; Warner 2002). While the secu.­
lar character of the public sphere is often taken for granted, an increasing number of scholars ar.­
gue that long.-standing religious sensibilities and institutions have played a crucial role both in 
the creation of the public sphere in various historical contexts and in the conceptualization of 
many of its ideals (see T. Asad 1999; Connolly 1999; Hirschkind 2001a; van der Veer 2001). 

86 For example, in March 1998, Istanbul University banned veiled students from attending 
classes, and later, in May 1999, an elected member of the Turkish parliament was denied permis.­
sion to take office because she refused to remove her headscarf (Kinzer 1998, 1999). Similarly, the 
French government banned the wearing of headscarves by Muslim girls in public_schools in 2004 
as part of a broader ban on the display of religious symbols in schools (Sciolino 2004 ). For the 
1994 debate about the veil in France, see Ibrahim 1994; Moruzzi 1994. 

74 



TOPOGRAPHY OF THE PIETY MOVEMENT 

it continues to assert a kind of religiosity that is incommensurable with, and in ... 
imical to, those forms of public sociability that a secular ... liberal polity seeks to 
make normative. Differently put, one can say that the forms of attire toward 
which secular.-liberal morality claims indifference are indexical precisely of the 
kind of religiosity that makes such a secular.-liberal morality possible in the first 
place. The indifference is put into question when nonliberal forms of religiosity 
claim the public space, and wittingly or unwittingly challenge the premise of 
this indifference. The fact that men's religious attire in the context of public 
schools-such as Jewish men's yarmulkes or Sikh men's turbans-does not elicit 
the same response further suggests that women's adoption of religious clothing is 
taken to be a sign of social coercion in a way that men's wearing of religiously 
symbolic clothing is not.87 

Insofar as the secular.-liberal project is aimed at the moral reconstruction of 
public and private life, it is not surprising that the Egyptian state has found a 
contentious rival in the piety movement, whose authority is grounded in 
sources that often elude and confound the state. 88 As part of the Egyptian 
government's ongoing efforts to regulate religious associational life (Gaffney 
1991), in 1996 two laws were approved for implementation aimed at control ... 
ling the activities of the dacwa movement. One aims to nationalize thirty 
thousand nongovernment mosques within five years-a process that was initi ... 
ated in 1996 but continues (al..-1-:Iayat 1997; al..-Nur 1997).89 The second is di ... 
rected at preaching activities: the state now requires that all male du\it and fe ... 
male d~fiyat, regardless of their prior religious training or experience, undergo 
a two--year training program in dacwa administered by the Ministry of Reli ... 
gious Affairs (al..-I-jayat 1996b). Upon completion of this training, the ducat 
and daciyat are conferred a state license to preach, and all those found preach ... 
ing without this license may be punished by up to three months of imprison ... 
ment and a fine of one hundred Egyptian pounds (approximately thirty dol ... 
lars). In addition, the government has stepped up its surveillance of women's 
mosque lessons, and it is now customary to see a government employee with a 
tape recorder sitting at the back of the mosque recording the lessons, which 

87 I am thankful to Jane Collier for urging me to take into account this aspect of the reaction to 
the veil. 

88 For example, even though the institution of al,Azhar is under the control of the Egyptian 
government, and legitimizes many of its policies, it has also continued to produce strong currents 
of resistance to state policies from time to time (Moustafa 2000; Zeghal 1999). In fact, the most 
vociferous opposition to the government legislation aimed at controlling preaching activities has 
come from the Azhar Scholars' Front (J abhat cUlama' al, Azhar). The government has responded 
by reorganizing the Front and dismissing many of its critical members (Moustafa 2000). 

89 This law was initially proposed in 1964 and has been on the books since (Gaffney 1991 ). 
Various governments, from Nasser's to Sadat's to Mubarak's, have made use of this law as they 
have sought to modulate their conflicts with the Islamist opposition. 
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are then examined for phrases and ideas considered objectionable from the 
state's point of view. Since I finished my fieldwork, all of the mosques where I 
worked have had lessons terminated for variable periods of time, and in the 
case of the Nafisa mosque, the government restricted the number of d~fiyat 
who could teach there, transferring some to lesser--known mosques. 

The government has responded to increasing criticism of this legislation by 
arguing that it is the most effective means of weeding out "extremist ele-­
ments" and preventing them from using mosques to spread their message (al ... 
tfayat 1997; al--Muslimun 1996; al ... Wasat 1997).90 Since the activities of the 
mosques have multiplied over the last two decades, the government worries 
that many men and women have used the authority conferred to them as 
preachers to propagate views critical of the state. This new legislation is an 
extension of state efforts to combat the Islamist movement on its cultural and 
pietistic fronts, having successfully put an end to the militant Islamist threat.91 

The Egyptian government hopes that by regulating the training that preach-­
ers receive and making them go through the licensing process, it will be able 
to control the kind of people who speak from the authoritative space of the 
mosque. The women d~f~iyat have responded to this legislation by enrolling in 
the governmental training centers in order to procure the requisite license so 
that they can continue to preach. They are quite conscious, however, that the 
state lacks the resources to create the kind of institutional structure that could 
bring the vast resources of dacwa networks under its control. They, therefore, 
intend to continue doing their work despite state surveillance. 

egypt a secular state? 

Some readers may argue that I am wrong to describe the Egyptian state in 
secular .. liberal terms because the Egyptian government violates the principal 
divide between religion and state that is so germane to normative models of 
secularism. According to such an argument, the Egyptian government's will .. 
ingness to allow Islam an ongoing role in the administrative structure and 

90 There has been vociferous opposition to this legislation not only from popular male duat, but 
also, surprisingly, from the 'ulama~ of al--Azhar, all of whom regard the law about preaching as the 
state's attempt to nationalize the field of dacwa and turn preachers into government employees 
(al--Hayat 1996b; al ... Shao 1997). The government has been criticized for muzzling those ducat who 
have had considerable experience in the field of preaching but who are trained at institutes other 
than those run by the Ministry of Religious Affairs. 

91 The Egyptian government was particularly successful in curtailing Islamist violence after the 
passage of an anti--terror law in July 1992, which expanded the power of the police to arrest and de-­
tain Egyptians suspected of terrorist activities. Since the attacks on the World Trade Center and 
the Pentagon in 2001, the Egyptian government has capitalized on the U.S.--sponsored "war on 
terrorism" to further quell Islamist opposition and to generally ban any form of political dissent. 
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policies of the state, and the state's financial support for and management of 
religious institutions (such as mosques and the University of al .. Azhar), are all 
examples of the Egyptian state's departure from the model of secular gover .. 
nance best embodied in late .. liberal Western societies. 

By way of a response, let me first say that it is important not to conceptual .. 
ize secularism on a single model whose skeletal structure has been fleshed out 
by Euro .. American societies, a model by which the modernizing attempts of 
non .. Western nations are to be assessed. Even if we understand secularism in 
its most narrow sense-as the doctrinal separation of religion and state-it is 
worth noting that this separation has been negotiated in a variety of ways 
even in Europe and the United States. Moreover, even in self .. avowedly secu ... 
lar.-liberal societies this doctrinal principle has not entailed the banishment of 
religion from the realm of politics, law, and public life. Various and contrast .. 
ing imbrications of religion and politics within secular.-liberal polities can be 
seen historically in the role Puritanism played in the United States in the 
eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, in the centrality of the Anglican 
Church in Britain, and in the place of the Catholic church in Spanish and 
Italian modernity. Within these contexts, secularism has entailed the legal 
and administrative intervention into religious life so as to construct 
"religion"-in its spatial entailments, in its worldly aspirations, and the scope 
of its reasoning-along certain lines (T. Asad 2003; Comaroff and Comaroff 
1997; Connolly 1999; Jakobsen and Pellegrini 2003; van der Veer 2001). 

From the late-nineteenth century to the present, the Egyptian state has 
been deeply involved in just such an intervention into the religious practices 
of the population it has governed.92 Through the nationalization and direct 
management of religious institutions the state has attempted to redefine the 
locations and modalities of proper religious practice as part of the project of 
creating a modem polity. While the constitution heralds the shar(a as the ba ... 
sis of Egyptian law, in actual practice the sharta has been restricted to the do .. 
main of personal status law in accord with the modernist logic of keeping reli .. 
gion domesticated within the private realm. Furthermore, Egyptian statecraft 
operates on the basis of an entire range of epistemological assumptions that 

92 One of the central challenge for scholars of postcoloniality lies, I believe, in the ability to 
conceptualize modes of secular--liberal governance in non--Western societies, societies that on the 
one hand follow the structural logic of what Foucault calls goi1ernmentality in the context of late-­

liberal Western societies, and that, on the other hand, have modified this logic in historically spe-­
cific ways (Foucault 199la). Governmentality in this sense refers not so much to the ruling capac-­
ities of the state apparatus as to the management of a social field whose operations ensure that 
citizens produce and monitor their own conduct as individual subjects. For discussions of govern-­
mentality in non--Western contexts, see Chatterjee 1995; Hansen 1999; T. Mitchell 1991; D. 
Moore 1999; D. Scott 1999. 
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are constitutive of the very idea of "the secular"-notions of causality, tern ... 
porality, space, and the limits of verifiable knowledge (on these notions, see T. 
Asad 2003; Chakrabarty 2000; Chatterjee 1995). In these ways the Egyptian 
state cannot be analyzed outside the discursive logic of secular ... liberal gover ... 
nance, just as it is impossible to describe the practices of the piety movement 
in religious terms alone. 

The modernist project of the regulation of religious sensibilities, under ... 
taken by a range of postcolonial states (and not simply Muslim states), has 
elicited in its wake a variety of resistances, responses, and challenges. One of 
the points that I will insist upon in the chapters that follow is that these chal ... 
lenges, while deeply indebted to the logic of secular ... liberal governance, can ... 
not be understood solely in relation to the practices of the modern state. This 
is in part due to the fact that many of the resistances posed to liberal secular .. 
ity are the unintended consequences of a range of ethical practices that do not 
necessarily engage the state directly. Furthermore, insomuch as secular ... liberal 
governance posits a putative separation between morality and politics, an 
analysis that remains focused on the agency of the state runs the risk of rein ... 
scribing this ideological separation without putting it to critical scrutiny. The 
analytical labor of the forthcoming chapters is directed precisely at exploring 
why and how movements of ethical reform-such as the piety movement­
unsettle key assumptions of the secular ... liberal imaginary even when they do 
not aim to transform the state. 
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Pedagogies of Persuasion 

Contrary to expectations fostered by developments in European history, pub .. 
lie education and urbanization have not led to a decline in religious obser ... 
vance in the Muslim world. Instead, the state.-mandated system of secular edu ... 
cation has served as an impetus for popular interest in various kinds of Islamic 
knowledges and forms of virtuous conduct (Eickelman 1992). Modern Muslim 
citizens, raised in a culture of mass media and public literacy, have become in ... 
creasingly well versed in doctrinal arguments and theological concepts that 
were hitherto confined to the domain of religious specialists. This has fostered 
a market for reprints of old classical texts, as well as the creation of new genres 
of Islamic ethical literature-all of which are available at little expense to or .. 
dinary citizens (Eickelman and Anderson 1997; Messick 1997; Schulze 1987; 
Starrett 1995b, 1996). Furthermore, the advent of televisual and aural media 
has helped make many religious concepts from the classical tradition available 
even to unlettered Muslims, a development that has served to further stimulate 
interest in religious discourse (see Hirschkind 2001 a, 2001 b). 

Because these popular Islamic materials are directed at ordinary Muslims 
rather than at scholars, the organization and presentation of Islamic themes in 
the materials are marked by a concern for ease of comprehension and practi ... 
cal applicability. Even classical texts are commonly reprinted in new formats 
with tables of contents, indexes, clearly marked topical subsections, and occa ... 
sional comments to explain particularly difficult passages. Such characteristics 
make this literature easily accessible to nonscholarly audiences who have 
been brought up on modern protocols of reading and textual production. 
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A huge market also exists for Islamic ethical and pedagogical literature, in 
the form of booklets and pamphlets, the primary purpose of which is to pro-­
vide information on practical rules of pietistic conduct. The topics of these 
publications range from laws that govern the performance of religious obliga-­
tions, to issues of character formation and moral uprightness, to the training 
of oneself in aural conventions of Quranic recitation. These manual--like 
booklets represent a hybrid form of knowledge in which scholarly arguments 
and canonical sources are combined with vernacular commentaries on mun-­
dane concerns of modem existence. The voluminous demand for information 
on how to conduct oneself in accord with Islamic precepts in day--to--day life 
has also spawned an industry in tape--recorded sermons, religious lessons, and 
radio and television programs, which are available to those who lack the time 
or ability to consult the print literature. 1 

The pedagogy of the women's mosque movement is grounded in this genre 
of Islamic materials and shares its focus on practical questions of virtuous be-­
havior. Even participants' engagement with classical commentaries on the 
Quran and the b.adith is geared not so much at developing abstract under.­
standing of these texts but at a practical knowledge bearing on daily conduct. 
One example of the new Islamic literature widely used by the mosque partici-­
pants are fiqh manuals. While fiqh is a technical term for the science of Islamic 
jurisprudence, it is used within such manuals as a general category referring to 
the collection of rules and regulations governing the performance of religious 
rituals and observances Cibadat). It is common to find little booklets sold 
on Cairene sidewalks called Fiqh al--mar;,a (Women's Fiqh) or Fiqh al--%zulat 
(Fiqh of Worship), though the most widely used compendium, comprised of 
three volumes, is Fiqh al ... sunna, by Sayyid Sabiq ( d. 2000) ( Sabiq 1994). Fiqh 
al ... sunna was written in the 1940s and is reported to have been commissioned 
by the Muslim Brotherhood leader Hasan al-Banna (who wrote a short intro-­
duction to the book).2 The collection condenses complicated juristic com ... 
mentaries on regulations governing the performance of religious obligations 

1 While there are some superficial similarities between this literature and the self-help books 
that are published in the United States and Europe (both privilege the theme of self-improve­
ment so characteristic of modern societies), there are also important differences between these 
two genres that will become clear in the course of this book. Not only are the sources of authority 
different on which these practices of the self are based, but also, as I will show in chapter 4, the 
architecture of the self and its sense of potentiality are dramatically different in these two genres. 

2 Sayyid Sabiq (1915-2000), a graduate of al.-Azhar, was imprisoned innumerable times for his 
support of the Brotherhood in the 1940s. He briefly held the position of the Director of Mosques 
and Islamic Education in the Egyptian Islamic Affairs Ministry, taught at al-Azhar University for 
some time, and later spent a number of years in Saudi Arabia teaching the sharta. On his return 
to Egypt, he lectured in various Egyptian mosques. See al-Wa~i al-Islami 2000 for a synopsis of 
Sayyid Sabiq's work. 
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into a list of straightforward rules that are easily understood, even by a person 
with limited literary skills, and that are applicable to practical situations­
providing what the author himself called a "simplification of fiqh [protocols]" 
(tabsYt al ... fiqh) (Abu Daud 1997).3 Manuals such as this are also striking in an-­
other respect in that they do not reflect the doctrine of any single school of Is-­
lamic law ( madhhab; plural: madhahib), 4 but present the majority opinions of 
jurists from the four main schools, allowing readers to adopt any position they 
choose from those presented. 5 This doctrinal pluralism illustrates the "post-­
madhhab" character of modem religiosity that has been glossed as talfYq, 
namely, an increasing flexibility displayed toward one's fidelity to a madhhab 
in twentieth .. century Islam. 6 

The fiqh manuals share many of these characteristics with other forms of Is-­
lamic pedagogical literature, including the popular fatwas (nonbinding reli-­
gious opinions) that are widely circulated in print and media forms today. 7 

Brinkley Messick has noted that in contrast to premodern times, when fatwas 
were primarily a technical means of resolving transactional and contractual 
issues and entailed a delimited interaction between the questioner and the 
mufti (juriconsult), they are now a popular medium through which scholars 
answer questions about practical problems of daily life (Messick 1996; also see 
Skovgaard--Petersen 1997). The focus of fatwas therefore has shifted from le .. 

3 Fiqh al.-sunna has been translated into multiple languages and is immensely popular among 
Muslims living in Europe and North America. I found multiple websites, geared toward the needs 
of diasporic Muslims, that make use of Sayyid Sabiq's compendium. 

4 Islamic law, or the sharta, was consolidated between the second and ninth centuries A.O. In 
Sunni Islam, this consolidation is primarily attributed to four scholars-al--Shafici (d. 820), Abu 
Hanifa (d. 767), Malik b. Anas (d. 795) and Ahmad Hanbal (d. 855)-whose names are now as-­
sociated with the four dominant schools of Islamic law known as the Shafi\ Hanafi, Maliki, and 
Hanbali schools respectively. These founders developed structures of rules, based on the Quran 
and the Q.adith, which were adopted by subsequent generations of jurists and address doctrinal 
and practical issues pertaining to the lives of Muslim communities. The academic discipline by 
which religious scholars describe, explore, and debate the sharta is called fiqh. See Calder and 
Hooker 1999. 

5 Sayyid Sabiq discusses this aspect of his book in an interview conducted a few years before his 
death (Abu Daud 1997). 

6 According to the legal scholar Wael Hallaq, talfiq in modem "legal jargon ... connotes the 
bringing together of certain elements of two or more doctrines in such a manner as to create 
therefrom yet another, different doctrine" (Hallaq 1998, 161). Hallaq notes the modem nature of 
the principle of talfiq, particularly its marked absence from classical and medieval juristic 
discourse. 

7 While there are fatwas issued by the office of the Chief Mufti of Egypt that deal with transac-­
tional and contractual matters, I am referring here to the vast majority of popular fatwas, which 
circulate in various mediatized forms (print or aural), but which are seldom documented in the 
manner that the former are. The topics addressed in Egyptian popular fatwas overlap significantly 
with those discussed by Messick in respect to Yemen (Messick 1996). 
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gal issues to questions about religious conduct in daily life (Messick 1996, 
317-19). Importantly, new Islamic genres such as fatwas and fiqh manuals do 
not simply replace traditional concerns and modes of arguments; rather they 
point to a new set of conditions within which older commitments and themes 
have been given a new direction, shape, and form.8 

A number of scholars have observed that the proliferation of Islamic peda ... 
gogical materials has led to a shift in the structures and sources of religious au ... 
thority. One marker of this shift is, as I discussed in chapter 2, the increasing 
respect accorded to the figure of the d~nya and a concomitant decline in re ... 
gard for the traditionally trained religious scholar, or ealim. Despite the ubiq ... 
uity of this observation, however, we lack a clear picture of the kind of au ... 
thority commanded by the complex figure of the d~nya, whose profile is not 
fixed in any single social, class, or gender location but traverses a wide terrain 
of the social landscape. Furthermore, we lack a robust sense of the pedagogical 
domain that has been created through the circulation of these new Islamic 
knowledges and ethical materials: What kind of authority does their use 
evoke? In what kinds of institutional settings are these sources used? And to ... 
ward what end and under what circumstances? Since women's mosque lessons 
represent an important space where these materials are used and cited, by a 
variety of women from a range of social locations under the guidance of a 
d~tiya, I want to explore these questions through an ethnographic analysis of 
the discussions that unfolded within the context of mosque lessons. 

The ethnographic vignettes that follow are drawn so as to highlight three 
sets of issues. One, I focus on the different practical contexts in which women 
deployed diverse classical and popular genres of Islamic literature, and how 
disparate modes of argumentation drew upon a shared conception of discur ... 
sive authority. Two, I explore how hierarchies of class, gender, and generation 
influenced the kinds of Islamic materials selected, the interpretations to 
which these materials were subjected, and the rhetorical techniques through 
which the interlocutors' authority was secured. In particular I am interested in 
understanding how members at the lower end of the social hierarchy-such as 
the younger members of the piety movement, and those with limited literacy 
skills-brought protocols of scholarly engagements with canonical sources to 
bear upon their daily struggles. Finally, in the last section of the chapter, I will 
focus on how patriarchal conceptions of women's sexuality, at the core of the 
juristic Islamic tradition, are debated, interpreted, and adapted by mosque 
participants from a range of socioeconomic and age backgrounds. For exam ... 
pie, how did working women, students, and the daeiyat abide by strict proto ... 
cols of sex segregation (advocated by Muslim jurists) while at the same time 

8 On this point, also see T. Asad 1980; D. Brown 1999; Hirschkind 200lb; Messick 1996. 
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trying to meet the demands of an active public life? It is only through an ex .. 
ploration of questions such as these that we can even begin to get a sense of 
the practical problems women faced when trying to restore orthodox Islamic 
virtues in a social context that is saturated by the demands of a secular exis .. 
tence, one whose logic is often inimical to the project the mosque participants 
want to promote. 

TEXTUAL INVOCATIONS 

Hajja Faiza, a tall woman in her mid .. to late forties, had been providing les .. 
sons at the upper.-middle.-class Umar mosque for over ten years when I first 
met her in 1995. Speaking in gentle and soft tones, she structures her lessons 
around the Quran and a well.-known thirteenth.-century compilation of the 
Prophet's sayings called RiyaQ al--~ali~In (Garden of the pious) (al .. N awawi 
n.d.).9 It takes Hajja Faiza a couple of years to guide her audience through a 
close reading of the two texts, at which point she begins the cycle again. 
Many women bring their own copies of the Quran and RiyaQ al--~ali~In, often 
taking notes in the margins of their books as Hajja Faiza provides commentary 
on each verse and passage. No one is allowed to interrupt the flow of her ex .. 
planation, and only fifteen minutes of the two.-hour lesson are allocated to an .. 
swering questions that women discreetly write on slips of paper and pass up to 
her. Seated on a podium facing the audience, Hajja Faiza speaks slowly and 
steadily into a microphone in colloquial Arabic, occasionally interjecting pas .. 
sages from various canonical sources in flawless classical Arabic. Her com .. 
mentaries on the Quran and Riyat}, al--~ali~In often include passages from the 
works of well.-known jurists, both classical and modern (such as Ibn Kathir 
[d. 1373] and Yusuf al.-Qaradawi [b. 1926]). 10 When asked about specific acts 
of worship and prayer, she refors her audience to the compendium I men .. 
tioned earlier, Fiqh al--sunna. 

When I interviewed her about her trajectory as a d~f iya, Hajja Faiza was 
clear that despite the two ... year diploma she holds in Islamic studies from a pri ... 

9 RiyaQ, al--~ali~Yn was assembled by the preeminent Shafi.Ci scholar Abu Zakariyya Yahya 
al--Nawawi (1233-1277) in 1271-72. It draws upon the six most authoritative collections of 
al)adith. 

10 Yusuf al--Qaradawi is arguably the premier Muslim intellectual of the Islamic Revival in the 
Arab world today. Trained in the clas~;ical tradition at the University of al--Azhar, he has been 
jailed on a number of occasions by the Egyptian government for his support of the Muslim Broth-­
erhood. He currently lives in Qatar whence he commands an international audience sympathetic 
to the goals of the Islamic Revival. For his various writings on the Islamic Revival and the prac-­
tice of dacwa, see Qaradawi 1981, 1991, 1992, 1993, and his website www.qaradawi.net. 
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vate institute in Cairo, her fluency in doctrinal issues is self .. acquired. 11 She 
had already received a bachelor's degree in economics and political science 
from Cairo University when she developed an interest in religious pedagogy. 
When she tried to enroll in the University of al .. Azhar, she, like many of the 
daciyat I worked with, was refused admission because she had no prior training 
in religious sciences. According to Hajja Faiza, she initially pursued her inter .. 
est in religious pedagogy by teaching at one of the first Islamic schools estab .. 
lished for primary and secondary education in a weU .. to .. do neighborhood of 
Cairo. She later went on to become its chief administrator for a number of 
years, a period during which she also started to give informal lessons in 
Quranic recitation at the Umar mosque. This experience sparked her interest 
in further understanding the text-going beyond simply learning to recite it 
well. She therefore began to familiarize herself and her audience with the ex .. 
egetical commentaries on the Quran, and soon thereafter, the Q.adith. In so far 
as her interest in Quranic recitation (tajwTd) was an important precursor to 
her involvement in the provision of religious lessons, Hajja Faiza resembles 
the other daciyat I knew. (All of the mosques I worked with provided weekly 
lessons in Quranic recitation to adults and children.) 

Once she had developed a following at the Umar mosque, Hajja Faiza quit 
her job at the Islamic school, and now, in addition to giving religious lessons 
at three upper .. class mosques (including the Umar mosque), she also runs a 
small charitable nonprofit organization that provides services to poor women 
and children. Shortly after deciding to preach full time in mosques, Hajja 
Faiza procured the state .. issued preaching license. She did this long before the 
Egyptian government made the license mandatory for preachers; this illus .. 
trates the caution with which Hajja Faiza has proceeded in becoming in .. 
valved in the field of dacwa. She seldom, if ever, makes any comments about 
political events in Egypt or elsewhere, and has become even more careful 
since the government increased its scrutiny and surveillance of mosque les .. 
sons post--1996. Despite her caution, the government has, since 1997 when I 
finished my fieldwork, periodically shut down her lessons without any public 
explanation. 

Hajja Faiza's style of argumentation differs from that of the other d~tiyat I 
worked with, especially in her strict adherence to the scholarly sources she 
uses to structure her lessons, and in the learned commentary she provides to 
explain these texts. Hajja Faiza's style of argumentation draws upon the long 
tradition of scholarly commentary common among Muslim jurists, which she 

11 Most institutions of religious learning, outside of the University of al,Azhar, provide a two, 
year training program that, while sufficient to develop a familiarity with the basics of religious ex, 
hortation, is not rigorous enough to provide a thorough command of canonical sources. 
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integrates within the structure and protocols of a public lecture. These quali .. 
ties give her lessons an air of scholarly sophistication that is consonant with 
the sensibilities of her well .. educated audience. When answering questions 
posed to her about social and religious practices-such as how to conduct 
oneself in a social situation, or perform a religious ritual correctly-Hajja 
Faiza is careful to spell out several jurists' opinions on the subject without pro .. 
viding specific recommendations. By laying out the range of views among ju .. 
rists on a particular topic, she trains her audience in a mode of interpretive 
practice that foregrounds the importance of individual choice and the right of 
the Muslim to exercise this choice. While Hajja Faiza's use of the notion of 
rights and choice reflects how the discourse of liberal humanism has come to 
inform religious arguments in present .. day Egypt (particularly among the up .. 
per classes), it would be a mistake to ignore the ways in which her arguments 
depart from this discourse as well. As I will show, neither the field of choices 
nor the agents who exercise these choices simply reproduce the assumptions 
of the liberal .. humanist tradition in Hajja Faiza's discourse. The range of 
choices Hajja Faiza outlines are determined by the scholarly opinions ex .. 
pressed within earlier traditions of juristic reasoning that provide the authori .. 
tative bases for any decision. As such, choice is understood not to be an ex .. 
pression of one's will but something one exercises in following the prescribed 
path to becoming a better Muslim. 

During one of her lessons, for example, Hajja Faiza was asked about female 
circumcision ( khitan), a practice that is quite common in Egypt and that has 
come under increasing criticism for being either un.-lslamic or injurious to 
women's health and sexuality. 12 Hajja Faiza did not condone or condemn the 
practice in her answer. Instead she reasoned that the Q.adith on which the 
practice of circumcision is based is actually Q.ac:Tf (weak), a classificatory term 
in Q.adith literature that refers to a Prophetic tradition of dubious authority. 
She explained that because the Q.adith was weak, the practice of female cir-­
cumcision was neither wajib (an obligatory act), nor mustahabb (a recom-­
mended act), nor Sunna (a custom of the Prophet and his Companions). 13 

12 The debate about female circumcision had been raging in the media at the time. The Min, 
istry of Health had just banned the practice, citing concern for women's health as the prime rea, 
son (al-{Iayat 1996a). The Shaikh al,Azhar, Muhammed Sayyid al,Tantawi, had come out in sup, 
port of this decision, thereby rejecting the opinion of his predecessor in the office, J ad al, Haq, 
who was a strong supporter of female circumcision. Much of the debate occurred around the ques, 
tion of whether the badith used in support of female circumcision was authoritative or not. For an 
example of this debate, see the articles in the Islamist newspaper al,Shat!b (al,Awwa 1996a, 
1996b; Ismail 1996). 

13 Within Islamic jurisprudence, Sunna and mustababb refer to categories of acts that are not 
mandatory but, if undertaken, accrue merit with God. Even though the categories of wajib and 
fan) both refer to acts that are obligatory, they are also distinct in the authority each carries. 
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Since female circumcision falls outside these categories, she argued that it was 
an optional practice. Having spelled out her reasoning, Hajja Faiza continued, 
"There are people who support female circumcision [khitan] on the basis that 
it is good for the psychological health of the woman, and that it is prudent to 
follow even a weak badith since there must be wisdom [bikma] in it. It is up to 
you which opinion you want to choose, but make sure that you consult a med-­
ical doctor before doing it." Hajja Faiza's response stands in contrast to the 
styles of the other daeiyat I worked with, most of whom propounded specific 
recommendations without discussing the range of interpretive positions that 
existed on any given topic. 

Many of the women who attended Hajja Faiza's sessions appreciated her in-­
sistence that her role was simply that of a disseminator of correct information, 
and that each individual remained responsible for the choices she made and 
the actions she took. A number of the participants remarked to me that she 
"made people like their religion [tikhalli in..-nas tibibb dinha]" because she did 
not invoke hell's fires and God's wrath to compel them into action; she toler-­
ated the less--than ... devout appearance of some of her audience; and she gave 
them a chance to change over time by listening to "God's speech" (kalam al-­
lah). These participants were quick to point out, however, that Hajja Faiza did 
not compromise on the basic principles of God's message. She remained 
within the bounds of the four schools of Islamic law. For some, therefore, it 
was precisely Hajja Faiza's noninterventionist style that brought them closer 
to the implementation of divine will in their lives. Others were more critical, 
acknowledging her command of the canonical sources, but faulting her for not 
deploying a strong exhortatory style and for her tendency to desist from giving 
specific recommendations; if these things were remedied, they said, she would 
be more effective in impelling them toward pious behavior. Here, just as at the 
other mosques, attendees measured the effectiveness of a daeiya not only by 
her command of doctrinal knowledge, but also by the passional conditions of 
her rhetorical performance. 

to lead or not to lead 

Hajja Faiza has also become known in the mosque circles for some controver ... 
sial practices, which she has been able to continue to uphold despite being 
criticized publicly for them. Key among these is her practice of leading women 
in the performance of collective prayer in mosques, even when there is a male 

Whereas the status of fare) is derived from clear injunctions based in either the Quran or the }:i.a~ 

dith, the mandatory character of wajib is less certain because it is grounded in traditions with 
weaker authority. 
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imam available to perform this task. 14 While three of the four schools of Is .. 
lamic law (Shafi\ Hanafi, and Hanbali) allow a woman to lead other women 
in the performance of the obligatory prayer ritual (~alat), the common custom 
in Egypt is that if a man is present who is capable of leading the prayers, then 
women defer to him, especially when in a mosque where a male imam is al .. 
ways present. 15 Notably, the norm of custom differs in this case from majority 
juristic opinion. Hajja Faiza breaks the customary norm by holding a separate 
session of collective prayer for women in the mosques where she gives lessons 
(duriis). Thus when the call to prayer ~s issued at the Umar mosque, Hajja 
Faiza, unlike other d~nyat, does not interrupt her lesson to allow women to 
join the male imam in praying, but waits until she is done with her lesson, at 
which point she herself conducts the prayer ritual. 16 Similarly, during the holy 
month of Ramadan, Hajja Faiza leads a two .. hour session of supplicatory 
prayers (tarawi~) immediately following those led by a male imam in the same 
mosque. 17 Around three hundred women show up night after night during Ra .. 
madan to pray with her. As far as I know, she is the only woman in the city of 
Cairo who leads such a session in a well .. known mosque. 

Hajja Faiza has been attacked for this practice by some of the women attend .. 
ees, as well as by a famous male daciya, Shaikh Karam, who gives lessons in 
the Umar mosque to men in the evenings. Hajja Faiza's critics claim that by 
leading women in prayer when there is a male imam available she is perform .. 
ing an act of bidca. Bidca is a term in Islamic doctrine that refers to unwar .. 
ranted innovations, beliefs, or practices for which there was no precedent at 
the time of the Prophet, and which are therefore best avoided. 18 During one of 
the lessons I attended, a woman questioned Hajja Faiza's practice of leading 
women in prayer when a male imam was present because, she said, she had 

14 While all four schools of Islamic law recommend that, when possible, men pray collectively 
(~alat bil ... jaml(a) in a mosque rather than alone at home, there is a difference of opinion among the 
jurists when it comes to women. The Maliki, Shafi\ and Hanafi schools hold that it is better if 
women perform their prayer at home than at a mosque; only Hanbali jurists recommend the oppo ... 
site (Sabiq 1994, 1:171). In those instances when women do happen to pray collectively (at home, 
for example), the Shafi\ Hanbali, and Hanafi schools recommend that a woman lead the prayers. 

15 In the majority Sunni tradition, just as women are prohibited from issuing the call to prayer 
or delivering the Friday sermon, they are also prohibited from leading men and women together 
in prayer (al-Jumal 1981, 121-26). All four juristic schools hold that men may only be led by a 
male imam. 

16 Hajja Faiza has also been criticized for delaying the performance of prayer after the call is is ... 
sued; however, it is her taking on the role of an imam that has drawn the most criticism. 

17 These prayers are supplementary to the obligatory prayers that are performed five times a 
day, and are undertaken as a special act of worship during the month of Ramadan. 

18 Bidca is distinct from heresy (ill).ad): the latter is considered to be an act of conscious rebel ... 
lion, and the former the result of confusion, especially when it refers to disagreements about the 
authority of pertinent Prophetic traditions (see Robson 1999a). 
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heard from a well--respected shaikh that such an act was bid ca. Hajja Faiza read 
the question aloud, smiled for a moment, and then responded, "This is, of 
course, the opinion of Shaikh Karam: did you hear it from him?" Without 
waiting for an answer, she continued: 

I respect his opinion, but it is based on the Maliki school. The other three schools 

[Shafi\ Hanafi, and Hanbali] say that it is permissible for a woman to lead other 

women in prayers, and is in fact better [afcJaO. There are three opinions on this 

matter-[from among the four schools] that are in agreement, and the fourth is 

different. I follow the majority opinion in this case, and Shaikh Karam follows the 

minority one. He is within his rights to do so, just as I am, because remember that 

it is our right [min !Jaqqina] to select from any of the opinions available in the four 

schools, even if the opinion happens to be noncanonical or anomalous [shadhdh]. 

Hajja Faiza's response is striking for a number of reasons. Note that Hajja 
Faiza does not ground her justification for leading women in prayer rituals in 
an argument for gender equality, or women's equal capacity to perform such a 
task. Instead, she locates it within the space of disagreement among Muslim 
jurists about the conditions under which women may lead the prayer ritual. 
Her argument exemplifies two trends set into motion by modem Muslim re-­
formers. First, her position on a Muslim's right to follow the opinion of any ju .. 
rist from the four schools of Islamic law is one that has gained ascendancy in 
the modem period-glossed as talf1q, it connotes, as I indicated earlier, a de .. 
emphasis on fidelity to any one school, and the freedom to choose from any of 
the opinions authorized by Muslim jurists.19 The second position Hajja Faiza 
adopts in her argument against her critics is that she, like the shaikh she dis-­
agrees with, is within her rightS- to adopt even a minority opinion (shadhdh) 
from among the jurists. 20 In this she echoes a trend among modern Muslim re .. 

19 The principle of talfiq not only informed the practices of upper-dass mosque participants, 

but was also commonly evoked in poor neighborhoods. For example, a woman who wore the full 

body and face veil once challenged the_ male imam of the Ayesha mosque (from the humble 

Cairene suburb), asking whether it was appropriate for him to deliver a dars to women without a 
barrier between them. The imam responded that there was no clear ruling in the Quran or the 

Q.adith on this issue; the woman, unsatisfied with this answer, posed the same question to other 
male imams of adjacent mosques. When attacked by her neighbors for sowing seeds of social dis ... 

cord (fitna) in the community by doubting their local imam's words, this woman defended herself 
by arguing that it was her right to determine the most correct ruling (~ukm ~al).'l~) on a religious is ... 
sue, an argument that seemed to convince her critics. 

20 While shiidhdh literally means "anomalous," in the Q.adith classificatory literature it refers to 
a Prophetic tradition that is attributable to only a single source of authority, and which also dif ... 

fers from reports drawn from other transmitters. While one may choose to follow such a tradition, 
it must be rejected if it counters the wisdom of other traditions transmitted through sources of 
greater or more reliable authority. See Robson 1999b. Strictly speaking, Hajja Faiza is not refer ... 

ring here to a Q.adith, and her use of shiidhdh applies to juristic opinions. 
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formers toward making the adoption of even "weaker doctrines" legitimate, 
bestowing upon them a legitimacy that was previously restricted to sound 
doctrines ( ~a~I~) ( Hallaq 1997, 210). Hajj a Faiza's ability to clearly articulate 
these two fairly complex positions within modern Islamic thought is as much 
a testimony to her command of canonical sources as it is indicative of the in-­
terpretive trends that are characteristic of Islamic debates in Egypt today. 

What is rhetorically interesting about Hajja Faiza's use of scholarly argu-­
ments is that even though her own position is grounded in the majority opin-­
ion, and it is her critics who ascribe to the minority view, she is careful to spell 
out the doctrinal reasoning that secures her right to choose even unorthodox 
positions. Note that Hajja Faiza is criticized because she violates a popular 
Egyptian religious custom (which follows the Maliki school), even though her 
position is actually consonant with the majority juristic opinion. The consid-­
erable caution Hajja Faiza must exercise in challenging a well--regarded shaikh 
is illustrative of the precarious position women preachers occupy today, given 
the lack of institutional basis for women's daewa and the relative newness of 
the practice. She establishes her authority in part by demonstrating her com-­
mand of canonical issues and debates, and goes to some length to show that 
she is well aware of the various interpretations that exist on the subject among 
jurists, customary practice in Egypt notwithstanding. It is precisely her knowl-­
edge of authoritative sources that enables Hajja Faiza to challenge the wide ... 
spread Egyptian practice of deferring leadership of prayer to men; a daeiya with 
less command of such sources would not be able to accomplish such a task. It 
is interesting to note that, in the absence of religious institutions that train 
women in scholarly Islamic arguments, it is within the institutional space of 
daewa (exemplified by the mosque lessons) that women have come to acquire 
the requisite knowledge and create the conditions for their exercise of reli ... 
gious authority. 

One important effect of Hajja Faiza's adherence to protocols of doctrinal 
reasoning is that her contestations of religious norms are limited to those is.­
sues that Muslim jurists have deemed debatable because of their unclear status 
in the Quran and the Sunna. On other topics, such as the wearing of the veil 
or women's subordination to their husbands, about which there is consider ... 
able consensus among religious scholars, Hajja Faiza's views are not that dif .. 
ferent from those of more orthodox daeiyat. 21 There are two issues that are im ... 
portant to emphasize here. One, Hajja Faiza's views on the subject of female 

zi For example, as I will discuss in chapter 5, Hajja Faiza shared the view of the more orthodox 
d~nyat that women should refrain from demanding a divorce from immoral husbands, even if this 
compromised their own standards of piety. This was in contrast to other daciyat who believed that 
a husband's persistent errant behavior was grounds for divorce because it posed an obstacle to the 
wife's ability to remain faithful to God. 
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circumcision and women's leadership in prayers should not be taken as a sign 
of a "moderate position" since her views vary widely in regard to women's 
place within Islam. If anything, she consistently emphasizes the importance of 
following the logic of juristic debates and forms of reasoning, which makes her 
position on the question of gender relations within Islam quite unpredictable. 

Secondly, one must also note how Hajja Faiza's emphasis on the "right of 
Muslims to choose" from a range of juristic opinions, while informed by the 
discourse of rights and individual choice that permeates modem debates 
within Islam, inflects these notions in ways that are quite different from their 
treatment within liberal humanism. Hajja Faiza does not, for example, pro .. 
pose that personal preferences and inclinations be made the basis for how one 
chooses from among the juristic opinions. Rather, the form of reasoning one 
follows in exercising a choice must be guided by the requisite rationale and 
capacities that the jurists have deemed authoritative, thereby complicating 
the sovereign subject of liberal ... humanist discourse. It was, for example, quite 
common to hear Hajj a Faiza say, during the course of her lessons, "You cannot 
just choose from religion [al ... din] what you like, and reject what you don't 
like. What is absolute [~tmi] in Islam is beyond dispute: our attitude toward it 
should be, 'We have heard, and we have obeyed' [from verse 285, Surat al .. 
Baqara]. There can be no discussion [munaqasha] of God's commands [a~kam]. 
But the Quran has left many issues unresolved, and it is our right to choose 
from any of the interpretations that the culama' have offered on these sub ... 
jects." It was within this space of nonresolution that Hajja Faiza's emphasis on 
choice unfolds, thereby modifying the liberal notion of "individual choice" 
considerably. 

Notably, Hajja Faiza's statements about "absolute commands" (a~kam bat-­
miyya) entail an exercise of reason, assessment, and judgment that compli ... 
cates a simple reading of what it means to follow these supposedly clear in .. 
junctions.22 For example, even though Hajja Faiza concurs with the other 
daciyat that alcohol is prohibited in Islam, they all diverge in their opinions on 
how Muslims should deal with the presence of alcohol in their lives-espe ... 
cially since alcohol is sold openly in Egypt. Hajja Faiza holds that one may 
transact with commercial establishments that sell alcohol as long as it does 
not involve dealing with alcohol; others say that Muslims should avoid any 
interaction with such establishments; still others argue that alcohol should be 

22 Al).kam, the plural of bukm, derives from the verb }:takama which means "to withhold, pre.­
vent, and refrain." While bukm has specific meanings in Arabic philosophy and grammar, in Js .. 
lamic jurisprudence it refers to a ruling of the sharta. In the opinion of Muslim jurists, a}:tkam 
about religious obligations Cibadat) are absolute (Qa,tmi). In common parlance, as in the case 
above (when Hajja Faiza refers to absolute commands), ~ukm is used to signify those commands 
that are derived from the Quran and the Prophetic tradition. 
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banned from a Muslim country like Egypt and direct their efforts at securing 
such a prohibition. In other words, even when dealing with what Hajja Faiza 
calls al).kam batmiyya (absolute commands), whose status is clearly estab .. 
lished by the Quran, the Sunna, and the consensus of the jurists, there are a 
variety of ways in which these commands may be implemented. 

CITATIONAL PRACTICES 

If Hajja Faiza represents the scholarly end of the mosque movement, the 
preaching style at the Ayesha mosque in one of the poorest suburbs of Cairo is 
emblematic of the other end of the social and educational spectrum. The 
Ayesha mosque offers lessons several times a week to accommodate the sched .. 
ules of the working .. class women in this neighborhood. The lessons are deliv .. 
ered once by the male imam of the mosque, and twice by two women daciyat: 
one who was trained at the dacwa center of the organization that runs this 
mosque (al .. Jamciyya al .. Sharciyya), and another who lacks formal training. In 
contrast to the Umar mosque, the lessons here are informal and unstructured; 
none of the three da'iyat follow either a canonical text or any particular order 
of themes. Each daciya decides what she or he wants to talk about that day, 
and the lessons cover a range of predictable topics, such as the correct perfor .. 
mance of religious rituals, the proper manner of conducting oneself with one's 
kin and neighbors, and edificatory stories from the lives of the Prophet and his 
Companions. 

The working .. class (sha'bi) flavor of the Ayesha mosque is evident in the 
speech of the da'iyat: in the expressions and vocabulary they use, and in the 
rhythm and tenor of their delivery. Women attendees often interrupt the 
three da'iyat (including the male imam) to ask for clarification, and a slow 
steady stream of conversation always permeates the air. The rhetorical style 
employed by the three daciyat relies heavily on the technique of invoking 
fear (tarhzb), an emotion invoked through colorful and graphic depictions of 
God's wrath, the contortions of death, and the tortures of hell. Women of .. 
ten react with loud exclamations, followed by loud incantations of the gory 
details of the torture and religious chants to ward off the anticipated pain 
and evil. In a sense, the lessons are a joint production in which both the 
da'iya and the listeners play a performative role. The participatory quality of 
the lessons is further accentuated by the permeability of the mosque to 
neighborhood sounds, due to the close proximity of residential and commer .. 
cial activities. In a social space where everyone knows what is going on in 
the house next door, the questions put to the daciyat are frank; attendees fre .. 
quently bring up issues of incest, sexual problems, and neighborhood skir .. 
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mishes. The atmosphere is charged with intense energy and excitement, 
with women often shouting their questions to the d~fiyat, arguing with posi .. 
tions they regard as erroneous, and protesting when the lessons are finished 
sooner than scheduled. 

The most popular of the three daciyat at the Ayesha mosque is a forty.-year-­
old woman named Umm Faris who has no more than a high school diploma, 
and no formal training in dacwa. Her religious knowledge comes from listen.­
ing to sermons (both recorded and live), mosque lessons, and popular stories 
that recount events from the Prophet's life. When I met Umm Faris, she re.­
ported that her interest in religious pedagogy was fairly new, sparked by the 
difficulties she encountered in her marriage when her husband, one of the 
neighborhood butchers, took a second wife. In order to soothe her pain, she 
started to attend mosque sermons and lessons. Soon after, she felt she was 
called to serve God in dacwa, a calling that was repeatedly revealed to her in 
the form of a dream. She responded by asking the imam of the Ayesha mosque 
if she could gather local women informally to talk about issues of piety 
(taqwa). She was granted permission based on her reputation in the neighbor ... 
hood as a woman who "knew her religion": she had often helped to prepare 
dead bodies for a proper burial. Umm Faris soon developed a substantial fol ... 
lowing for her lessons. When I met her in 1996, she was preaching twice a 
week, drawing crowds of between fifty and one hundred women. 

Umm Faris has been criticized for her lack of command over authoritative 
sources, and at times for imparting doctrinally incorrect advice. Some attend ... 
ees have tried to have her removed as a d~fiya from the mosque, but to no ef ... 
feet since she is immensely popular among the majority of the women. When 
I spoke to her supporters, they said they appreciated Umm Faris's admonitory 
style as well as her ability to effect changes in their behavior, changes that en ... 
compassed learning to perform a range of religious obligations correctly (such 
as ablutions, prayers, fasting, and so on) and becoming more observant of an 
Islamic manner of conduct in their da_y ... to.-day life. As was the case with Hajja 
Faiza, Umm Faris's audience too placed an emphasis on the passional condi ... 
tions of the daciya's performance in evaluating her effectiveness. 

making up tradition? 

Despite Umm Faris's lack of religious training, she often invoked authoritative 
canonical sources in her lessons (such as the Quran and the badith), even if 
her familiarity with these sources came from what many would consider 
nonauthoritative channels (such as orally transmitted stories, local sermons, 
and popular devotional literature). When Umm Faris recounted the same 
abadith (singular: badith) as the more literate daciyat, her rendition of and 
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engagement with the aQ.adith was distinctly different, marked by a form of 
colloquialism that corresponded with her audience's sensibility and level of 
literacy. Her lessons were punctuated by frequent incantations of devotional 
phrases and expressions that are popular in working .. dass neighborhoods of 
Cairo, and her audience would join her, imparting the air of a Baptist revival 
to her homilies. She often delivered her speeches in rhythmic tones, reminis ... 
cent of the style of certain storytellers in Egyptian cities and towns who are 
known to inhabit the tombs of Sufi saints, adapting the phrases to a lilting 
singsong pattern of high and low notes. 

One practice that was particularly popular among the attendees was Umm 
Paris's habit of reciting short verses from the Quran and other supplicatory 
prayers (aurad), which members of the audience could memorize and repeat 
during the day to impart a sense of benediction to their chores. More educated 
members of the community criticized this practice, and other aspects of Umm 
Paris's duriis (singular: dars) for their doctrinal impreciseness. Umm Faris was 
aware of these criticisms and obliquely addressed them in her lessons. In one 
lesson, for example, Umm Faris recounted an exchange between the Prophet 
and his son ... in ... law Ali that centered around the popular theme of "torture of 
the grave" ( eadhab al--qabr )-in this instance, they were discussing the claus ... 
trophobic darkness that envelops one before the appearance of the angel of 
death who takes an accounting of the life one has led. What follows are ex ... 
cerpts from the fieldnotes I took when Umm Faris told the story; I have re ... 
tained the Egyptian colloquial pronunciation in transcribing the Arabic in or ... 
der to capture the flavor of her speech: 

Umm Faris began, "Everyone hopes to have light [nur] in their grave [!)abr]. 
I will tell you five things: if you abide by them, act upon them, and follow 
them from the moment you hear them, there will be light in your grave [lau il-­
tazamtThum wi eamaltihum wi mishTti ealehum min saeit ma simttThum yikun nur 
liki fi !)abrik]. There is a Q.adith that our beloved Prophet came to Ali and told 
him that he should do five things before he went to sleep if he wanted his 
grave to be lit." There were cries among the audience: "Praise be to God! [sub-­
ban allah]." Umm Faris continued, "Ali asked Muhammed: 'What are these, 0 
Prophet of God ral eali 'ma hum ya rasul allah]?' The Prophet responded, 'First 
thing before you close your eyes is to read the whole Quran [awwal h,aga !)abl 
ma titghamma4 eenak, tCra il ... qur!)an kullu]; second thing before you close your 
eyes is to give charity of four thousand dirham [tani h,aga !)abl ma titghamma4 
eenak tit~adda!) bi ... arbaet alaf dirhim]; third thing before you close your eyes is to 
visit Mecca [kaoa]; fourth thing before you close your eyes is to protect what 
you have in heaven; and fifth thing, and this is between you and your God, 
you should make up with your adversaries [khu~um]."' 

In her delivery of this story, Umm Faris set up a metrical beat by ending 
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each sentence with a rhyming word, and by repeating a refrain that started 
with "before you close your eyes." She continued, "Ali was surprised. How do 
I say these things when I am going to sleep [since each requires considerable 
effort]? [itt:aggib t:ali, izzay ba,ul il ... 1),agat di wi ana gayy anlim?]. He asked the 
Prophet, 'How do I read the whole of the Quran before I go to sleep because 
the longest chapter in the Quran, Surat al .. Baqara, is made up of 285 verses, 
and the shortest, Surat al .. Kauthar, has three verses. How am I to do this?"' 
There were cries of "Oh God!" from the audience at the difficulty of the task, 
followed by a rustle of speculations. 

Umm Faris silenced the whispers in her characteristic style by calling upon 
them to declare the oneness of God ( wa~idu allah!), and the audience re .. 
sponded, "There is one and only one God!" She continued, "The Prophet said 
to Ali, if he recited Surat al .. Ikhla~ [a short chapter of the Quran comprised of 
four verses] three times before going to sleep, it was as if he had recited the 
whole Quran [lau ,aret Surat al .. Ikhla~ talat marrlit ka,innak ,aret il ... qur,an kitab 
allah kullu]." This engendered a commotion among the audience: many started 
to recite the verses aloud, and others repeated for each other the number of 
times they were to be performed before going to sleep. In this manner, Umm 
Faris went down the list, in each case providing a set of devotional formulas 
derived from the Quran that one could perform in lieu of the mammoth tasks 
Muhammed had asked Ali to perform, and which would earn them the same 
level of merit with God. 

As she proceeded with her list, someone shouted from the crowd, "Can we 
recite these verses instead of performing the ritual prayers [~alat] ?" In midsen .. 
tence, Umm Faris stopped, turned to this woman, and said emphatically, "No, 
no, 0 sister, you must perform all [religious duties] that [are] incumbent upon 
you [la la yakhti, lazim ttmili kull ... il ... farli'iQ t:aleki]! You can't say this in lieu of the 
obligations. Listen, make yourself struggle and work hard all day long [in the 
path of God}: say the obligatory prayers, the supplicatory prayers, do the oblig .. 
atory fasts and the supplicatory ones. But when you come to sleep, there is an .. 
other hadith! Now Shaikh J ibreel [the imam of the mosque] says that this ha .. 
dith is weak. Yes, he said that. But since in all the ahadith there is goodness, 
we should abide by them [ah, huwwa ,al kida wi lakin fi kullu khair wi i~na nit:mil 
bi]." She went on to support this claim further by saying, "Aren't we told that 
when we recite the Quran we accrue merit with God [~sanlit]? In every verse 
there is benefit and reward, isn't it so? [The audience responded, yes, of 
course.] So even if it's a weak hadith, there is good in it, because it calls upon 
us to recite the Quran. Now do we want to trade with God [ni(agir mat:a allah], 
or do we just want to sit on our hands saying that I prayed and fasted and I 
don't have to do anything else? We have to bargain with God all the time. So 
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if you do all these things, while getting merits with God you will also have 
your grave all lit up!" 

There are several aspects of Umm Paris's dars that more literate members of 
the audience, and daeiyat from middle ... and upper ... middle ... class mosques, find 
objectionable. Umm Faris is criticized for trivializing piety in her liberal dis ... 
pensation of devotional formulaic verses-investing short verses with an inor ... 
dinate power, which might lead people to think they can recite these in lieu of 
performing the more difficult duties of Muslim worship. Similarly, the meta ... 
phor of trading (tijara; colloquial Egyptian Arabic: tigara) with God that 
Umm Faris uses at the end of the lesson described above offends the sensibili ... 
ties of educated and well ... to-do attendees. This metaphor is commonly used in 
the popular neighborhoods in Cairo, but the daeiyat from other mosques criti ... 
cize it, claiming that it diminishes one's relationship to the divine by render ... 
ing it in worldly terms. As Hajja Faiza from the Umar mosque once remarked, 
when asked about the appropriateness of the expression "trade" in regard to 
the divine, "It is not incorrect per se, but it does not capture the proper eti ... 
quette [adab] with which you should approach God Almighty." Indeed, some 
scholars might regard Umm Paris's preaching style and the criticisms it elicits 
as exemplary of a "folk Islam" that is assumed to characterize the practices of 
the poor and uneducated, and that is distinct from the "scriptural Islam" up ... 
held by religious scholars and the elite classes (see, for example, Geertz 1968; 
Gellner 1981; Gilsenan 1982). 

A closer analysis of Umm Faris's argumentative logic, however, reveals 
something more complex than a simple distinction between folk and elite Is ... 
lam might suggest. To begin with, Umm Paris's defense against her critics is 
grounded in the same set of authoritative sources and doctrinal reasoning that 
the more educated d~tiyat use, and it evokes a consonant rationale. For exam ... 
ple, in the passages quoted above, when someone asks Umm Faris whether the 
devotional verses whose virtues she is extolling could serve as a surrogate for 
the performance of other religious obligations, she resolutely answers that this 
is not the case. She in fact invokes the same doctrinal principle that informs 
the arguments of her critics, namely, that the prescribed ritual obligations are 
the sole means of fulfilling one's duty toward God. Similarly, when I asked 
Umm Faris what she thought of the objections raised against her use of the 
metaphor of trading with God, she was taken aback, and said that even 
though she did not remember the exact verses, she knew that this expression 
was used in several places in the Quran. 

When I asked Shaikh Yusuf from al ... Azhar, with whom I had been taking 
lessons in the principles of Islamic jurisprudence, about this issue, he con ... 
curred and said, "What is wrong with trading with God? It is not as if God 
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benefits from our good deeds or worship, it is we who benefit! He does not 
need our acts of worship: we need them." He then proceeded to lay out what 
the logic of trading with God entailed by first quoting verse 40 from Surat al .. 
Nisa', and then explaining, "We are awarded ten merits [Q.asanat] for every 
good deed we perform with sincerity of intent [al ... eamal bil ... ikhla~], but only one 
sin [sayyta] is written against us for every bad deed we do. It is a testimony to 
His munificence that if we perform even ordinary tasks, but do them with the 
intent of pleasing Him, it will accrue us rewards with Him."23 

It is clear that even though the metaphor of trade is well established among 
Islamic scholars, the authority it carries among elite and well ... educated Egyp ... 
tians today is diminished because it renders the relationship between the ere ... 
ator and the created in worldly terms in a way that conflicts with the deistic 
conception of God invoked by people from these classes.24 Yet, as Umm Paris's 
usage above makes clear, the metaphor of trade is quite popular among poor 
and uneducated Muslims in Egypt. What this illustrates is that there is no di .. 
rect correspondence between the views of religious scholars and elite classes, 
as the scriptural and folk dichotomy seems to suggest. Rather, there is a com­
plex relationship between scholarly arguments, elite interpretations, and the 
practices of unlettered Muslims, which calls into question any simple correla ... 
tion between the social position of a particular group and the religious inter .. 
pretation that the group's members uphold. 25 

The interesting issue, therefore, is not how religious ideology reflects class 
interests, but the more complicated question of what forms scholarly opinions 
and arguments take when they traverse the hierarchical divisions of class, 
gender, education, and social status. Scholarly arguments are not simply 
frozen bodies of texts, but live through the discursive practices of both lettered 
and unlettered Muslims whose familiarity with these arguments is grounded in 
a variety of sources-not all of which are controlled by scholars. Moreover, 
scholarly arguments are often transformed by the contexts in which they are 
evoked, a process that imparts to the arguments new meanings, usages, and 

23 For the use of the term tijlira in the Quran, see verse 10 in Surat Al ... $aff: "You who have at ... 
tained to faith! Shall I point out to you a bargain that will save you from grievous suffering [in this 
world and in the life to come]?" 

24 Competing translations of the Quranic term eabd all.ah often provoke a similar reaction. The 
term literally means "slave of God," and for many Muslims it captures the unconditional obedi ... 
ence that is characteristic of the relationship between the creator and the created. In modern 
times, eabd allah has come to be translated "servant of God, worshiper, or believer," a translation 
that avoids the idea of total subordination implied by "slave," which is incompatible with the hu ... 
manist assumptions of many contemporary Muslims. On this issue, see T. Asad 1993, 221-22. 

25 This is a point that has been made eloquently, and demonstrated repeatedly, by well--re-­
spected historians of early and medieval Christianity. See, for example, P. Brown 1981; Bynum 
1992. 
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valences not intended by the original authors. Even in those instances when 
what are termed "folk practices" go against scholarly opinions, it is important 
to pay attention to the reasoning, arguments, and terms used to justify and 
contest these practices, precisely because these terms reveal the set of assump .. 
tions that bind oppositional viewpoints into a shared discursive terrain broadly 
construed as "Islamic." 

In order to elaborate this point, I would like to examine Umm Paris's usage 
of the }:tadith in the excerpt from her lesson quoted above. Note the manner 
in which Umm Faris defends herself against the charge that she relies on sto .. 
ries about the Prophet and his Companions that are not considered to be reli .. 
able or authoritative by the guardians of the canon. To begin with, even 
though no one in the audience challenges the veracity of her account of the 
conversation between Ali and the Prophet, she voluntarily acknowledges that 
the }:tadith on which it is based is considered "weak" ( c;lacif) by the imam of 
the mosque. Despite its dubious status, Umm Faris goes on to support her use 
of this }:tadith by arguing that since the advice it proffers urges incorporating 
Quranic verses into one's daily life, it is in accord with general wisdom in Js ... 
lam about the edifi.catory effects of Quranic recitation and its use is therefore 
warranted. Importantly, Umm Paris's argument resonates with a longstanding 
tradition among Muslim jurists who have justified the use of weak a}:tadith if 
they encourage or promote pious behavior.26 I am not suggesting that Umm 
Faris was necessarily familiar with this scholarly argument. But what I want to 
draw attention to is the wide scope this kind of reasoning enjoys today, even 
among uneducated Muslims, facilitated in part by the kind of Islamic peda .. 
gogical materials (oral, visual, and print) that I discussed earlier, the produc .. 
tion and circulation of which has only increased since the efflorescence of the 
Islamic Revival. The widespread distribution of such popular Islamic pedagog .. 
ical materials has substantially changed the conditions of assessment essential 
to the classical distinction made within Islam between calim, "one who has 
knowledge," and jahil, "one who is ignorant."27 

Umm Paris's engagement with the Prophetic tradition-the badith-calls 
into question any attempt to draw a firm boundary between folk Muslim prac-­
tices and the scholarly or scriptural tradition. Doctrinally speaking, the }:tadith 
is a collection of the Prophet's speech and actions that Muslim jurists com--

26 For example, when well.-known Muslim jurists such as a!,}awzi and al.-Dhahabi criticized the 
twelfth .. century theologian A. H. al.-Ghazali for his use of weak al).adith, several tulama' defended 
this usage on the principle that if the argument in which the weak l)adith is located inspires vir .. 
tuous conduct, then its use is justified (Winter 1989, xx). Winter points out that this principle is 
generally well known among scholars of u~ul al ... lµulrth, and is cited in al.-Nawawi's authoritative 
twelfth .. century text, Shar~ matn al ... arbaeun al.-nawawiyya (1990). 

27 On this distinction, see Messick 1993, 152-67. 
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piled in the eighth century A.D./second century A.H. 28 A number of such com.­
pilations exist, but only six of these are considered to be the most authorita.­
tive. To understand the importance of the b.adith within lived practice, how .. 
ever, one has to move beyond these authorized compilations and consider the 
multiple relocations and embodiments of this scholarly genre. As historians of 
Islam have pointed out, the boundary between scholarly practices of b.adith 
compilation and popular stories has always been permeable (Berkey 2001). 
This border has become even more porous in the modern period, where con .. 
temporary b.adith materials now range from shorter versions excerpted from 
authorized collections, to booklets and pamphlets on ab.adith about popular 
topics, to oral traditions that include devotional stories, sermons, and reli .. 
gious lessons that are both . tape.-recorded and publicly delivered. In other 
words, the practice of b.adith is not limited to the citational protocols of reli.­
gious scholars, but comprises a field of proliferating discourse with multiple 
dislocations that, nonetheless, engages with scholarly procedures in some 
form or another. 

Brinkley Messick's description of how the sharta functioned prior to the 
modem period reveals certain similarities with contemporary citational prac .. 
tices involving b.adith (Messick 1993 ). Messick argues that prior to the intro .. 
duction of the modem legal system in Yemen, the sharta, while based on a set 
of founding texts, was not so much a system of codified rules as it was a set of 
discursive practices "lived in social relations, in human embodiers and inter .. 
pretive articulations" (1993, 152). These discursive practices entailed not 
only secondary commentaries on the founding texts, but also the practical 
ways in which a variety of social actors used the shar'Ca to resolve a range of 
problems and settle arguments. Although the shar(a was abstracted from the 
fabric of daily life in Muslim societies as it increasingly came to be reconcep .. 
tualized on the model of modem legal systems, the kind of b.adith practices I 
have described here, insomuch as they continue to inform a range of everyday 
practices and arguments, bear a certain similarity to the premodem sharfa 
practice described by Messick. Invocations of the b.adith constitute a genre of 
speech act that is constantly lived, reworked, and transformed in the context 
of daily interactions. The Islamic Revival has played a key role in embedding 
b.adith invocations into the social fabric of contemporary Cairene life, prolif .. 

28 In the modem period, there have been serious challenges posed to the authority that Muslim ju ... 
rists have historically accorded to the b.adith in the formulation of the sharta. In the nineteenth cen ... 
tury alone, a range of well.-known Islamic thinkers-including Sayyid Ahmad Khan in India and 
Muhammad Abduh in Egypt-raised doubts about the authenticity of the b.adith literature. In the 
twentieth century, other scholars (such as Ali Abd al .. Raziq [in Egypt] and Chiragh Ali [in India]) 
dramatically limited the scope of the Prophetic tradition to spiritual matters alone. On these debates, 
see D. Brown 1999. 
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erating and generating new forms of relationship between different genres of 
b.adith invocations. 

Viewed in this way, Umm Faris's arguments about Q.adith usage do not rep ... 
resent a dilution of pristine doctrine (or a kind of "folk Islam" that stands 
apart from a "scriptural Islam"); rather, these arguments and the transforma .. 
tive labor they perform on learned debates are precisely the means through 
which the discursive logic of a scholarly tradition comes to be lived by its or .. 
dinary adherents. As many examples in this chapter show, when a learned or 
unlettered Muslim quotes a b.adith in an argument, she does not simply repeat 
the memorized words from a fixed script. She also comments on the b.adith in 
response to the situation of utterance, thereby imparting new meanings to it. 
This process of interpretation, while it differs from one context to another, is 
not free ... floating, but is structured by the authority ascribed to norms of usage 
that are grounded in scholarly discourse.29 It is the presupposition of such au ... 
thoritative norms that defines a speech act as a Q.adith citation, and it is the 
deployment of these norms that places the comments of women like Umm 
Faris within this discursive field. One can say, in other words, that it is through 
practices of citations-such as those used by Umm Faris-that the authority 
of the b.adith is performatively constituted. 

SEXUAL TRANSGRESSIONS AND THE FEMININE GAZE 

In the section that follows, I want to trace some of the ways in which the 
scope and meanings of classical Islamic concepts have been extended in light 
of the fact that women now deploy these concepts to resolve practical prob-­
lems generated by the exigencies of urban secular existence. Women's increas ... 
ing familiarity and engagements with canonical sources-such as b.adith 
commentaries-tends to push forms of juristic reasoning to address new areas 
of "problematizations" (Rabinow 2003) and points of concern that had hith ... 
erto been outside the purview of scholarly debates. The mosque participants 
often encounter practical problems when trying to realize an ethical life based 
on orthodox readings of Islamic scriptures. For example, while a majority of 
the participants within the piety movement argue that women and men 
should abide by strict protocols of sex segregation, most working women and 
students find it impossible to follow this edict. The mosque participants often 
resolve such contradictions by returning to the juristic debates and reinter--

29 To use Bakhtin's terminology, one might say that the practice of badith citation is a combi ... 
nation of both an "authoritative" and an "internally persuasive discourse" (Bakhtin 1981, 
345-46). 
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preting these debates in light of their day .. to ... day struggles. Such attempts, 
while clearly bringing women's interpretive practices to bear upon the male 
exegetical tradition in new ways, also extend the logic and reach of this tradi .. 
tion into areas of practical and quotidian conduct that might have otherwise 
remained outside of its purview. 

These two tendencies may be elaborated through an ethnographic account 
of a contentious exchange that occurred between the conservative Nafisa 
d:fiyat and a group of young students at the Nafisa mosque. As I mentioned 
earlier, the Nafisa daciyat are known for their intense admonitory and severe 
style of preaching, often selecting the most exacting position from a range of 
juristic opinions and delivering it with full exhortatory force. In this particu .. 
lar instance that I am about to recount, their young audience took exception 
to the Nafisa daciyat's insistence that the Quran and the b.adith require strict 
sex segregation based on the argument that such an interpretation is both im .. 
practical and incorrect in light of other readings of the tradition. 

In June 1995 the daciyat at the Nafisa mosque had organized lessons for 
young women between the ages of fifteen and twenty .. two during their summer 
vacations from school. These lessons were part of a "summer package" the 
daciyat had organized for the girls, a program that also included activities such 
as visits to important Islamic architectural sites and museums, and Quranic 
recitation and memorization contests. Many of the participants were the 
daughters of women who attended the Nafisa mosque regularly; others were 
girls who lived in the neighborhood but who did not have any particular at .. 
tachment to the mosque. The daciyat believed that since young women were 
more susceptible to the fads and fashions of Egyptian urban life, they were most 
in need of instruction in Islamic modes of conduct ( al ... adab al.-islamiyya). By in .. 
valving the young women in "Islamically .. oriented" activities, the daciyat's in .. 
tention was to provide an alternative source of information and socialization, 
different from what they were normally exposed to in their schools. 

On this particular morning, the topic of discussion at hand was ikhtilat, 
which literally means "mixing and blending," but which in Islamic ethical lit .. 
erature refers to rules of conduct that govern interactions between men and 
women who are not related by immediate kin ties (ghair mab.arim).30 The 
daciyat started the session with the Quranic verse that has formed the basis for 
the Islamic injunction that requires Muslim women to veil and behave mod­
estly when in public. The verse reads: "And tell the believing women to lower 
their gaze and to be mindful of their chastity, and not to display their charms 

3° Close male kin, according to Muslim jurists, include a woman's immediate kin (for exam, 
ple, father, brother, nephews), her husband, the husband's immediate male kin, and any male 
who was breast,fed by her mother (al-Jumal 1981, 93-95). 
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[in public] beyond what may be apparent thereof; hence, let them draw their 
head.-coverings over their bosoms" (verse 31, Surat al ... N is~f). Since the young 
women attending the lesson were all veiled, the d~tiyat used this verse to focus 
on how the girls should interact with men. What follows over the next several 
pages are excerpts, from the tape recording I made of the discussion, high ... 
lighting those moments when the exchange between the d~f iyat and the 
young women became particularly intense. Hajja Samira, a forty ... year.-old 
woman with a severe facial expression, began the lesson by explaining the 
aforementioned Quranic verses in this manner: 

God Almighty has informed us that the correct way of understanding ikhtilat is 

the abstention from the mixing of women and men unless by necessity [illa bil 
4arura]. So the limit here [to the commingling of women and men] is necessity 

[4arura]. But how do we understand necessity? Now [the pursuit of] education is a 
necessity. If a woman is able to acquire a university degree-like a masters or a 

doctorate-or any other level of education, this is considered necessity. This is 
because we must fight against ignorance, and this will not be possible unless we 

have the weapon of the world in our hands, which is education. So we are not 

saying to you that you should sit at home .... But when we exit from home for a 

purpose like education, it is required that we do so in accordance with the 

appearance that God has sketched for us [fa la budda inni akhrug bi .. ~~ura illi 
rasamhali allah subJ:iana ... td~ala], which is: I wear a l)ijab that covers all but my face 

and hands so that my hair does not show, and I wear clothes that cover the shape 

of my body so that it is not apparent. Second thing, when I deal with men [at~arraf 
maca riggala], I do as the verse we started with says, "And tell the believing women 

to lower their gaze and to be mindful of their chastity" [verse 31, Surat al .. Nisa']. I 

should lower my eyes as God has commanded when I speak with men because it is 
sight through which the devil enters you and incites you to fornication [ash ... shitan 
bi..-yidkhul bil ... na?:ar wi yiwaswisik lil..-zina1. Now [the problem is that] there is no 

segregation between men and women in the universities. Our government does 

not respect Islam and has not created universities for women. Since you are 

compelled [mi4tarra] to go to these universities, when you talk to male teachers 
and students you should "lower your eyes [ghu#u min ab~arukum]." And 

remember, you should only speak to them out of necessity, and not for any other 
reason .... [Similarly] when you take private lessons from male tutors, as many of 

you do, avoid looking at them because this is what God has commanded. And it is 
much better if instead of having a male tutor, you ask your mother to get a woman 
teacher so that the question of gJia.44 al.-b~ar [lowering the gaze] does not arise. 

Hajja Samira and the other daciyat spent considerable time dwelling on the 
intricacies involved in avoiding eye contact when taking private lessons from 
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a male tutor-a practice that is quite common among middle.-class families 
since both private and public schools often fail to prepare students to succeed 
in nationally administered annual examinations. At first, the young women 
objected to the d~nyat's reading of the Quranic verses on the basis of the prac .. 
tical difficulties they would encounter if they avoided eye contact with male 
teachers: some said they would appear strange and awkward if they behaved in 
this manner; others said that it was difficult to find qualified women to provide 
private lessons; and still others argued that they would not understand what 
was being taught if they did not look their teachers in the eye. Maryam, a tall 
young woman between sixteen and eighteen years of age, raised another ob ... 
jection: "But if I know the [male] teacher well and he is well respected, and I 
know myself that I am responsible and pious [mas"'ula wa mittaqiyya], and my 
intention is pure [niyyiti naqya], then what is the problem with taking lessons 
with a male tutor?" 

Hajja Iman, another daciya, responded quickly, "Look, my daughter, who 
were the most pure and virtuous [anqa wa athar] on the surface of this earth? 
These were the Companions of the Prophet and his wives. Right, isn't it? And 
yet God commanded them: 'Whenever you ask them [the Prophet's wives] for 
anything that you need, ask them from behind a screen' [verse 53, Surat al ... 
AQ.zab], meaning there should be no eye contact between the man and the 
woman. It is not about your or my intent, 0 Maryam, this is the command 
from God, we have no choice! [Moreover,] as you know, it is incumbent upon 
us to follow the Sunna of the Prophet and his household [bait al--nabuwwa]." 

Maryam shot back, "But those verses were meant for the Prophet's wives, 
and they were not like other ordinary Muslims. There is another l).adith that 
says there are special issues, which only pertain to Muhammed's immediate fe ... 
male kin, that are different from those for the remainder of [Muslim] women 
[ya'hi awamir k~~a hr--hum mukhtalifa t:an ba"'i an--nisa1." She concluded em ... 
phatically, "These verses are not meant for us!" 

Before I proceed with the rest of the discussion, which got progressively 
more heated as the morning wore on, let me draw the reader's attention to 
certain aspects of the exchange so far that exemplify key trends within the Js ... 
lamic Revival. First of all, note that the discussion surrounding ikhtilat here is 
squarely situated within the expectations generated by women's access to pub ... 
lie education in postcolonial Egypt, and the presumption of their right to 
higher education.31 The d~nyat's criticism is directed not at the fact that women 
are pursuing higher education, but at the failure of the educational institu ... 
tions to provide the requisite conditions for the cultivation of pious conduct. 

31 For a historical analysis of debates about women's education in modem Egypt, see Ahmed 
1992; Nelson 1984. 
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Their solution to this problem is not to prohibit girls from attending these in ... 
stitutions, but to train them in those sensibilities, thoughts, and modes of be ... 
havior that will help them combat what the d~nyat consider to be the delete ... 
rious moral effects of such a system of education. Against their critics who 
fault the daeiyat for their overly stringent ethical pronouncements (such as 
their advocacy of the full face and body veil), the daeiyat argue that such 
severity is a necessary antidote to the institutional conditions that are corro ... 
sive of Islamic virtues and sensibilities. 

The challenge Maryam poses to Hajj a !man's interpretation of the Quranic 
verses demonstrates how familiar the young members of the daewa movement 
are with scholarly arguments, and the remarkable dexterity they exhibit when 
using canonical sources to establish an argumentative point. Maryam's objec ... 
tion to the d~tiyat's argument for avoiding eye contact with male teachers, for 
example, invokes principles of both Quranic exegesis and l)adith interpreta ... 
tion. When the daeiya presents the Quranic verse about the Prophet's wives to 

counter Maryam's claim that she has pure intentions (and therefore does not 
need to avoid eye contact with male teachers), Maryam is quick to point to 
the inapplicability of these verses to the conduct of Muslim women like her.­
self. In this Maryam implicitly invokes a well ... known principle of Quranic ex ... 
egesis, known as asbab al..-nuzul lil ... ayat al ... qur~aniyya, which Muslim jurists 
have used to determine the scope a particular verse commands in light of the 
conditions under which it was revealed, such as the immediate ends it served 
or to whom it was addressed.32 Following this principle, Maryam argues that 
the Quranic verses that require a visual separation between men and women 
were directed at the Prophet's wives and therefore do not pertain to ordinary 
Muslims. She further buttresses her argument by citing a well ... known l)adith 
in which the Prophet advises Muslims to distinguish between commands that 
are specific to him and his kin and those that apply to Muslims in general.33 

Note that in making these counterarguments, Maryam does not challenge 
the principle of female modesty as divinely ordained, but contests the daeiyat's 
ideas regarding how this principle should be lived in practice. Key to 
Maryam's argument is her insistence that the injunction to avoid interactions 
with men should be contextualized: not only should one's moral character be 
taken into account when determining the manner in which one interacts 
with the opposite sex, but also the conditions under which the Quranic verses 
used to regulate such interactions were revealed. In the latter point, Maryam 
unsettles the implicit but powerful assumption of the Nafisa d~nyat that 

32 See Abedi and Fischer ( 1990) for a discussion of this principle of Quranic exegesis in the 
every day context of Iranian political debates, particularly chapter 2, entitled "Qur~anic Dialogics: 
Islamic Poetics and Politics for Muslims and for Us." 

33 For a discussion of this badith, see Abu Shuqqah 1995, 3:70-87. 
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Quranic verses are universally applicable regardless of context, and that the 
Prophet's life and that of his Companions and female kin must be emulated in 
all respects. At one level, most women in the mosque movement embrace this 
assumption but at another level, many participants, like Maryam, bring other 
considerations to bear upon this well ... established and oft ... repeated belief. It is 
within this space of disagreement that Maryam is able to raise her objections 
to the d:nyat's interpretation of the Quranic verses. 

Notably, Maryam's arguments resonate with a number of scholars active 
in the Islamic Revival who have written against the kind of views espoused 
by the Nafisa daciyat in order to correct what they perceive as a strong 
trend toward overly stringent and narrow interpretations of the Quran and 
the l)adith, particularly in those aspects that pertain to the conduct of 
women (see Abu Shuqqah 1995; M. al ... Ghazali 1996; al ... Qaradawi 1996). 
When I asked Maryam whether she had read these authors, she said she 
had not but had become familiar with their arguments through attending 
mosque groups such as these, and through discussions with her peers at 
school, where such topics enjoyed common currency. When I asked her 
why she continued to attend the Nafisa daciyat's lessons, given her dis ... 
agreements, Maryam said that sessions such as these forced her to acknowl .. 
edge the danger of not being vigilant enough in her interactions with men 
in institutional contexts, and sharpened her argumentative skills in pre ... 
senting a counterposition to women like the Nafisa daciyat-one that re .. 
mained, nonetheless, within the purview of Islamic reasoning. Maryam said 
that she considered this to be a part of her contribution to the work of 
da'wa. 

As is evident from the exchange between Maryam and Hajja Iman, the 
pedagogical space of da'wa is often constituted by debate and disagreement, as 
much as it is a space of consensus, about what are deemed to be the proper 
terms and protocols of engagement with canonical sources. Consider, for ex .. 
ample, an objection raised by another audience member, Rabia, who was fif ... 
teen years old. When one of the daciyat was in the midst of one of her long 
monologues about the dangers posed to pious conduct by worldly desires, Ra ... 
bia interrupted her rather spontaneously, and said: "Okay, okay [ttryyib ttzyyib], 
Hajja Samira, perhaps I can give a comment [ana mumkin li taelTq]. There are 
sound al)adith that show that women did sit with the Prophet and his [male] 
Companions. There is one that says a woman came to talk to the Prophet to 
ask for advice because by mistake she ate while she was fasting, and Abu Hu ... 
rayra [a well ... known Companion of the Prophet] was there and he admon .. 
ished her before the Prophet replied [this implies that unrelated women and 
men interacted at the time of the Prophet]." 

The da'iya Hajja Samira cut her off and argued back, "First of all, you don't 

104 



PEDAGOGIES OF PERSUASION 

know how this woman was related to Abu Hurayra;34 second, you don't know 
if this incident was before the veil was made incumbent upon Muslims or af-­
ter;35 third, are you sure that this l).adith is sound [~a~1h] ?" 

Rabia insisted that it was indeed a sound l).adith. Hajja Samira replied, 
"When we want to follow a l)adith, it's necessary that we see it in the context 
of the entire spirit of the religion [i~na lazim nakhud H-dTn kullu], and also see 
what is the consensus of the religious scholars [ijmae a .. eulama1 [on the issue].36 

You see, there exists a consensus among the c:ulama' that ikhtilat should not be 
undertaken unless necessary." 

This exchange is instructive because it reveals the contentious character of 
the pedagogical space of the mosque lessons. Note that despite the difference 
in age, and in experience in the use of canonical sources, between the dac:iyat 
and their audience, the conversation between these women proceeds along 
remarkably equitable lines. It would be rare, for example, to find this ease of 
debate and counterargument in a parallel setting at the University of al-­
Azhar, between a shaikh and his male students, because the boundaries are 
more strictly drawn. In contrast, the young attendees here challenge the 
daeiyat not only by citing their own authoritative sources, but also by drawing 
upon the experience of their own lives in interpreting what are considered to 
be divine injunctions and indicators thereof. The young women and the 
dac:iyat both contribute to this milieu of debate, disagreement, and persuasion, 
even though the Nafisa dftiyat have the reputation of being the most strict 
and stringent of all Cairene dac:iyat. Note, for example, that in response to Ra ... 
bia's demonstration that women and men interacted at the time of the 
Prophet without a "barrier" (Modern Standard Arabic: /.Uijiz; Egyptian Collo-­
quial Arabic: ~agi.z), the d~nya responds not by rejecting this account outright, 
but by asking the young woman a series of questions about its reliability. By do.­
ing this, she not only implicitly acknowledges that she herself does not know 
the story's authoritative status, but also demonstrates to the attendees the se ... 

14 The da'iya is alluding here to the Islamic edict that women may interact with their immedi .. 

ate male kin without the same order of restrictions they have regarding other men. In this view, if 
the woman was the daughter, wife, or mother of Abu Hurayra, then she would, according to Is .. 
lamic protocols, be able to interact with him without the same restraints. 

15 The da'iya is referring here to the understanding in Islamic tradition that the content of rev .. 
elation changed dramatically over time, since the Quran was revealed seriatim over a period of 

twenry .. three years. The verses that were revealed after Muhammed migrated to Medina form the 
basis of most Islamic laws dealing with economic, ritual, and social issues. Verses that pertain to 
women's modest dress and behavior, such as those in Surat al .. Nur, Surat al .. AQ.zab, and Surat al .. 
N isa', were all revealed in the Medinan period. 

36 ljmli' is one of the three most important means of debating and adapting various aspects of 
Islamic law, and refers to the unanimous opinion of recognized religious jurists about issues that 

are not clearly spelled out in the Quran and the Sunna. 
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ries of questions they need to ask in order to authenticate a Prophetic tradi ... 
tion. The daciya's response gives the young woman the opportunity to come 
right back and assert her own evidentiary claims.37 What I am suggesting here 
is that this kind of exchange presents a situation far more complex than any 
simple model of "religious indoctrination" would suggest, and requires an 
analysis of the micropractices of persuasion through which people are made to 
incline toward one view versus another. 

Women from a variety of ages and background have come to acquire a fa ... 
miliarity with a wide range of scholarly procedures, terminologies, and modes 
of reasoning through involvement in precisely these kinds of interactions and 
open-ended discussions, and have in tum suffused these doctrinal debates 
with a new kind of urgency that stems from the exigencies of their daily lives. 
One result of women's increasing familiarity with the canonical sources is that 
it has brought aspects of their lives within the purview of the logic of this 
largely male ... inscribed canon, expanding its scope and applicability to prob .. 
lems that were hitherto outside its purview. As I have stated before, these 
discussions are remarkably consistent in staying within the protocols and as ... 
sumptions of debate established by Muslim jurists. This does not mean, how­
ever, that a uniformity of views exists, but rather that when contestations are 
launched, they tend to engage with a fairly consistent set of materials, proto ... 
cols of debate, and reasoning-making these contestations an integral part of 
what currently constitutes the discursive field of Islamic dacwa. 

FEMALE SEXUALITY AND SOCIAL DISCORD 

The Nafi.sa dinyat's position on ikhtilat is predicated upon a key doctrinal po ... 
sition, upheld by the four schools of Islamic law, which accords female sexual ... 
ity a significant weight in the provocation to illicit sexual desire and the es ... 
tablishment of relationships between men and women who are not married. 
This position is well captured in a popularly cited l)adith: "The woman, all of 
her, is unseemly/unprotected raura]; if she goes out from the house, the devil 
will oversee her [actions] [al.-mar'a kullaha c:aura fa idha kharajit min baitYha is-­
tashrafha al--shaita,n]." This is one among a number of authoritative al).adith 
that, combined with certain Quranic verses, provide the basis for regulating 
women's appearance in public. The term c:aura, used to describe women here, 
is complex and has a variety of meanings, including "weakness," "faultiness," 

37 The daciya could have lied about the status of the Q.adith in order to assert her authority 
against the young woman's claim. But this would be unacceptable behavior since lying about any .. 
thing, in particular about the status of a Q.adith, is considered a cardinal sin. 
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"unseemliness," "imperfection," "disfigurement," and "genitalia." 1Aura is re ... 
lated to the term eawir, which Edward Lane translated as that which has "no 
keeper or guardian ... literally having a gap, or an opening, or a breach, ex .. 
posing it to thieves and the like" (Lane 1984). The English term pudendum 
(plural: pudenda) best captures the meaning of eaura as used in this l)adith be .. 
cause it refers not only to the genital organs of men and women, but also to 
that "of which one ought to be ashamed" (OED 1999).38 According to the 
logic of this Q.adith (and of the fiqh literature in general), "woman is caura" be.­
cause: (a) her exit from the house exposes her to dangers, requiring protec .. 
tion;39 and (b) just as one is ashamed to expose one's genitalia, one is ashamed 
to have a woman appear in public. According to this view, all those parts of a 
woman's body that may cause embarrassment and shame should therefore be 
covered, which, in the majority view of Muslim jurists, includes everything 
except a woman's hands, feet, and face. 40 

A small number of participants in the dacwa movement interpret this 
l)adith to mean that "correct" Islam prohibits interactions between women 
and men. Others-like the Nafisa d~tiyat-take this Q.adith, along with cer .. 
tain Quranic verses, to mean that social interactions between men and 
women should be severely restricted. The vast majority of participants in the 
mosque movement, however, interpret these authoritative texts more loosely. 
For example, many women at the lower ... class Ayesha mosque have no choice 
but to work in mixed.-sex offices, and regard the aforementioned l)adith 
as an admonition to greater vigilance in their dealings with men rather than 
a prohibition against male .. female interactions. Hajja Faiza, from the upper .. 
middle ... class Umar mosque, espouses a similar if somewhat more nuanced 
view on the subject. When asked by one of her audience whether she inter .. 

·
18 In four different English translations of the Quran, when the term eaura occurs in conjunc; 

tion with women, it is translated as "nakedness" or "women's private parts;" and when it occurs in 
conjunction with the term "houses," it is translated as something that is "exposed" and therefore 
requires protection. 

19 In the same spirit, the Quran says: "Verily our houses are caura [i.e., exposed or open to at; 
tack]" (from verse 13, Surat al;Al).zab). The term is used four times in the Quran, and the only 
place where eaura is used to refer to women's genitalia (or private parts), it occurs in the plural Cau; 
rat), in verse 31 of Surat al;Nur. Hoffman;Ladd argues that the idea that all of woman is caura is not 
contained in the Quran, but only became hegemonic later in Islamic history, as the standards for 
women's modesty grew more strict ( 198 7, 46 n. 34). 

40 The consensus among the four schools of Islamic law is that a woman should cover all her 
body, with the exception of face, hands, and feet. This position is justified by reference to Quranic 
verses 31 and 53 in Surat al;Nur and Surat al;Al).zab, respectively, and two al).adith attributed to 
Muhammed's wife Ayesha (Abu Shuqqah 1995, 4:83-246). Some Muslim thinkers have chal; 
lenged the conclusion that these verses and al).adith make the veil obligatory upon all Muslim 
women. See, for example, Ashmawi 1994a, 1994b. For a response that reiterates the majority po; 
sition upheld by the culam~f, see the state mufti's response to this interpretation, Tantawi 1994. 
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preted the badith about a woman being ~aura to mean that interaction be ... 
tween men and women was prohibited, this is how she responded: 

Does this Q.adith prove that ikhtilat is prohibited in all its forms? Or that it should 
be severely restricted so that it becomes almost impossible for women and men to 
work together? In order to answer this, we must return to what the Prophet [rasul] 
and his female Companions bal)abiyyiit] did because they are the ones we should 
refer to in all matters.41 There are personal opinions or points of view [hunak 
wighat an..-naiariyya shak~iyyan] that refer to specific kinds of interests and fears. 
But as a community of Muslims, when we decide what is prohibited and permitted 
[}µiram wa 1.ialal], we must return to the community of Muslims who lived around 
the Prophet. For everyone has the freedom [~urriyya) to prohibit unto himself 
what he does not like: for example, one may say I don't like to eat green beans so 
he does not eat it. But we can't say that the sharf a says that green beans are 
prohibited [Q.aram]. It depends on one's temperament, not the sharfa .... So our 
source of authority [marjriyya] is not personal likes and dislikes, but it is what 
Allah and His Prophet have said. 

The issue of intermixing between men and women is very clear [in Islam]. 
There are etiquettes of mixing that the sharfa has spelled out. So when we say 
there are etiquettes, it also means that there is ikhtilat, but it must be done in 
accord with certain rules. So when God says "ghu#u min ab~arukum" [lower your 
gaze], it doesn't mean that a woman should not go out from her house. If she is not 
to go out of her house at all, then what is the point of having all the instructions 
about wearing modest dress [libas m~tashim]? Neither does it mean that women 
and men cannot make eye contact when they work together, for example, or when 
they buy and sell from each other, or in an educational setting. Now, tell me, did 
the Prophet not meet and talk to women? Did women not pray directly behind 
men in the mosque without any partition/separation [Q.agiz] between them? We 
know the answers to these questions because we have had lessons on this. What is 
prohibited, as you know, is a woman meeting a man alone [khalwa]. Yet we also 
know that the Prophet visited some of his female Companions foab.abiyyat] when 
they were alone, and so did many of his male Companions, didn't they? So there is 

41 Note Hajja Faiza's unusual use of the term ~alJ.abiyyat to refer to Muhammed's female kin as 
well as to other virtuous women who were not directly related to him but lived close to him. $a.­
Qabiyyat is the female form of the more common term ~al)aba, which is used to refer to 
Muhammed's male Companions. The traditional term used for Muhammed's female kin and asso .. 
dates is bait al ... nabuwwa (household of the Prophet). Hajja Faiza's usage of this new term indicates 
a growing awareness among the more educated d~nyat that the women in the Prophet's life are an 
important source of information about his actions and should therefore be treated in the same 
manner as his male Companions. 
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debate [kalam] even about this issue of a woman and man interacting alone 

without supervision [khalwa]. 

Here Hajja Faiza went through a long list of examples from Muhammed's 
and his Companions' lives that illustrated their interactions with women. An ... 
ticipating the audience's response to her argument, she said, "Of course we say 
that these were very pious people [mittaqiyyin] and we are not like them, but 
these examples also show that ikhtilat is permitted [ja~iz] . ... Yes, there are 
limits [~udud] to and etiquettes for interaction between women and men. But 
if we were to say that there is no interaction between men and women, this 
would make for great hardship [mashaqqa shadzda]. God did not order us to do 
this, so why say He did?" 

There are clear differences between Hajj a Faiza's approach to the issue of 
ikhtilat and the attitude of the Nafisa daeiyat. Not only do they differ about 
whether women and men should avoid all eye contact when conducting 
business, but also about the role the social circumstances under which the 
early Muslim community lived should play in interpreting the b.adith. Hajja 
Faiza insists that a proper understanding of the Prophetic tradition does not 
depend solely upon the advice contained in the text of a particular badith, 
but must be understood in relation to the life of the Prophet in its entirety 
and, in this sense, to the whole body of the b.adith that makes that life avail ... 
able to generations of Muslims who have followed the Prophet. Thus, even 
though the Nafisa daeiyat and Hajja Faiza share the idea that the authorita ... 
tive source (marjriyya) for structuring a Muslim life is the exemplary con ... 
duct of the Prophet and his Companions, they differ in the relative weight 
they accord to the immutability of the text of a badith. 42 Furthermore, in 
contrast to the Nafisa daeiyat, Hajja Faiza is willing to acknowledge the ambi .. 
guity and contradictions entailed in the accounts given of the lives of the 
Prophet and his Companions, thereby implying that even those injunctions 
that seem to be immutable (such as the prohibition on a man and a woman 
interacting alone without others being present) may be more flexible than is 
often conceded. 

The differences between these two points of view are significant, both for 
the daeiyat and for members of the mosque movement who closely follow 
these debates. But there is also a substrate of assumptions and presuppositions, 
shared among these interlocutors, that must be examined because they reveal 

42 It would be a mistake to assume that the Nafisa daciyat are therefore "literalists," because 
they often take the larger context of the tradition into account. See, for example, the response 
Hajja Samira gives to Rabia above. 
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how these disparate positions constitute part of the same discursive field.43 To 
begin with, note that Hajja Faiza does not cast doubt upon the validity of the 
Q.adith that describes women as caura; indeed, since the Q.adith is attributed to 
a reliable source, questions regarding its legitimacy cannot be made the 
grounds for Hajja Faiza's disagreements, given her strict abidance by the terms 
of the juristic discourse. 44 Instead, she criticizes the conclusion that is derived 
from this Q.adith and made the basis for either severely restricting the practice 
of ikhtilat or prohibiting it. In her arguments, Hajja Faiza stresses the criteria 
that her middle- to upper-middle.-class audience must bear in mind, and the 
measures they must take, when negotiating the contradictory demands of 
their lifestyles (including women's pursuit of profossional careers, which 
brings them considerable public exposure) and the requisites of a virtuous life. 

Far more significantly, however, Hajja Faiza shares with the Nafisa d~nyat 
two interrelated assumptions that are at the core of the debate about ikhtilat 
in the dacwa circles. One is the principle, unanimously upheld by Muslim ju .. 
rists, that interactions between women and men who are unrelated by imme .. 
diate kin ties (ghair mal).arim) are a potential source of unvirtuous conduct 
and illicit relationships.45 While women and men are both urged to discipline 
their sight, behavior, and thoughts so as to prevent the stirring of illicit sexual 
passions (see Quranic verse 30 of Surat al.-Niir), it is women who bear the pri-­
mary responsibility for maintaining the sanctity of relations between the 
sexes. This is because the juristic Islamic tradition assumes that women are 
the objects of sexual desire and men the desiring subjects, an assumption that 
has come to justify the injunction that women should "hide their charms" 
when in public so as not to excite the libidinal energies of men who are not 
their immediate kin. It is noteworthy that Islam, unlike a number of other or .. 
thodox religious traditions (for example, strands of Buddhism, Hinduism, and 
Christianity), does not place a high premium on the practice of sexual absti .. 
nence and regards the pursuit of sexual pleasure (within the bounds of a mar­
ital relationship) a necessary virtue both for women and men.· In this moral 
worldview, illicit sexual relationships are understood to create social discord 
and sedition (fitna) in a community, and are regarded as signs of its moral de .. 

43 Moreover, an analysis of these shared assumptions also puts into question any simple 
parceling of Hajja Faiza's and the Nafisa daciyat's views into liberal or conservative categories, 
precisely because such an analysis demonstrates their mutual imbrication. 

44 This l).adTth is part of one of the six most authoritative collections of Muhammed's deeds and 
sayings, $a~1~ al~ Tirmazi. For a scholarly opinion along the lines of Hajja Faiza's argument, see 
Abu Shuqqah 1995, 3:38. 

45 In Lane's Lexicon the word maJ.iram (plural: mal)arim) is conceptually related to that which 
signifies honor, possession, and a relationship in the name of which one can seek protection and 
hold another accountable for its violation (Lane 1984, 554-55). Note the linguistic connection 
between "aura and mah.ram; both signify a certain relationship to honor and possession. 
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generacy.46 The injunctions for women to veil, dress modestly, avoid eye con ... 
tact with men, and so on, all constitute the practical strategies through which 
the danger women's sexuality poses to the sanctity of the Muslim community 
is deterred. 

Even those religious scholars who provide extensive doctrinal elaboration 
in support of women's participation in the public realm regard these presump ... 
tions as immutable.47 For example, Abd al ... Halim Abu Shuqqah (d. 1995), a 
well ... respected Islamic scholar, wrote an extensive six ... volume study aimed at 
combating interpretations of Quranic verses and ab.adith, popular among con ... 
temporary Muslims, that restrict women's participation in economic, politi ... 
cal, and social domains (Abu Shuqqah 1995).48 Abu Shuqqah meticulously 
goes through scholarly debates and counterexamples from the lives of Muham ... 
med, his female kin, and his Companions, questioning the authenticity of 
many of the canonical sources used to buttress these claims in order to show 
that women have the right to participate in the umma's productive life, to 
have sexual pleasure, and to pursue various kinds of social relationships that 
are often considered to be reserved only for men in popular culture. It is strik ... 
ing, however, that even though Abu Shuqqah makes these arguments, he 
continues to uphold the principle that women's physical appearance is a 
threat to the integrity of the Muslim community and that men are more libid ... 
inal and sexually charged than women.49 

46 One of the primary meanings of fitna is "rebellion against divine law," or "civil war and re-­
volt" in which the believers' faith and unity of community is put in grave danger. Fitna can also 

mean "temptation," "attractiveness," or "infatuation." Muslim jurists, in discussing female sexual-­

ity, use the verb yuftinu (from the root fatana, the same root from which fitna is derived), which 

literally means "to charm or enamor someone"; these jurists thereby intimately connect seduction 
with sedition. For an insightful discussion of the layered meanings entailed in the term fitna, see 

Pandolfo 1997, 156-62. 
47 In addition to Abu Shuqqah, see, for example, M. al--Ghazali 1996; Z. al--Ghazali 1996b; al-­

Qaradawi, 1996. 
48 Abu Shuqqah, an Egyptian by birth, lived most of his adult life in Doha and Qatar. He was 

well known in Islamist circles, and founded the well--respected Islamist intellectual journal al-­
Muslim al--Mu"a~ir. According to Yusuf al--Qaradawi (see note 10 above), in his introduction to 
Abu Shuqqah's six--volume compendium, Abu Shuqqah was, in his youth, close to Hasan al-­

Banna (the founder of the Muslim Brotherhood), was imprisoned under Nasser (as was al-­
Qaradawi) for his support of the Brothers, and continued to be a loyal supporter of the Brother-­
hood throughout his life. This six--volume study, which reportedly took Abu Shuqqah twenty 
years to finish, is the only complete manuscript he authored. For a review of Abu Shuqqah's book, 

published upon his death, see Huwedi 1995. 
49 For example, when arguing for the rights of a woman to participate in the political, eco-­

nomic, and social life of her community, Abu Shuqqah is careful to spell out the conditions of her 

physical appearance in accordance with the majority juristic tradition: she must not be perfumed, 
she must wear dark--colored and loose clothing that does not draw attention to her body, she must 
not behave in beguiling ways, and so on (1995, 3:38-39). 
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There seems to be a contradiction here in that even though women and 
men are both acknowledged to have sexual desire, which they are encouraged 
to pursue within the private space of matrimonial life, in public it is only male 
sexuality that is accorded a force. Since men are understood to be more sexu ... 
ally excitable in public than women, it follows that various kinds of social rules 
are set up to protect against men's propensity to commit sexual transgressions. 
This is only one illustration of how these ideas about male ... female sexuality 
provide the necessary ground upon which much of the current Islamist debate 
proceeds; those who challenge these presumptions are often treated as being 
outside the fold oflslam: as being either "un .. Islamic" or "secularist."50 

As a number of feminist scholars have pointed out, these kinds of argu .. 
ments assign the burden of maintaining a community's purity and integrity to 
women, a task that necessitates their subordination to men, who are entrusted 
to oversee and control women's sexuality and mobility, as well as their access 
to a community's symbolic and material resources. In a system of inequality 
predicated on this view of male ... female sexuality, differential gender roles are 
rooted in the naturalized topography of female and male nature in which the 
former is regarded as passive and the latter as agentival. Feminist cultural an ... 
thropologists have offered various explanations for why certain societies in .. 
vest women's sexuality with this valence. Some scholars have focused on the 
logic of sexual symbology that reproduces and naturalizes gender subordina ... 
tion (Delaney 1991; Pitt .. Rivers 1977); others have analyzed the socioeco ... 
nomic organization of systems of kinship and inheritance that are at the root 
of sexually differentiated relations of gender inequality (Abu ... Lughod 1986; 
Collier 1988; Ortner 1978).51 While this work is crucial in offering various an .. 
alytical paradigms to explain why and how female sexuality is linked to the 
production of gender subordination, my focus-in this chapter in particular, 
and in this book in general-is somewhat different. 

My goal is not to explain why this particular system of gender inequality ex ... 
ists, but to ask: How did the women of the mosque movement practically work 

50 In this respect, the debate in Egypt about male--female interactions differs significantly from 
what is happening currently in Iran, where Muslim activists have begun to argue that since 
women and men are equal in the eyes of God, they equally share the burden of guarding against 
illicit sexual desire and conduct. See Mir--Hosseini 1999; Najmabadi 1998. 

51 Jane Collier, for example, argues, "Female chastity is not a single, coherent idiom with a sin-­
gle cause. Rather, it is a complex, multiply--determined symbol. In a world where legitimate heirs 
are distinguished from illegitimate non--heirs, a mother's chastity guarantees her children the 
right to inherit. Where only virgins are eligible to become mothers of legitimate children, a 
daughter's virginity may represent her family's hopes of upward mobility and political patronage" 
(Collier 1986, 106). Collier thus locates inheritance from fathers (whether in patrilineal or bilat-­
eral systems) as the key factor that gives a particular cast and form to practices and relations of 
gender. 
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upon themselves in order to become the desirous subjects of this authoritative 
discourse? What were the forms of reasoning and modes of persuasion they 
used to convince themselves and others of the truth of this discourse? And 
what were the practical consequences that followed when the truth of this 
discourse was argumentatively established? Clearly the women with whom I 
worked regarded the logic of feminine chastity and modesty as divinely or ... 
dained. Yet the task of living in accordance with this understanding was not a 
simple matter; it was mediated not only by debates internal to the Islamic tra ... 
dition, particularly in its modernist reincarnation, but also by the practical 
conditions of the women's lives. In the foregoing analysis, part of my goal has 
been to explore the limits of this discursive tradition, its assumptions and pre ... 
suppositions, and the day ... to ... day context through which these limitations 
were enacted, contested, and lived. 

THE MODERNITY OFTRADITIONAL PRACTICES 

I would like to conclude by making some observations about the notion of 
tradition that has informed this chapter, in particular its relationship to what 
is sometimes considered to be the opposite of tradition, modernity. It is fash ... 
ionable these days to interpret any invocation of tradition, any claim to con ... 
tinuity with the past, as a nostalgic event, an "auratic" gesture that under the 
disillusioned (or hyperrealist?) modernist gaze crumbles to reveal the illusory 
character of such forms of (be)longing. Walter Benjamin's two essays, "The 
Storyteller" and "The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction," 
are sometimes used to give credence to this judgment. 52 In these essays, Ben ... 
jamin argues that the fragmentary character of modern existence makes tradi ... 
tional crafts and modes of knowledge impossible to practice, rendering any ac ... 
cess to these past practices impracticable under the new perceptual regimes of 
"the modern" (Benjamin 1969a, 1969b). Indeed, the informational nature of 

52 For two recent formulations of this use of Benjamin's argument, see Ivy 1995 and Mufti 
2000. A closer reading of Benjamin's argument reveals, however, that Benjamin's interpretation 
of the terms "aura" and "authenticity" is far more complicated than these readings suggest. What 
is often missed in discussions of the aura and its loss is that for Benjamin what was at stake was 
not simply tradition but a sense of historicity itself (see Asad on this point in Shaikh 2002). Han.­
nah Arendt, who is also known for remarks similar to Benjamin's about the loss of tradition in the 
modern age, exhibits a similar ambivalence about this loss: "it cannot be denied that without a se.­

curely anchored tradition-and the loss of this security occurred several hundred years ago-the 
whole dimension of the past has also been endangered. We are in danger of forgetting, and such 

oblivion--quite apart from the contents themselves that could be lost-would mean that, hu ... 
manly speaking, we would deprive ourselves of one dimension, the dimension of depth in human 
existence" (Arendt 1977, 94 ). 
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the pedagogical Islamic materials I have described in this chapter, materials 
that are the mainstay of the Islamic Revival and the mosque movement, may 
well be regarded as emblematic of what Benjamin regards as the necessary 
character of modem knowledge: that it be gleaned from disparate sources, be 
promptly verifiable, and be of immediate practical application (Benjamin 
1969a). It follows from Benjamin's argument that the practitioners of these 
forms of knowledge, despite their claims to the contrary, are only-tenuously 
connected to past practices and modes of reasoning, since the institutional 
conditions that made these practices possible (such as guilds, or organized 
forms of apprenticeship and discipleship) no longer exist. 53 

Another related version of the same argument, commonly used within the 
social sciences and the humanities, suggests that a claim for the traditional 
status of a practice is a particularly modem mode of asserting its legitimacy: 
this mode uses the past as a reservoir of symbols, idioms, and languages to 
authorize political and social projects that are in fact quite recent in origin. 
Historians Eric Hobsbawm and Terrance Ranger popularized this notion by 
coining the term "invented tradition" to describe how the past is used to au ... 
thenticate a novel set of practices that in fact lack historical antecedents 
(Hobsbawm 1983 ).54 Several scholars of the Arab ... Muslim world implicitly or 
explicitly use the idea of "invented tradition" to show how Islamists clothe a 
range of modern concepts-such as the_nation..-state, nuclear family, econom ... 
ics, and so on-in a vesture of authenticity and traditionalism in order to jus..­
tify their uniquely modem sociopolitical projects (Abu..-Lughod 1998; Gilse ... 
nan 1982; Zubaida 1993). These scholars conclude that such attempts at 
positing continuity with the past do not stand up under the analytical gaze, 
precisely because none of these concepts and institutions actually existed in 
premodem Islamic history: these invocations of the past are authenticating 
moves that lack sociohistorical facticity. 

Even though I think these critiques raise important points about the dis ... 
junctural and fragmented character of modem existence and about the vari ... 
able deployments of the past to legitimize current projects, I would suggest 
there are other ways of thinking about tradition that privilege a somewhat dif ... 
ferent set of analytical questions. Tradition may also be understood along the 
lines of what Foucault calls a "discursive formation," a field of statements and 

53 Olivier Roy ( 1994) and Malika Zeghal ( 1999) make similar arguments in regard to popular 
Islamic knowledges. 

54 Hobsbawm defines "invented tradition" as a "set ofpractices, normally governed by overtly 
or tacitl)' accepted rules and of a ritual or symbolic nature, which seek to inculcate certain values 
and norms of behavior by repetition, which automatically implies continuity with the past" 

(1983, 1). Invented traditions, in this view, use history to authenticate actions and claims, and to 

cement "group cohesion" (Hobsbawm 1983, 12). 
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practices whose structure of possibility is neither the individual, nor a collec-­
tive body of overseers, but a form of relation between the past and present 
predicated upon a system of rules that demarcate both the limits and the pos-­
sibility of what is sayable, doable, and recognizable as a comprehensible event 
in all its manifest forms. 55 

Talal Asad, in drawing upon the work of Alisdair Macintyre (Macintyre 
1984, 1988), proposes a notion of tradition that is commensurable with Michel 
Foucault's work on discursive formations (T. Asad 1986).56 Asad suggests that 
Islam is best regarded as a "discursive tradition" whose pedagogical practices ar-­
ticulate a conceptual relationship with the past, through an engagement with a 
set of foundational texts (the Quran and the Q.adith), commentaries thereon, 
and the conduct of exemplary figures. Tradition, in this sense, may be con-­
ceived as a particular modality of Foucault's discursive formation in which re-­
flection upon the past is a constitutive condition for the understanding and re-­
formulation of the present and the future. Islamic discursive practices, in this 
view, link practitioners across the temporal modalities of past, present, and fu .. 
ture through pedagogy of practical, scholarly, and embodied forms of knowl-­
edges and virtues deemed central to the tradition (T. Asad 1986, 14). Clearly 
indebted to Foucault's conception of power and discourse, Asad's formulation 
of tradition draws attention both to micropractices of interpersonal pedagogy, 
through which the truth of a particular discursive practice is established, and to 
the macro level of historically sedimented discourses, which determine the pos-­
sibility of what is debatable, enunciable, and doable in the present. 

Tradition, viewed in this way, is not a set of symbols and idioms that justify 
present practices, neither is it an unchanging set of cultural prescriptions that 
stand in contrast to what is changing, contemporary, or modem. Nor is it a 
historically fixed social structure. Rather, the past is the very ground through 
which the subjectivity and self-understanding of a tradition's adherents are 
constituted. An Islamic discursive tradition, in this view, is therefore a mode 
of discursive engagement with sacred texts, one effect of which is the creation 
of sensibilities and embodied capacities (of reason, affect, and volition) that 
in turn are the conditions for the tradition's reproduction. Significantly, such 
a concept does not assume all--powerful voluntary subjects who manipulate 

55 On discursive formation, see Dreyfus and Rabinow 1982; Foucault 1972, 1991b. 
56 Despite important overlaps, there are two critical differences, as I see it, between Maclntyre's 

notion of tradition and that of Talal Asad. One, Asad places an emphasis on relations of power 

that are necessary both for the propagation of a tradition in relation to other discursive traditions 

and to the process by which certain practices and arguments become hegemonic within a tradi .. 

tion. In Maclntyre's theory of tradition, there is no discussion of power. Asad also differs from 

Macintyre in that he emphasizes the role embodied capacities (in addition to rational argumen ... 

tation) play in the reproduction of a tradition. 
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the tradition for their own ends, but inquires into those conditions of discur .. 
sive formulation that require and produce the kind of subjects who may speak 
in its name. The central question privileged by such an understanding of tra ... 
dition is: how is the present made intelligible through a set of historically sed .. 
imented practices and forms of reasoning that are learned and communicated 
through processes of pedagogy, training, and argumentation? 

The conceptual role that foundational texts play in Asad's notion of tra .. 
dition is particularly relevant to the ways in which the participants of the 
mosque movement used the canonical sources (the Quran, the l).adith, and ju .. 
ristic commentaries). For Asad, an engagement with the founding texts of Is .. 
lam is not limited to scholarly commentaries alone, but entails the practices of 
ordinary Muslims, such as when an unlettered Muslim invokes the authority 
of sacred texts to solve a practical problem, or a child argues with a parent 
about the correct (or incorrect) nature of an Islamic practice. By emphasizing 
the practical context through which foundational texts gain their specific 
meaning, Asad shifts from an understanding of scripture as a corpus of author .. 
itatively inscribed scholarly opinions that stand for religious truth, to one in 
which divine texts are one of the central elements in a discursive field of rela .. 
tions of power through which truth is established. Thus the process by which a 
particular interpretation of a canonical source comes to be authorized depends 
not only upon one's knowledge of the scholarly tradition, but also upon the 
practical context of power relations (including hierarchies of age, class, gen .. 
der, and knowledge) under which textual authority is invoked.57 

As should be apparent by now, I have found Asad's conception of tradition 
eminently useful, for analytical as well as descriptive reasons, in exploring the 
practices of the movement I studied. Asad's notion of tradition is analytically 
useful because it helps me foreground questions of subject formation as a 
means of understanding how a particular discourse establishes its authority 
and truth within a historical moment. Descriptively speaking, many aspects of 
the mosque movement resonate with key aspects of this notion of tradition. 
The women I worked with understood their activities in terms of a recupera .. 
tion of a set of traditional practices they saw as grounded in an exemplary past 
and in classical notions of Islamic piety. The modality of instruction through 
which they honed their skills involved a type of argumentation that was criti ... 
cally dependent on various types of historical reference. Yet, while certain 
continuities with earlier practices were evident, it was also clear that the mod .. 

57 These various elements do not interact in a determinate way, and an established order of hi ... 
erarchy may be challenged depending upon the particular context of power relations. For exam ... 
ple, given the popularity of the dacwa movement among younger generations, age hierarchy is of ... 
ten reversed when young ducat invoke higher moral authority and greater Islamic knowledge than 
their elders to criticize them for their lax religious lifestyles. 
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ern adaptations of classical Islamic notions did not mirror their historical 
precedents, but were modulated by, and refracted through, contemporary so ... 
cial and historical conditions. 

In analyzing the renewed attention given to historical forms of ethical lis ... 
tening under the Islamic Revival, Charles Hirschkind provides an important 
corrective to Walter Benjamin's comments on the difficulty of practicing 
older forms of knowledges under modern conditions (Hirschkind 2001b). It is 
worth keeping his admonition in mind as we move into the next chapter, 
which focuses on the embodied character of Islamic knowledge practiced by 
the mosque movement. Hirschkind argues that the fractured space and tern ... 
porality of modernity do not simply efface older forms of perception and 
knowledges, as Benjamin seems to suggest, but that these aspects of modernity 
also make possible the retrieval and maintenance of traditional practices and 
perceptual regimes, giving these practices a renewed life and novel form. In ... 
deed, one of his points is that the adoption of what are termed "modern" ways 
of being do not signify a wholesale replacement of preexisting sensibilities, but 
are structured by, and embedded in, ongoing historical traditions. It therefore 
becomes critical to ask what types of relationships are established between 
newly emergent practices and knowledges, and those of the past, with special 
attention to elucidating the limits and possibilities of such articulations. 
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Within the vast literature produced on the topic of contemporary Islam, Is ... 
lamist movements have often been analyzed through the lens of identity poli ... 
tics. In such analyses, the increasing emphasis on Islamic forms of behavior 
among Muslims in the postcolonial Middle East has been commonly read as a 
recoding of nationalist sentiments in religious idioms, a recoding that does not 
so much replace Arab nationalism as recast its political sentiment in Islamic 
symbols. The increasing interest of Muslims in Islamic rituals and practices such 
as donning the veil, performing collective prayers, and listening to sermons is 
understood to enfold existent forms of Arab nationalism into particularistic 
forms of religious belonging, a development that has, if anything, narrowed the 
scope of nationalist politics by making the figure of the Muslim paradigmatic of 
the citizen subject. This continuity between Islamism and nationalism would 
appear to be all the more pronounced in regard to the question of gender, inso.­
much as both ideologies seem to cast women as the repositories of tradition and 
culture, their bodies made the potent symbols of collective identity. 

Indeed, it is not difficult to find examples of the laminated character of 
Islamist.-nationalist discourse in Egypt today. A number of Egyptian Islamists, 
for instance, speak of the veil as an expression of Arab identity (see chapter 2), 
while many of their secular.-oriented critics view Islam as an essential part of the 
cultural terrain upon which the Egyptian nation has acquired its unique his.­
torical character.1 In contrast to these views, however, a large number of those 

1 Consider, for example, how a primary--school textbook, widely used in Egypt today, recruits the 
ritual of Muslim prayer to the task of nation--building, "because in prayer there is rising and 
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who are part of the dacwa movement are highly critical of such a nationalist .. 
identitarian understanding of Islam, and direct their organizational efforts at 
combating the practical effects of this interpretation. The critique put forward 
by the dacwa movement is not simply that the nationalist .. identitarian view viti .. 
ates the religious character of Islam in rendering it a political ideology. Rather, 
as I suggested in chapter 2, their criticism is that such a position reduces Islamic 
ritual practices to the status of cultural customs, a kind of Muslim folklore, 
thereby radically transforming the role such practices have played historically in 
the realization of a pious life. However abstruse this might sound to secular ears, 
debates about how to interpret and enact the variety of embodied Islamic in .. 
junctions pervade Egyptian public life today, and even political discussions of .. 
ten devolve upon questions about the proper role ascribed to the performance of 
these practices. 

To date, debates about the proper interpretation of religious obligations 
(such as veiling, fasting, or praying) have been treated as inconsequential in 
most analyses of the sociopolitical landscape created by the Islamic Revival 
over the last forty years. Scholars have tended to treat questions of bodily 
form as superficial particularities through which more profound cultural 
meanings find expression. Even in those instances where bodily practices (like 
veiling and praying) are considered within political analyses, they are under .. 
stood as symbols deployed by social movements toward political ends, serving 
at most as vehicles for the expression of group interests or political differences. 
The specific conception of bodily practices and the forms they take are not in 
themselves seen to have political implications. This tendency is in part a 
product of the normative liberal conception of politics, one separate from the 
domain of ethics and moral conduct, and is in part a reflection of how the field 
of ethics has been conceptualized in the modern period. In regard to the lat .. 
ter, as I suggested in chapter 1, there is a general lack of attention paid within 
post ... Enlightenment thought to what I earlier referred to as the morphology of 
moral actions, an omission reflecting the legacy of humanist ethics, particu .. 
larly in its Kantian formulation. Since the Kantian tradition conceives of 
ethics as an abstract system of regulatory norms, values, and principles, it 
tends to disregard the precise shape moral actions take. In this view, ethical 
practices may elucidate a moral rule, or even symbolize the value a moral code 
exemplifies, but the manifest form of an ethical practice does not help elabo ... 

bowing and prostration, all actions that invigorate the body, and the Muslim devotes himself to 
work with zeal and energy, and increases production and spreads the good, and promotes [the 
progress of] the nation. . .. Prayer accustoms us to order, and the keeping of appointments, and 
the binding together of Muslims with cooperative ties and love and harmony" (quoted in Starrett 
1995a, 962). 
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rate the substance of a moral system. It is therefore not surprising, for exam ... 
ple, that even those scholars who write on the subject of Islamic ethics focus 
on Islamic doctrinal and legal arguments, while much of the literature that 
falls under the heading of fiqh al ... %adiit (the pedagogical aspects of religious 
obligations) remains outside of their purview. 2 

I would like to pursue a somewhat different approach to ethics here, glossed 
as "positive ethics" (the skeletal structure of which was laid out in chapter 1), 
in which the particular form that ethics takes is not a contingent but a neces ... 
sary aspect of understanding its substantive content. Originally grounded in 
the tradition of ancient Greek philosophy, and more recently expanded by 
Michel Foucault, ethics in this formulation is founded upon particular forms 
of discursive practice, instantiated through specific sets of procedures, tech ... 
niques, and exercises, through which highly specific ethical ... moral subjects 
come to be formed (Colebrook 1998; Davidson 1994; Foucault 1997 c; Hadot 
1995, 2002; Martin, Gutman, and Hutton 1988). An inquiry into ethics from 
this perspective requires that one examine not simply the values enshrined in 
moral codes, but the different ways in which people live these codes-some ... 
thing anthropologists are uniquely situated to observe. What is consequential 
in this framework is not necessarily whether people follow the moral norms or 
not, but what relationships they establish between the various constitutive el ... 
ements of the self (body, reason, emotion, volition, and so on) and a particu ... 
lar norm. In this view, the specific gestures, styles, and formal expressions that 
characterize one's relationship to a moral code are not a contingent but a nee ... 
essary means to understanding the kind of relationship that is established be ... 
tween the self and structures of social authority, and between what one is, 
what one wants, and what kind of work one performs on oneself in order to re ... 
alize a particular modality of being and personhood. (See my discussion of 
ethics in chapter 1.) 

An obvious resonance exists between my exploration of processes of self ... 
formation and anthropology's historical concern with the cultural construc-­
tion of personhood, as represented in the work of scholars like Marcel Mauss, 
Margaret Mead, Erving Goffman, and Marilyn Strathern. However, two im-­
portant differences distinguish my approach from this tradition of anthropo-­
logical scholarship. First, the approach I have outlined here does not assume a 
homogeneous notion of a self that is coextensive with a given culture or tem-­
porality. Rather, as I will show, very different configurations of personhood 
can cohabit the same cultural and historical space, with each configuration 
the product of a specific discursive formation rather than of the culture at 

2 See, for example, Camey 1983; Hashmi 2002. 
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large. 3 One need only think of the different conceptions of self that operate 
within economic, legal, familial, and medical realms in the United States 
(however complexly intertwined and overlapping) to understand the analyti.­
cal purchase of this presupposition (see, for example, Rorty 1987).4 This in.­
sight is particularly germane to the fault line that exists in Egypt today be ... 
tween those who promote a nationalist.-identitarian understanding of Islam, 
and those members of the dacwa movement who oppose it. As I will show, dif ... 
ferent ways of understanding ritual obligations among Egyptian Muslims actu.­
ally reveal radically different conceptualizations of the role bodily behavior 
plays in the construction of the self, a difference that in turn has conse .. 
quences for how the horizon of individual freedom and politics is imagined 
and debated. 

My analytical framing differs from anthropological studies of cultural con .. 
structions of personhood (particularly the work of Mead and Goffman)5 in an ... 
other respect: I do not begin my inquiry from the vantage point of an individ .. 
uated consciousness that uses various corporeal techniques to acquire a 
cultural specificity. Rather, my investigation treats the empirical character of 
bodily practices as the terrain upon which the topography of a subject comes 
to be mapped, and I elaborate the architecture of the self through the imma ... 
nent form bodily practices take-an analytical move that productively re.­
verses the usual routing from interiority to exteriority in which the uncon ... 

3 Consider, for example, Foucault's remarks on the different forms an ethical subject may take: 
"[The subject] is not a substance. It is a form, and this form is not primarily or always identical to 
itself. You do not have the same type of relationship to yourself when you constitute yourself as a 
political subject who goes to vote or speaks at a meeting and when you are seeking to fulfill your 
desires in a sexual relationship. Undoubtedly there are relationships and interferences between 
these different forms of the subject; but we are not dealing with the same type of subjects. In each 
case, one plays, one establishes a different type of relationship to oneself' ( 1997a, 290). See Niko ... 
las Rose's comments on this aspect of Foucault's work (Rose 1998, 31-33). 

4 In this respect my argument differs from that of James Faubion, who has also argued for 
the productive application of Foucault's work on ethics to anthropology. Faubion suggests that 
Foucault's elaboration of ethics can be usefully mapped onto culturally specific notions of the 
self-such as the Haagen and Greek conceptions of personhood (2001, 90). In contrast, I am 
suggesting that there is no single conception of the self that corresponds to the discursive 
practices of a given culture, but that many different conceptions may exist simultaneously and 
perhaps in tension with one another, depending upon the particular regimes of truth to which 
they accede. 

5 As will become evident to the reader, my arguments share certain aspects of Marcel Mauss 
and Marilyn Strathern's work from this tradition of scholarship. With the former, I share an in ... 
terest in how bodily techniques help construct specific conceptions of personhood (Mauss 1979), 
and with the latter I share a concern with the role different articulations of interiority and exteri ... 
ority play in securing a particular sense of the self and its relationship to "the social" ( Strathern 
1988). 
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scious manifests itself in somatic forms. My understanding of bodily practices 
resonates with what Pierre Hadot calls "spiritual exercises"-a -term he coined -
to elaborate a conception of life and ethics endemic to ancient Greek philos-­
ophy (Hadot 2002), and that was influential in Foucault's formulation of 
"technologies of the self' (Foucault 1997 c). Hadot describes the notion of 
spiritual exercises as "practices which could be physical, as in dietary regimes, 
or discursive, as in dialogue and meditation, or intuitive, as in contemplation, 
but which were all intended to effect a modification and transformation in the 
subject who practiced them" (Hadot 2002, 6). What is striking about this ap­
proach to the explication of the self is that the work bodily practices perform 
in crafting a subject-rather than the meanings they signify (Bowen 1993; 
Starrett 1995a)-carries the analytical weight. In other words, the "how" of 
practices is explored rather than their symbolic or hermeneutical value. 

Toward the end of the chapter, I will show how such an analysis of bodily 
practices helps us understand the question of politics, particularly the rela­
tionship between social authority and individual freedom. Specifically, I will 
argue that, far from being inconsequential, differential understandings of per ... 
formative behavior and ritual observance among contemporary Egyptian 
Muslims enfold contrasting conceptions of individual and collective free .. 
dom-conceptions that have radically different implications for the orga­
nization of political life within public and personal domains. My ethnographic 
account of current debates about the formal requirements of bodily comport .. 
ment will show that what is at stake in these debates are different imaginaries 
of personal and collective freedom, presupposing different relations to forms 
of social authority (whether enshrined in scripture, national citizenship, or 
exemplary models). As I will make clear, my argument differs from one made 
by certain liberal and communitarian philosophers who maintain that differ­
ent conceptions of the individual depend upon the social milieus that produce 
and sustain these conceptions. In contrast, my argument is that the mosque 
movement's activities require a much deeper questioning of the weight ac­
corded to the distinction between the individual and the social within theo­
ries of moral and political action in liberal and communitarian philosophies. 
In order to explicate these issues, let me tum to an analysis -of the debates 
about ritual that saturate the contemporary political scene in Egypt. 

PIETY AND PRAYER 

The women I worked with described the condition of piety as the quality of 
"being close to God": a manner of being and acting that suffuses all of one's 
acts, both religious and worldly in character. Although the consummation of 
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a pious comportment entails a complex disciplinary program, at a fundamen .. 
tal level it requires that the individual perform those acts of worship made in .. 
cumbent upon Muslims by God (al .. far:ficj), 6 as well as Islamic virtues (fm;la:)il) 
and acts of beneficence that secure God's pleasure (al--aemal al--~aliba). The at .. 
titude with which these acts are performed is as important as their prescribed 
form: sincerity (al--ikhla~), humility (khushi(), and feelings of virtuous fear and 
awe (khashya or taqwa) are all emotions by which excellence and virtuosity in 
piety are measured and marked. Many of the mosque attendees noted that 
though they had always been aware of these basic Islamic duties, it was only 
through attending mosque lessons that they had acquired the necessary skills 
to perform them regularly and with diligence. 

According to the mosque participants, one of the minimal requirements 
critical to the formation of a virtuous Muslim is the act of praying five times a 
day. The performance of ritual prayer (singular: ~alat; plural: ~alawat) is con .. 
sidered so centrally important in Islam that the question of whether someone 
who does not pray regularly qualifies as a Muslim has been a subject of intense 
debate among theologians.7 The correct execution of ~alat depends on the fol .. 
lowing elements: (a) an intention to dedicate the prayer to God; (b) a pre .. 
scribed sequence of gestures and words; (c) a physical condition of purity; and 
( d) proper attire. While fulfilling these four conditions renders prayer accept .. 
able ( maqbul), I was told it is also desirable that §alat be performed with all the 
feelings, concentration, and tenderness of the heart appropriate to the state of 
being in the presence of God-a state called khushue. 

While it is understandable that an ideal such as khushit would have to be 
learned through intense devotion and training, it was surprising to me that 
mosque participants considered the desire to pray five times a day (with its 
minimal conditions of performance) an object of pedagogy. Many of the par .. 
ticipants acknowledged that they did not pray diligently and seemed to lack 
the requisite will to accomplish what was required of them. They often held 
the general social and cultural ethos in which they lived to be responsible for 
the erosion of such a will, claiming that it instead fostered desires and disposi-­
tions that were quite inimical to the demands of piety. Because such states of 
will were not assumed to be natural by the teachers, or by their followers, 
women took extra care to teach one another the means by which the desire to 
pray could be cultivated and strengthened in the course of performing the sort 
of routine, mundane actions that occupied most women during the day. 

The complicated relationship between the performance of ~alat and one's 

6 These include verbal attestation to faith (shahada), praying five ti~nes a day (~alat), fasting 

(~aum), the giving of alms (zakat), and pilgrimage to Mecca (Q.ajj). 
7 See the debate between two preeminent theologians-al--Shafici (d. 820) and Ahmad Hanbal 

(d. 855)-on this issue (reported in Sabiq 1994, 72). 
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daily activities was revealed to me in a conversation that I 0bserved among_ 
three women, all of whom regularly attended lessons in different mosques of 
their choice in Cairo. These women-were among a small number of women 
whom I· had come to regard as experienced in the cultivation of piety. My 
measure for coming to such a judgment was none other than the one used by 
the mosque participants: they not only carried out their religious duties (al ... 
far~ficJ) diligently, but also attested to their faith ( iman) by continuously doing 
good deeds· (al.-a~mal al ... ~aliba)8 and practicing virtues (al ... faga,il). As the fol ... 
lowing exchange makes clear,_ these women pursued the process of honing and 
nurturing the desire to pray through the performance of seemingly unrelated 
deeds during the day (whether cooking, cleaning, or running an errand), until 
that desire became a part of their condition of being (also see footnote 20). 

The setting for this conversation was a mosque in downtown Cairo. Since 
all of the three women worked in the same building as clerks for the local state 
bureaucracy, it was convenient for them to meet in the neighboring mosque _ 
in the late afternoons after work on a weekly basis. Their discussions some ... 
times attracted other women who had come to the mosque to pray. In this in ... 
stance, a young woman in her early twenties had been sitting and listening in ... 
tently when she suddenly interrupted the discussion to ask a question about 
one of the five basic prayers required of Muslims, a prayer known as al-fajr. 
This prayer is performed right after dawn breaks, before sunrise. Many Mu_s ... 
lims consider it the most demanding and difficult of prayers because it is hard 
to leave the comfort of sleep to wash and pray, and also because the period 
within which it must be performed is very short.- This young woman expressed 
the difficulty she encountered in performing the task of getting up for the 
morning prayer and asked the group what she should do about it. 

Mona, a member of the group in her mid ... thirties, turned to the young 
woman with a concerned expression on her face and asked, "Do you mean to 
say that you are unable to get up for the morning prayer habitually and consis-­
tently ?"The young woman nodded yes. Bearing the same concerned expres ... 
sion on lier face, Mona said, "You mean-to say that you forbid yourself the re ... 
ward faawiib] of the morning prayer? This surely is an indication of ghafia on 
your part?" The young woman looked somewhat perturbed and guilty; but per ... 
sisted and asked, "What does ghafia mean?"Mona replied that it refers to what 
you do in the day: if your mind is mostly occupied with things that are not re ... 
lated to God, then you are in a state of ghafla (carelessness, negligence). Ac ... 
cording to Mona, such a condition of negligence results in inability to say the _ 
morning prayer. 

8 Examples of al,a~mal al,~alib.a include doing good deeds for the elderly, treating one's parents 
with respect, helping the needy, giving charity, and so on. 
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Looking puzzled, the young woman asked, "What do you mean what I do in 
the day? What does my saying of the prayer [~alat] have to do with what I do 
in the day?" Mona answered: 

It means what your day--to--day deeds are. For example, what do you look at in the 

day? Do you look at things that are prohibited to us by God, such as immodest 

images of women and men? What do you say to people in the day? Do you insult 

people when you get angry and use abusive language? How do you feel when you 

see someone doing acts of disobedience [md~~i]? Do you get sad? Does it hurt you 

when you see someone committing a sin or does it not affect you? These are the 

things that have an effect on your heart [qalbik], and they hinder or impede 
[taeanal] your ability to get up and say the morning prayer. [The constant] guarding 

against disobedience and sins wakes you up for the morning prayer. Salat is not 

just what you say with your mouth and what you do with your limbs. It is a state of 
your heart. So when you do things in a day for God and avoid other things 

because of Him, it means you're thinking about Him, and therefore it becomes 

easy for you to strive for Him against yourself and your desires. If you correct these 

issues, you will be able to rise up for the morning prayer as well. 

Perhaps responding to the young woman's look of concentration, Mona 
asked her, "What is it that annoys you [bitghrvk] the most in your life?" The 
young woman answered that her sister fought with her a lot, and this bothered 
her and made her angry most days. Mona replied, "You, for example, can 
think of God when your sister fights with you and not fight back with her be .. 
cause He commands us to control our anger and be patient. For if you do get 
angry, you know that you will just gather more sins [dhunub], but if you are 
quiet then you are beginning to organize your affairs on account of God and 
not in accord with your temperament. And then you will realize that your sis ... 
ter will lose the ability to make you angry, and you will become more desirous 
[raghiba] of God. You will begin to notice that if you say the morning prayer, it 
will also make your daily affairs easier, and if you don't pray it will make them 
hard." 

Mona looked at the young woman, who had been listening attentively, and 
asked: "Do you get angry and upset [tizeali] when you don't say your morning 
prayer?" The young woman answered yes. Mona continued, "But you don't get 
upset enough that you don't miss the next morning prayer. Performing the 
morning prayer should be like the things you can't live without: for when you 
don't eat, or you don't clean your house, you get the feeling that you must do 
this. It is this feeling I am talking about: there is something inside you that 
makes you want to pray and gets you up early in the morning to pray. And 
you're angry with yourself when you don't do this or fail to do this." The 
young woman looked on and listened, not saying much. At this point, we 
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moved back to our previous discussion, and the young woman stayed with us 
until the end. 

The answer Mona gave this young woman was not a customary answer, 
such as invoking the fear of God's retribution for habitually failing to perform 
one's daily prayers. Mona's response reflects the sophistication and elabora ... 
tion of someone who has spent considerable time and effort familiarizing her ... 
self with an Islamic interpretive tradition of moral discipline.9 I would like to 
draw attention here to the economy of discipline at work in Mona's advice to 
the young woman, particularly the ways in which ordinary tasks in daily life 
are made to attach to the performance of consummate worship. Notably, 
when Mona links the ability to pray to the vigilance with which one conducts 
the practical chores of daily living, all mundane activities-such as getting an ... 
gry with one's sister, the things one hears and looks at, the way one speaks­
become a place for securing and honing particular moral capacities. As is evi ... 
dent from the preceding discussion, the issue of punctuality clearly entails 
more than the simple use of an alarm clock; it encompasses an entire attitude 
one cultivates in order to create the desire to pray. Of significance is the fact 
that Mona does not assume that the desire to pray is natural, but that it must 
be created through a set of disciplinary acts. That is to say, desire in this model 
is not the antecedent to, or cause of, moral action, but its product. 10 The tech ... 
niques through which pious desires are cultivated include practices such as 
avoiding seeing, hearing, or speaking about things that make faith (iman) 
weaker, and engaging in those acts that strengthen the ability to enact obedi ... 
ence to God's will. The repeated practice of orienting all acts toward securing 
God's pleasure is a cumulative process, the net result of which is, on one level, 
the ability to pray regularly and, on another level, the creation of a pious self. 

conventional behavior and pragmatic activity 

Anthropological literature on ritual is a productive site to which one can tum 
to bring out the peculiarity of Mona's understanding of ritual prayer; it is a 

9 This tradition differs from other traditions of moral discipline within Islam such as the Sufi 
and Shti traditions. 

10 This economy of action and desire reverses the Enlightenment model in which desires 
(sometimes along with volition) were considered to be the necessary antecedents to action. Susan 
James has traced the complex history of the changing status of passions and volition in theories of 
action within Western philosophical thought (1997). She argues that, following Descartes, the 
understanding of appetites and passions became more narrow, so that desire came to be regarded 
as the primary passion leading to action. Locke is interesting in this respect because, in contrast 
to Hobbes, he reintroduces the Scholastic understanding of volition as a mediating force against 
passions, but retains, nonetheless, the Hobbesian view that actions are explained by beliefs and 
desires (James 1997, 268-94). 
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site, moreover, that maps some familiar ways of thinking about the relation .. 
ship between ritual behavior and pragmatic action, 11 and between conven .. 
tional behavior12 and spontaneous actions. To begin with, note that Mona's 
understanding of ritual prayer posits an ineluctable relationship between rule ... 
governed or socially prescribed action and routine conduct. In Mona's formu .. 
lation, ritual prayer is conjoined and interdependent with the pragmatic ac .. 
tions of daily life, actions that must be monitored and honed as conditions 
necessary for the felicitous performance of the ritual itself. This conjoining of 
ritual action with pragmatic activity problematizes a key distinction at the 
center of anthropological theories of ritual: the distinction between formal or 
conventional behavior, and routine, informal, or mundane activity. Even 
among those anthropologists who disagree about whether ritual action is a 
type of human behavior (e.g., Bloch 1975; Douglas 1973; Turner 1969) or an 
aspect of all kinds of human action (e.g., Leach 1964; Moore and Myerhoff 
197 7), there seems to be consensus that ritual activity is conventional and so .. 
cially prescribed, setting it apart from mundane activities (Bell 1992, 70-74 ). 
Malinowski, for example, acknowledged the instrumental aspects of certain 
rituals, but then made this the basis for a distinction between "magical" and 
"religious" rites, wherein it was the former and not the latter that had an in .. 
strumental and pragmatic quality (Malinowski 1922). 13 Later anthropologists 
such as Victor Turner and Stanley Tambiah, even though they propose con ... 
trastive theories of ritual, tend to share this conception of ritual as distinct 
from pragmatic activity. Thus T un1er's statement that ritual is "prescribed for .. 
mal behavior for occasions not given over to technological routine" ( 197 6, 
504) is in keeping with Tambiah's view that "if we postulate a continuum of 
behavior, with intentional behavior at one pole and conventional behavior at 

11 Within anthropological discussions of ritual, the terms "pragmatic" and "technical" are fre, 
quently used interchangeably and should not be confused with the Aristotelian distinction be, 
tween praxis (practical action) and techne (skill or craft). For Aristotle, praxis referred to a type of 
action defined in terms of goods and standards internal to the action itself, and techne referred to 
actions instrumentally applied to achieve a goal not internal to the actions themselves. Anthro, 
pologists of ritual, in contrast, use both terms-"pragmatic action" and "technical action"-to re, 
fer to routine mundane activities that one performs during the course of the day but which have 
no symbolic value associated with them. 

12 The term "conventional" is sometimes used to refer to ordinary or standard ways of doing 
things, and at other times to indicate behavior that is constrained by custom or social rules. I have 
used "conventional" in the latter sense, sometimes alternating it with phrases like "rule,governed 
and socially prescribed behavior." 

13 Later, with the decline of structural functionalism, anthropologists increasingly interpreted 
ritual as an expressive and communicative act, the meaning of which was to be deciphered by the 
analyst (see, for example, Clifford Geertz, Edmund Leach, and Stanley Tambiah). For a critical 
examination of this genealogy, see T. Asad 1993, 55-82; and Bell 1992, 182-96. 
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the other, we shall have to locate formalized ritual near the latter pole" (1985, 
134).14 

As is evident from Mona's discussion with the young woman, the mosque 
movement's understanding of ritual prayer stands in contrast to this view: ac .. 
cording to participants in the mosque movement, ritualized behavior is one 
among a continuum of practices that serve as the necessary means to the real .. 
ization of a pious self, and that are regarded as the critical instruments in a 
teleological program of self .. formation. One might say that for women like 
Mona, ritual performances are understood to be disciplinary practices through 
which pious dispositions are formed, rather than symbolic acts that have no 
relationship to pragmatic or utilitarian activity. 15 This understanding is well 
captured in a comment I often heard in the mosque circles: that an act of 
prayer performed for its own sake, without adequate regard for how it con .. 
tributes to the realization of piety, is "lost power" ( quwwa maf quda). 

spontaneity and theatricality 

Mona's discussion of ritual prayer also problematizes another polarity within 
anthropological discussions of ritual and conventional behavior: the polarity 
between the spontaneous expression of emotion and its theatrical. perfor .. 
mance (see Bloch 1975; Evans-Pritchard 1965; Obeyesekere 1981; Radcliffe .. 
Brown 1964; Tambiah 1985; Turner 1969). Drawing on depth psychology, 
Victor Turner, for example, has argued that ritual action is a means of, and 
space.for, channeling and divesting the antisocial qualities of powerful emo­
tions.16 Following this line of thought, other anthropologists have suggested 
that ritual is a space of "conventional" and not "genuine" (that is, personal or 
individual) emotions (Bloch 1975; Kapferer 1979; Tambiah 1985).17 Ritual, in 
these views, is either understood to be the space where individual psychic 

14 Bloch expresses a similar view when he argues, "The reason why the formalized code is un .. 
suitable for practical day.-to.-day maneuvering is because formalization creates an uncharted dis .. 
ranee between specific things or situations and the communication" (1974, 65). 

15 See T. Asad 1993 for a discussion of this understanding of ritual action and how it came to 
be marginalized within anthropological theories of ritual. 

16 According to Victor Turner, "Powerful drives and emotions associated with human physiol.­
ogy, especially the physiology of reproduction, are divested in the ritual process of their antisocial 
quality and attached to components of the normative order, energizing the latter with a borrowed 
vitality, and thus making the Durkheimian 'obligatory' desirable" (1969, 52-53 ). 

17 See Scheff, who draws upon Turner's work to argue that ritual is the "distanced reenactment 
of situations which evoke collectively held emotional stress" such as fear, grief, anger, and embar .. 
rassment (1977, 489). None of the seventeen scholars responding to Scheff's argument in Current 
Anthropology take issue with his proposition that ritual facilitates the catharsis of universally valid 
emotions and produces a distance between the performers and their feelings (1977, 490-500). 
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drives are channeled into conventional patterns of expression, or where they 
are temporarily suspended so that a conventional social script may be enacted. 
Common to both these positions is the understanding that ritual activity is 
where emotional spontaneity comes to be controlled. 18 

At first blush, it may seem that Mona's understanding of the role emotions 
play within a ritual performance is consistent with the view that formal con ... 
ventional behavior forecloses the possibility of the expression of spontaneous 
emotions (as, for example, when she advises the young woman to suppress her 
anger). Yet there are many ways in which Mona's understanding of prayer be ... 
lies the neat separation of spontaneous emotions from disciplined behavior 
that anthropologists have taken for granted. A close examination of Mona's 
advice to the young woman reveals that the enactment of conventional ges ... 
tures and behaviors devolves upon the spontaneous expression of well ... rehearsed 
emotions and individual intentions, thereby directing attention to how one 
learns to express "spontaneously" the "right attitudes." For women like Mona, 
ritual (that is, conventional, formal action) is understood as the space par ex ... 
cellence for making their desires act spontaneously in accord with pious Is ... 
lamic conventions. 

This was brought home to me further in the considerable attention the 
mosque attendees paid to the act of crying during prayer as a mark of one's de ... 
votion to God. The ultimate sign of ~alat performed with consummate excel ... 
lence (that is, with khushi() is the act of weeping during the course of prayer, 
especially at the time of supplication (duea~). Yet this was not something that 
came naturally to the mosque participants, and they often discussed various 
ways of inducing this emotion in themselves while performing the prayers. One 
of the widely circulated booklets among the mosque groups, entitled "How 
Can You Feel Humility and Submission [khushin in Prayer?" provides various 

18 Much of this discussion assumes a particular model of the relation between the inner life of 
individuals and their outward expressions, a model predicated on a Cartesian understanding of 
the self as it was developed in early modern and Romantic thought in Europe. As a theatrical 
mode of self,presentation emerged as a legitimate and necessary form of commercial sociability in 
eighteenth,century Europe, Romantic thinkers, for example, came to see this development in 
terms of the need for a necessary detachment between the inner life of individuals and their social 
performances. Historian E. J. Hundert discusses this attitude in the work of Rousseau, who drew a 
clear separation between an inner self and its social performances, saying that "expressions of in, 
ner life resisted all attempts to encode it as a feature of social practices theatrically conceived, 
precisely because such a life was [regarded as] singular and self,defining" (1997, 82). Hundert 
quotes Rousseau from The Confessions: "I know my own heart. . . . I am made unlike anyone I 
have ever met. I will even venture to say that I am like no one in the whole world. I may be no 
better, but at least I am different" ( 1997, 82 ). This view of the unique privatized subject whose 
essence cannot be captured in the social conventions of a given society seems to resonate with 
the conception of ritual action as necessarily devoid of "authentic, individualized" emotions. 
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techniques that help develop one's capacity to cry spontaneously during ~alat 
(Maharib 1991). These entail various exercises of the body and the imagina-­
tion geared toward exciting one's emotions, evoking the pious tenderness that 
khush1f entails and that should ideally lead to weeping. Many of the women I 
knew advised one another to envision that they were being physically held be-­
tween the hands of God during prayer in order to induce khushit, or to visual-­
ize crossing the legendary bridge (al--~irat), narrow as a sharp blade, that all 
Muslims will be required to walk in the Hereafter but that only the pious will 
be able to traverse successfully, avoiding the fires of hell that lie beneath. Other 
women talked about imagining the immensity of God's power and their own 
insignificance. 19 As I will discuss later in the chapter, the principle underlying 
these exercises is that repeated invocations of weeping, with the right inten .. 
tion, habituate the cardinal virtue of fear of God ( taqwa) to the point that it 
infuses all of one's actions, of which ritual obligations are an important part. 
Virtuous fear becomes, in other words, a part of one's "natural" disposition such 
that one does not have to simulate it but it issues forth spontaneously. 

As the booklet and discussions among the mosque attendees make clear, 
weeping during the course of prayer is not tantamount to crying provoked by 
the pain of personal suffering. Nor must it be undertaken for the sake of im-­
pressing fellow Muslims, an act that some Muslim theologians explicitly iden .. 
tify as idolatrous (shirk). This weeping must instead issue forth out of a sense 
of being overwhelmed by God's greatness, and must be enacted with the in .. 
tention of pleasing Him.20 Thus, the mosque participants do not consider fear 
and weeping, within the context of ritual action, to be generic expressions or 
acts devoid of intentionality; they are specific to the economy of motivation 
and action of which they are a constitutive part and, in an important sense, 
impart to the ritual action its distinctive quality. 

It might be tempting to explain such a reorientation of emotions as simply 
a performance of social obligations in the delimited context of acts of worship 
and, in keeping with anthropological theories of ritual, as an enactment of a 
socially authorized discourse that has little to do with what one "genuinely" or 

19 There is a strong resonance here with Epicurean practices of self-formation in which imagery 
and affect played a central role. See Hadot 2002, 113-26. 

20 There is a large body of literature in Islam that deals with the importance of intention (al ... 
niyya) in the performance of religious and worldly acts. Thus the same act (such as slaughtering 
an animal) can acquire a different status depending on the intention with which it is under .. 
taken-from an act of worship, to an ordinary act of tending to one's hunger, to an idolatrous act 
(al .. Nawawi 1990, 23 ). Many of the mosque participants' discussions focused on how to render 
mundane tasks of daily living virtuous by dedicating the intention accompanying these acts to 
God, a process that oriented one's "secular" acts toward securing His pleasure. Eor a contrastive 
reading of similar debates about the proper role of intention in Muslim prayer in Indonesia, see 
Bowen 1989, 2000. 
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"truly" feels (as, for example, when one cries out of distress) (Bloch 1975; 
Scheff 1977; Tambiah 1985; Turner 1969).21 However tempting such a read .. 
ing may be, I would argue that it would be a mistake to reduce the practice of 
weeping in prayer to a cross.-cultural example of conventionalized behaviors 
that are assumed to achieve the same goal in all contexts (see Mahmood 
2001b). Such a view does not give adequate attention to those performances 
of conventional behavior that are aimed at the development and formation of 
the self's spontaneous and effortless expressions. As is clear from the examples 
I give above, the pedagogical program among the mosque participants was 
geared precisely toward making prescribed behavior natural to one's disposi ... 
tion, and one's virtuosity lay in being able to spontaneously enact its most 
conventional aspects in a ritual context as much as in ordinary life, thereby 
making an a priori separation between individual feelings and socially pre .. 
scribed behavior unfeasible. Thus, ritual worship, for the women I worked 
with, was both enacted through, and productive of, intentionality, volitional be ... 
havior, and sentiments-precisely those elements that a number of anthro ... 
pologists assume to be dissociated from the performance of ritual. Importantly, 
in this formulation, ritual is not regarded as the theater in which a preformed 
self enacts a script of social action; rather, the space of ritual is one among a 
number of sites where the self comes to acquire and give expression to its 
proper form. 

RITUAL PERFORMANCE AS A MEANS AND AN END 

Let me consider a different understanding of ritual prayer that contrasts 
sharply with the one captured in Mona's advice to the young woman, but that 
enjoys common currency among Egyptian Muslims. In what follows, I will 
quote a passage on the performance of ~alat written by Mona Hilmi, a woman 
columnist who contributes regularly to the weekly magazine Ruz al ... Yusuf, 
which represents a liberal ... nationalist perspective in the Egyptian press. 
Hilmi's article was prompted by the arrest of several teenagers from upper ... 
middle.-class and upper .. class families for allegedly participating in "devil wor .. 
ship" ( %adat al .. shaitan). This incident was widely reported in the Egyptian 

21 Stanley Tambiah, for example, argues that "ordinary acts 'express' attitudes and feelings di, 
reedy (for example, crying denotes distress in Western society) and 'communicate' that informa, 
ti on to interacting persons (the person crying wishes to convey to another his feeling of distress). 
But ritualized, conventionalized, stereotyped behavior is construed in order to express and com, 
municate, and is publicly construed as expressing and communicating certain attitudes congenial 
to an ongoing institutionalized intercourse .... Stereotyped conventions . . . code not intentions but 
'simulations' of intentions" (1985, 132; emphasis added). 
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press and prompted a discussion about the appropriate role of religion-in 
particular ritual worship-in Egyptian society. Hilmi wrote: 

The issue is not whether people perform rituals and acts of worship nbadat] either 

to get recompense or reward foawab], or out of fear of God, or the desire to show 
off in front of other people. The issue instead is how rituals [tuqiis] and worship 
nbadat] prepare for the creation of a type of person who thinks freely, is capable 

[mu~ahhal] of enlightened criticism on important daily issues, of distinguishing 
between form and essence, between means and ends, between secondary and basic 
issues. The biggest challenge is how to transform love for God inside every citizen 
[muwatin wa muwatina] into continuous self .. criticism of our daily behaviors and 

manners, and into an awakening of innovative/creative revolutionary thought 
that is against the subjugation of the human being and the destruction of his 
dignity. (Hilmi 1997, 81) 

Clearly Hilmi's argument engages with the significance of religious practice 
in Egyptian society, but her interpretation of ritual practice is quite distinct 
from the one that Mona and her friends espoused. For one thing, Hilmi's ideas 
about what kind of person should be created in the process of performing ritu .. 
als are clearly different from the ideas of the women I worked with. Hilmi im .. 
bues her view of what a human being should become with the language and 
goals of liberal.-nationalist thought: the highest goal of worship for her is to 
create a human being capable of "enlightened criticism on important daily 
issues" and "revolutionary thought that is against the subjugation of human 
beings" ( 1997, 81). As a result, Hilmi addresses "the citizen" ( muwatin wa 
muwatina) in her call to duty rather than "the faithful" (mu' min wa mu'mina) 
or "slaves of God" (%ad allah), the terms more commonly used by the women 
with whom I worked. In contrast, for many of the mosque participants, the ul .. 
timate goal of worship was the natural and effortless performance of the virtue 
of submission to God. Even though women like Mona subjected their daily 
activities to self .. criticism (as Hilmi recommends), they did so in order to se .. 
cure God's approval and pleasure rather than to hone those capacities referred 
to by Hilmi and central to the rhetoric of liberal citizenship. 

I do not mean to suggest that the discourses of nationalism have been in .. 
consequential in the development of the mosque movement or that the mod .. 
ern state and its forms of power (social, political, and economic) have not 
shaped the lives of the women I worked with in important ways. My point is 
simply that the inculcation of the ideals of enlightened citizenship is not the 
aim of worship for the women I worked with as it seems to be for Hilmi. Note 
that Hilmi does not abide by a deistic and deontologized conception of reli .. 
giosity, one in which embodied rituals play no role in the creation of the reli .. 
gious subject. (In this sense, Hilmi and Mona agree that rituals like ~alat 
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should play a role in the creation of a proper Muslim subjectivity.) But where 
the two women disagree sharply is in their ideas of what this end ("proper 
Muslim subjectivity") actually entails, that is, what kind of Muslim one should 
ideally become through the performance of these rituals. 

Furthermore, the different models of an ends.-and.-means relationship that 
Mona's and Hilmi's understandings of ~alat presuppose mark a critical disjunc .. 
ture between the two perspectives. For Hilmi, it seems, the goal of creating 
modern autonomous citizens remains independent of the means she proposes 
(Islamic rituals); indeed, one may argue, various modem societies have ac .. 
complished the same goal through other means. In Hilmi's schema, the means 
(ritual or ~alat) and the end (the model liberal citizen) can be characterized 
without reference to each other, and a number of quite different means may 
be employed to achieve one and the same end. In other words, whereas rituals 
such as ~alat may, in Hilmi's view, be usefully enlisted for the project of creat­
ing a self.·critical citizenry, they are not necessary but contingent acts in the 
process. Hence Hilmi emphasizes the citizen's ability to distinguish between 
essence and form-that is, between an inner meaning conceptually indepen .. 
dent from the outward performances that express it-and the dangers of con .. 
flaring the two. 

In contrast, for women like Mona, ritual acts of worship are the sole and in .. 
eluctable means of forming pious dispositions. A central aspect of ritual 
prayer, as understood by most mosque participants and captured in Mona's dis .. 
cussion above, is that it serves both as a means to pious conduct and an end. In 
this logic, ritual prayer (~alat) is an end in that Muslims believe God requires 
them to pray, and a means insofar as it transforms daily action, which in turn 
creates or reinforces the desire for worship. Thus, the desired goal (pious wor .. 
ship) is also one of the means by which that desire is cultivated and gradually 
made realizable. Moreover, in this worldview, neither consummate worship 
nor the acquisition of piety are possible without the performance of prayer in 
the prescribed (that is, codified) manner and attitude. As such, outward bod .. 
ily gestures and acts (such as ~alat or wearing the veil) are indispensable as .. 
pects of the pious self in two senses: first in the sense that the self can acquire 
its particular form only through the performance of the precise bodily enact .. 
ments; and second in the sense that the prescribed bodily forms are necessary 
attributes of the self. 

Notably, Hilmi and Mona's understandings of ritual action entail very dif .. 
ferent articulations of interiority and exteriority, despite their shared re .. 
liance on this dichotomy. Indeed, as Marilyn Strathern has astutely ob .. 
served, what is analytically interesting is not so much the binary nature of 
the inner/outer distinction when found in a particular cultural context, but 
the relation between these two terms, the particular form their articulation 
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takes ( Strathem 1988, 88) ~ 22 In what follows I will reflect further upon the 
relationship between inwardness and outwardness articulated within the 
practices of the mosque participants, in particular on the techniques and ex ... 
ercises through which this relationship was secured. My aim in pursuing this 
is to analyze how different conceptions of interiority and exteriority are 
predicated upon different arrangements of power and authority, which in 
turn enfold contrastive visions of what it means to act politically in this 
world. 

EXTERIORJTY AS A MEANS TO INTERIORITY 

The ongoing contestation in Egypt about the proper understanding of ritual 
performance is reminiscent of similar debates about worship in a variety of 
historical and cultural contexts. 23 One debate that has strong parallels with 
the one taking place in Egypt today occurred in Renaissance England over the 
question of whether or not Protestant Christian notions of devotional prac ... 
tice required a prescribed form of collective prayer. Literary critic Ramie Tar ... 
goff challenges the established scholarship on the Renaissance which has tra ... 
ditionally argued that the separation between a public exteriority and a 
privatized interiority, so characteristic of modernity, was secured in this pe ... 
riod. Targoff explores a counterdiscourse within the Renaissance thatwas crit ... 
ical of such a separation and sought to reentrench the link between outward 
behavior and the interiorized subjectivity of the individual (Targoff 1997, 
2001). 

In making her argument, Targoff focuses on debates that were spurred by 
the Church of England's adoption of a formalized structure of public prayer, 
conducted in the vernacular. The prescribed form of this public prayer was 
spelled out in the Book of Common Prayer, a manual that came to be widely 
used in the late sixteenth ... and early seventeenth ... century English churches. 
Such a move toward standardization may seem surprising given the Protestant 
tendency to emphasize individualized forms of devotional practice that, in 
contrast to_Catholicism's emphasis on sacraments and liturgy, were considered 

22 Thus we find that even though Plato and Aristotle both used the body/soul distinction, they 
had very different conceptions of the relationship between the two terms. Plato accorded the soul 
a metaphysical priority over the body, whereas for Aristotle the two were part of an inseparable 
unity in which the soul became the form of the body's matter. In keeping with this language, one 
might say that the women I worked with seemed to regard the body almost as the material enact, 
ment of the soul whereby the latter was a condition for the former. 

23 See, for example, Garrett 1993; Keane 1997, 2002; Nuttall 1992. 
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to be the "original and spontaneous" expression of one's spiritual experience.24 

Targoff explains this seeming discordance by examining two key assumptions 
that undergirded the Protestant leadership's decision to adopt a uniform 
model for public worship. First, the ecclesiasts in the Church of England re-­
garded visible forms of public prayer-manifest in "the worshipper's physical 
posture, the tone of her words, and the nature of her expression"-as markers 
and measures of her sincerity and devotion, not only to outside observers but 
also for the worshiper herself ( 1997, 5 7). Second, they also believed in the 
power of public performance to transform the worshiper's soul, and regarded 
performative behavior (in this case, collective prayer) as a vehicle of inward 
change. What to their critics seemed to be a misplaced faith in outward be-­
havioral forms as reflections of a corresponding interiority, was for the Church 
officials a logical extension of the necessary interdependence of body and soul 
(Targoff 2001, 17). Targoff astutely points out that the debates about these 
formal prayer structures turned upon contrastive understandings of performa-­
tive behavior and its relationship to interiority, the contentious nature of 
which is elided if we read the Church's policy as nothing more than ecclesias-­
tical ambition. 25 For the ecclesiasts, prescribed forms of collective prayer, man-­
ifest in specific bodily gestures and behaviors, were a necessary means of creat .. 
ing the requisite devotional attitudes and dispositions among the worshipers 
(Targoff 2001, 10). 

There are multiple levels of resonance between the Church of England's 
faith in the power of public prayer and the mosque movement's conception of 
~alat as a disciplinary practice. One in particular that I want to explore in 
some depth is the Aristotelian model of ethical pedagogy undergirding both 
conceptions, in which external performative acts (like prayer) are understood 
to create corresponding inward dispositions. Among a range of ancient Greek 
concepts adopted by early Christians as well as Muslims is the Aristotelian 
formulation of habitus, which is concerned with ethical formation and presup.­
poses a specific pedagogical process by which a moral character is secured. 26 

24 This move toward standardization does not appear to be surprising at all, of course, if we take 
into account the role Protestantism played in the formation of the nation,state in England. Sim, 
ilar attempts at standardization exist in other places in early modem Europe where religion played 
a role in the creation of the modem state. 

25 Targoff points out that these contrasting notions of the linkage between interiority and ex, 
teriority were not limited to religious circles alone in Renaissance England, but were also extant 
in secular culture-particularly among the theatricalists and their critics (1997). 

26 For discussions of the Christian adaptation and reformulation of the Aristotelian notion of 
habitus, see Carruthers 1990; Inglis 1999; and Nederman 1989-90. For historical discussions of 
how ancient Greek ideas came to be adopted and developed in the Islamic tradition, see Fakhry 
1983; Sherif 1975; and Watt 1985. 
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The term habitus has become best known in the social sciences through the 
work of Pierre Bourdieu, who uses it as a theoretical concept to explain how 
the structural and class positions of individual subjects come to be embodied 
as dispositions-largely through unconscious processes (Bourdieu 1977). My 
own work draws upon a longer and richer history of this term, however, one 
that addresses the centrality of gestural capacities in certain traditions of 
moral cultivation and that is therefore analytically more useful ·for my pur-­
poses. Habitus in this older Aristotelian tradition is understood to be an ac-­
quired excellence at either a moral or a practical craft, learned through re-­
peated practice until that practice leaves a permanent mark on the character 
of the person. Thus, moral virtues .(such as modesty, honesty, and fortitude) 
are acquired through a coordination of outward behaviors (e.g., bodily acts, 
social demeanor) with inward dispositions (e.g., emotional states, thoughts, 
intentions) through the repeated performance of acts that entail those partic .. 
ular virtues. 

In Nicomachean Ethics, Aristotle makes a distinction between intellectual 
and moral virtues, and it appears that the pedagogical principle ofhabitus per .. 
tains to the latter but not the former: 

Virtue, then, being of two kinds, intellectual and moral, intellectual virtue in 

the main owes both its birth and its growth to teaching (for which reason it 

requires experience and time), while moral virtue comes about as a result of 

habit, whence also its name ethike is one that is formed by a slight variation 

from the word ethos (habit). From this it is also plain that none of the moral 

virtues arise in you by nature; for nothing that exists by nature can form a 

habit contrary to nature .... For the things we have to learn before we can 

do them, we learn by doing them, e.g. men become builders by building and 

lyre players by playing the lyre; so too we become just by doing just acts, 

temperate by doing temperate acts, brave by doing brave acts .... By doing 

the acts we do in our transactions with other men we become just or unjust, 

and by doing the acts that we do in the presence of danger, and being 

habituated to feel fear or confidence, we become brave or cowardly. 

(Aristotle 1941, 592-93) 

While a virtuous habitus is acquired through virtuous habits, the two are not 
to be confused because habitus-unlike habits-once acquired through assidu-­
ous practice, takes root in one's character and is considered largely unchange-­
able. What is noteworthy is that habitus in this tradition of moral cultivation 
implies a quality that is acquired through human industry, assiduous practice, 
and discipline, such that it becomes a permanent feature of a person's charac-­
ter. In other words, "a habitus can be said to exist only when someone has ac--
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tively formed it" (Nederman 1989-90, 96).27 Premeditated learning is a teleo-­
logical process in this sense, aimed at making moral behavior a nondeliberative 
aspect of one's disposition. Both vices and virtues in this understanding­
insofar as they are considered products of human endeavor, rather than revela ... 
tory experience or natural temperament-are acquired through the repeated 
performance of actions that entail a particular virtue or vice, until all behavior 
comes to be regulated by the habitus. The appeal of this notion to Christian 
and Muslim theologians is not hard to understand given its emphasis on hu ... 
man activity and deliberation, rather than divine grace or divine will, as deter-­
minants of moral conduct. 

This Aristotelian understanding of moral formation influenced a number of 
Islamic thinkers, foremost among them the eleventh ... century theologian Abu 
Hamid al--Ghazali ( d. 1111), but also al--Miskawayh ( d. 1030), Ibn Rushd 
( d. 1198), and lbn Khaldun ( d. 1406). Historian Ira Lapidus draws attention to 
this genealogy in his analysis of Ibn Khaldun's use of the Arabic term malaka. 28 

Lapidus argues that although Ibn Khaldun's use of the term malaka has often 
been translated as "habit," its sense is best captured in the Latin term habitus, 
which Lapidus describes as "that inner quality developed as a result of outer 
practice which makes practice a perfect ability of the soul of the actor" (Lapidus 
1984, 54). Consider, for example, Ibn Khaldun's remarks in The Muqadimmah, 
which bear remarkable similarity to Aristotle's discussion: "A habit[us] is a 
firmly rooted quality acquired by doing a certain action and repeating it time af ... 
ter time, until the form of that action is firmly fixed [in one's disposition]. A 
habit[us] corresponds to the original action after which it was formed" (Ibn 
Khaldun 1958, 346). In terms of faith, malaka, according to Lapidus, "is the ac-­
quisition, from the belief of the heart and the resulting actions, of a quality that 
has complete control over the heart so that it commands the action of the limbs 
and makes every activity take place in submissiveness to it to the point that all 
actions, eventually, become subservient to this affirmation of faith. This is the 
highest degree of faith. It is perfect faith" (1984, 55-56). 

This Aristotelian legacy continues to live within the practices of the con ... 
temporary dacwa movement in Egypt. It is evident in the frequent invocation 
of Abu Hamid al ... Ghazali's spiritual exercises and techniques of moral cultiva ... 
tion, found in popular instruction booklets on how to become pious, and of ... 
ten referred to in ordinary conversations within the dacwa circles (see, for ex ... 

27 Nederman notes, "Aristotle does not ... construe the permanence and stability of moral 
character as the product of an in.-bred or natural inheritance. Nature bestows upon man only a ca.­
pacity . . . to be good or evil. The capacity must be actualized through moral education" 
(1989-90, 90). 

28 See Leaman 1999 for a discussion of the term malaka in the Islamic tradition. 
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ample, Farid 1990, 1993; Hawwa 1995).29 Even though the term malaka is not 
used in these publications and discussions, the role outward behavioral forms 
play in shaping moral character is clearly indebted to Islamic reformulations 
of Aristotle's notion of habitus, as will become clear below. 

Since it is almost impossible to discuss the term habitus in the social sciences 
without evoking the work of Pierre Bourdieu, it is best to clarify how the older 
Aristotelian genealogy differs from Bourdieu's use of the term and why I have 
found the older formulation more useful for analyzing the practices of the 
mosque movement. Bourdieu proposed the notion of habitus as a means to con ... 
ceptually integrate phenomenological and structuralist approaches in order to 
elucidate how the supraindividual structure of society comes to be lived in hu ... 
man experience (Bourdieu 1977, 1990). For Bourdieu, habitus is a "generative 
principle" through which "objective conditions" of a society are inscribed in the 
bodies and dispositions of social actors ( 1977). According to Bourdieu, struc ... 
tured dispositions that constitute habitus correspond to an individual's class or 
social position and are engendered "in the last analysis, by the economic bases 
of the social formation in question" (1977, 83). While Bourdieu acknowledges 
that habitus is learned-in the sense that no one is born with it-his primary 
concern is with the unconscious power of habitus through which objective so ... 
cial conditions become naturalized and reproduced. He argues that "practical 
mimesis" (the process by which habitus is acquired) "has nothing in common 
with an imitation that would presuppose a conscious effort to reproduce a ges ... 
ture, an utterance or an object explicitly constituted as a model ... [instead] the 
process of reproduction ... tend[s] to take place below the level of conscious-­
ness, expression and the reflexive distance which these presuppose .... What is 
'learned by the body' is not something that one has, like knowledge that can be 
brandished, but something that one is" (Bourdieu 1990, 73 ). 

Apart from the socioeconomic determinism that characterizes Bourdieu's 
discussion of bodily dispositions,30 what I find problematic in this approach is 

29 While -A. H. al.-Ghazali was critical of the neo .. Platonist influence on Islam (Fakhry 1983, 

217-33 ), his ethical thought retained a distinctly Aristotelian influence. On this point, see Sherif 
1975, and the introduction by T. J. Winter in A.H. al.-Ghazali 1995, xv-lxxi. For A.H. al .. Ghaz .. 

ali's seminal work on practices of moral self.-cultivation, see A.H. al.-Ghazali 1984, 1992, 1995. 
'
0 The correspondence Bourdieu draws between the class and social position of social actors 

and their bodily dispositions needs to be complicated by the fact that in any given society there 
are traditions of discipline and self .. formation that cut across class and social positions. See 
Cantwell 1999 for an excellent discussion of this point. Indeed, my work with mosque groups 
from a wide range of socioeconomic backgrounds shows that the tradition of moral formation I 
have described, with its corresponding pedagogical program, while inflected by relations of social 
hierarchy, did not in any simple way reflect the social and class position of the participants. For a 
discussion of this point in the context of other traditions of discipline, see Foucault 1997 c; Hadot 

1995; and Rose 1998. 
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its lack of attention to the pedagogical process by which a habitus is learned. 
In the ethnographic account I have presented of the mosque movement, the 
body was thematized by the mosque participants as a site of moral training and 
cultivation; the intentional nature of this cultivation problematizes the nar ... 
row model of unconscious imbibing that Bourdieu assumes in his discussion of 
habitus. Consistent with the Aristotelian conception of habitus, conscious 
training in the habituation of virtues itself was undertaken, paradoxically, 
with the goal of making consciousness redundant to the practice of these 
virtues. This was evident in Mona's advice to the young woman when she said 
that one should become so accustomed to the act of praying five times a day 
that when one does not pray one feels just as uncomfortable as when one for ... 
gets to eat: at this stage, the act of prayer has attained the status of an almost 
physiological need that is fulfilled without conscious reflection. Yet it would 
be a mistake to say that mosque participants believe that once a virtue has 
taken root in one's disposition, it issues forth perfunctorily and automatically. 
Since the point is not simply that one acts virtuously but also how one enacts 
a virtue (with what intent, emotion, commitment, and so forth), constant 
vigilance and monitoring of one's practices is a critical element in this tradi ... 
tion of ethical formation. This economy of self ... discipline therefore draws at ... 
tention to the role self ... directed action plays in the learning of an embodied 
disposition and its relationship to "unconscious" ways of being.31 

In summary, even though Bourdieu draws upon the Aristotelian tradition 
in retaining the sense that habitus, once acquired, is a durable aspect of one's 
disposition, he leaves aside the pedagogical aspect of the Aristotelian notion 
as well as the context of ethics within which the notion of habitus was formu ... 
lated. One result of Bourdieu's neglect of the manner and process by which a 
person comes to acquire a habitus is that we lose a sense of how specific con ... 
ceptions of the self (there may be different ones that inhabit the space of a 
single culture) require different kinds of bodily capacities. In contrast, the 
Aristotelian notion of habitus forces us to problematize how specific kinds of 
bodily practice come to articulate different conceptions of the ethical subject, 
and how bodily form does not simply express the social structure but also en ... 
dows the self with particular capacities through which the subject comes to 
enact the world. 

31 Gregory Starrett ( 1995a) has drawn attention to Bourdieu's neglect of the role explicit dis, 
course plays in fixing the ideological meaning of embodied practices. While I agree with Starrett's 
critique, my point here is somewhat different in that I am interested in conscious action that is di, 
rected at making certain kinds of behaviors unconscious or nondeliberative. See my response to 
Starrett's argument, Mahmood 2001 b. For an argument similar to Starrett's from a different cul, 
tural context, see Bowen 1989, 2000. 
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CHAPTER 4 

FEAR, FELICITY, AND MORAL ACTION 

Perhaps no other theme of the mosque lessons better captures the Aristotelian 
principle of ethical formation than that of the classical triad of fear (al.-khauf), 
hope (al.-raja!)), and love (al ... ~ubb) invoked by the attendees and the d~nyat.32 

The process of cultivating and honing a pious disposition among the mosque 
participants centered not only on the practical tasks of daily living, as we have 
seen, but also on the creation and orientation of the emotions such a disposi ... 
tion entailed. As elaborated in the mosque lessons, fear ( al ... khauf) is the dread 
one feels from the possibility of God's retribution (such as, fires of hell), an ex ... 
perience that leads one to avoid indulging in those actions and thoughts that 
may earn His wrath and displeasure; hope (al ... raja') is the anticipation of the 
closeness to God one would achieve if one were to act piously; and love (al ... 
Q.ubb) is the affection and devotion one feels for God, which in turn inspires 
one to pursue a life in accordance with His will and pleasure. Thus, each emo ... 
tion is tied to an economy of action that follows from the experience of that 
particular emotion. 

For a long period during my work with the mosques, I understood this tri ... 
partite matrix of emotion and action in terms of the "carrot and stick" of reli ... 
gious discipline. It appeared to me that the elements of hope and love were 
the "carrot" of religion insomuch as the promise of gaining merit with or rec ... 
ompense (IJ,asanat) from God inspired one to undertake religious duties. Like ... 
wise, fear of God's wrath was the "stick" that motivated one to abstain from 
sins and vices. It was only toward the end of my two ... year period of fieldwork 
that I began to realize the triad's complex relationship to the larger system of 
pedagogy, wherein these emotions are constituted not simply as motivational 
devices, but as integral aspects of pious action itself. Moreover, it became ap ... 
parent to me that the argument that people are driven to behave piously be ... 
cause of the fear of hell or the promise of rewards leaves unexplained what it 
seeks to answer: specifically, how these emotions are acquired and come to 
command authority in the topography of a particular moral-passional self. In 
what follows, therefore, I want to attend to the specific texture of these emo ... 
tions-in particular, fear-and to understand how they came to be consti ... 
tuted as motives for, and modalities of, pious conduct in the realization of a 
virtuous life. 

Consider the following excerpt from a mosque lesson delivered by Hajja 
Samira, mentioned in the earlier chapters of this book, who often draws an 
audience of five hundred women at the Nafisa mosque. Hajja Samira was well 

32 For a discussion of the triad of fear .. hope .. love in the Sunni tradition, see McKane 1965. 

140 



POSITIVE ETHICS AND RITUAL CONVENTIONS 

known for her repeated evocations of fear in her weekly lessons, and was 
sometimes criticized by her audience for these evocations. In response, she 
had the following to say one morning as she wrapped up her hour ... long lesson 
(dars): 

People criticize us for evoking fear in our lessons [durus]. But look around you: Do 
you think ours is a society that is afraid of God? If we were afraid of Him and His 
fury [qahr], do you think we would behave in the way we do? We are all humans 
and commit mistakes, and we should ask for forgiveness from Him continually for 
these. But to commit sins intentionally, as a habit, is what is woeful! Do we feel 
remorse and cry at this condition of the Islamic community [umma]? No! We do 
not even know we are in this condition. The last shred of fear in our hearts has 
been squeezed out by the countless sins we commit, so that we don't even know 
the difference between what is permissible and what is not [l)aram wa l)alal]. 
Remember that if we cannot cry out of fear of the fires of hell, then we should 
certainly cry at the condition of our souls! 

These remarks are striking for the ineluctable relationship Hajja Samira 
draws between the ability to fear God and capacities of moral discernment 
and action. In this formulation, the emotion of fear does not simply serve as a 
motivation for the pursuit of virtue and avoidance of vice, but has an episte ... 
mic value: it enables one to know and distinguish between what is good for 
oneself and for one's community and what is bad (in accordance with God's 
program). Notably, according to Hajja Samira, the repeated act of committing 
sins intentionally and habitually has the cumulative effect of making one into 
the kind of person who has lost the capacity to fear God, a loss that in tum is 
understood as the ultimate sign of the inability to judge the status of one's 
moral condition. 33 For many Muslims, the ability to fear God is considered to 
be one of the critical registers by which one monitors and assesses the progress 
of the moral self toward virtuosity, and the absence of fear is regarded as the 
marker of an inadequately formed self. Hajj a Samira, therefore, interprets the 
incapacity of Egyptian Muslims today to feel frightened of the retribution of 
God as both the cause and the consequence of a life lived deliberately without 
virtue. 

The various elements of this economy of emotion and action were clarified 
to me further by one of the longtime attendees of Hajja Samira's lessons. 

33 This logic is captured well in the Quranic phrase (often repeated by the mosque partici, 
pants) that describes those who commit sins habitually as doing "injustice to themselves" (ialama 
nafsahu). Hence Hajja Samira's statement that the condition of habitual sinners deserves the ut, 
most pity because their real punishment is their deficient and ill,formed characters for which they 
will not only pay in the Hereafter, but also in this world. For an excellent discussion of the con, 
cept of "doing injustice to oneself' as it occurs in the Quran, see lzutsu 1966, 164-72. 
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Umm Amal, a gentle woman in her late fifties, had recently retired after hav­
ing worked as an administrator for the Egyptian airline most of her life. Hav­
ing raised two children single-handedly and through adversity, she had ac­
quired a forgiving and accommodating temperament that seemed quite the 
opposite of Hajja Samira, who was often strict and unrelenting in her criti-­
cisms of the impious behavior of Egyptian women. It came as a surprise to me, 
therefore, when Umm Amal defended Hajja Samira's emphasis on fear in her 
lessons, in particular her evocations of themes such as the tortures of hell and 
the pain of death. I asked Umm Amal what she meant when she said that she 
feared God, and how she thought it affected her ability to feel dose to God. 
She responded: 

I feel fear of God not simply because of threats of hell and torments of the grave 
[eadhab al-qabr], though these things are also true because God mentions them in 

the Quran. But for me the real fear of God stems from two things: from the 
knowledge that He is all powerful [qudratihi], and from the knowledge of the sins 
that we have committed in our lives and continue to commit without knowing. 
Imagine God is the Lord of all worlds. And knowing this engenders fear and awe 
[khashya wa khushin in you. This is different from fear [al.-khauf] that paralyzes 
you, because it is fear that motivates you to seek His forgiveness and come closer to 
Him. Because fear that paralyzes you, or makes you feel despondent about His 
kindness [raJ.ima], is objectionable and reprehensible [madhmum]. But fear that 

propels you toward Him is commendable and praiseworthy [malJmud]. So one who 

fears is not someone who cries all the time but one who refrains from doing things that 
make him afraid of punishment . ... So yes, when I hear talk about fear [kalam can al-­
khauj], it has an effect on me because it reminds me of the acts of disobedience I 
have committed unknowingly, given how absorbed I have been in my life with 
raising my children and working, and makes me want to seek forgiveness for them. 
You see if I am not reminded, then I forget, and I become accustomed to making 
these mistakes and sins. Most of us don't sin intentionally, but we do so without 
knowing. Talk of fear reminds us of this and forces us to change our behaviors 

[~arrufatina]. But the greatness of my Lord [rabbi] is that He continually forgives 
us. This causes me to love Him as much as I fear His capacity for greatness. 

Umm Amal's answer is remarkable for its delineation of the economy of 
fear and love undergirding virtuous action. Notably, these emotions are not 
simply subjective states in this economy, but are linked to action. Umm Amal 
therefore draws a distinction between fear that results in inaction (considered 
reprehensible, madhmum) and fear that compels one to act virtuously (per-­
ceived as desirable or praiseworthy, maQ.mud). Fear of God in this conception 
is a cardinal virtue the force of which one must feel subjectively and act on in 
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accord with its dictates. Umm Amal also draws a distinction between ordinary 
fear (khauf) and fear with reverence or awe (khashya). Khauf is what you feel, 
as another mosque participant put it, when you walk alone into a dark un ... 
known space, but khashya is what you feel when you confront something or 
someone whom you regard with respect and veneration-in particular, when 
you confront that aspect of God that Umm Amal calls "His omnipotence" 
(qudratihi).34 She goes on to say that it is precisely the qualities that inspire 
khashya in her that also inspire her to love God. Thus, in Umm Amal's view, 
love and fear of God are integrally related to her ability to recognize God's 
greatness: both in His capacity to punish and in His capacity to forgive and 
sustain His creatures despite their tendency to err. 

Umm Amal's response also speaks to the roles fear and love play in the ha .. 
bituation of both virtues and vices. Note that the concept of vice does not 
represent the privation of virtue here; rather, vices and virtues are parallel 
qualities and can cohabit a single disposition simultaneously (notably, unlike 
Christianity, there is no notion of "original sin" in Islam). Unlike Hajja 
Samira in the lesson described earlier, Umm Amal is talking about Muslims 
who commit acts of disobedience (mac=a~i) out of negligence rather than con .. 
scious intention. Yet even vices committed out of negligence, according to 
her, if done repeatedly, have the same effect as intentionally committed vices 
in that once they have acquired the status of habits they can come to corrode 
the requisite will to obey God.35 This logic assumes that while someone with a 
pious disposition can err, the repeated practice of erring from God's program 
results in the sedimentation of this quality in one's character. This accords 
with the behaviorist philosophy at the core of Aristotle's notion of habitus in 
that the repeated performance of vices (as well as virtues) results in the for .. 
mation of an unvirtuous (or virtuous) disposition.36 Fear of God is the capac .. 
ity by which one becomes cognizant of this state and begins to correct it. 
Thus, repeated invocations of fear, and practices that evoke and express that 
fear, train one to live piously (act as a spur to virtuous action) and are also a 
permanent condition of the pious self (al.-nafs al.-muttaqi). 

34 Isutzu also spells out this difference in his discussion of the terms khauf and khashya as they 
occur in the Quran (1966, 195-97). He shows that in most instances when khashya is used in the 
Quran, its proper object is God rather than human beings. 

15 This is also the reasoning implicit in the phrase often repeated by the mosque participants: 
"mafish ~aghira baed al ... istimrar wa mafish kabira baed al ... istighfar," which means "vices done repeat ... 
edly and continually acquire the status of grave sins, and a grave sin if repented properly loses its 
gravity (in the eyes of God)." 

16 See Nederman's discussion of this point in his exegesis of Aristotle's notions of virtue and 
habitus (1989-90, 91). 
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fear as a modality of action 

While the examples above make clear the importance of fear in this tradition 
of ethical formation, the question arises as to how this emotion is acquired 
and cultivated, particularly since the mosque participants do not consider fear 
of God to be natural, but something that must be learned. According to the 
women I worked with, the~e are many avenues for pursuing training in fear. 
One is the space of the mosque lessons. There were a number of women at .. 
tendees who were familiar with the scholarly and gentle style of the daciya 
Hajja Faiza-who delivered lessons at the upper.-middle.-income Umar mosque 
near their homes-but pref erred Hajj a Samira's admonitory manner, and of .. 
ten went to the extra trouble of commuting to the Nafisa mosque. When I 
asked one of these women why she preferred Hajja Samira's severe and stfi .. 
dent ( mutashaddid) style of delivery, she responded: 

We live in a society in which it is hard to remain pious and to be protective of our 
religion [niMuz eala dinznaJ. When -we hear this kind of talk, it startles us and keeps 
us from getting lost in the attractions of the world. You see, the path to piety 
[taqwa] is very difficult. Hajja Samira and others are afraid that unless they use 
[the rhetorical style of] takhwif[to cause to fear], people will have wasted all the 
effort they exerted in getting there. They want people to hold on to their efforts in 
the path of piety [taqwa] and this is why they use takhwif. 

It is clear from this response that Hajja Samira's audience appreciated her 
not so much for her _scholarly knowledge or argumentative logic, but for her 
ability to transform moral character through engendering in her audience var .. 
ious emotions associated with the divine.37 Hajja Samira, it seems, did not 
simply prescribe fear as a necessary condition for piety, but deployed a dis .. 
course and rhetorical style that elicited it as well.38 In doing so, she punctuated 
her lessons with evocations of the fires of hell, the trials faced in death, and 
the final encounter with God after death, all of which served as evocative 
techniques for the creation of virtuous emotions. 

This style of preaching, aimed at the creation of fear in the listeners, is 
termed tarhrb (and at times takhwif, as the woman interviewed above indi .. 
cates); its antonym, targhrb, refers to the evocation oflove for God in the audi .. 
ence. Most daciyat stress the importance of maintaining a fine balance between 

37 I am reminded here of Pierre Hadot's admonishment to those who fault Plato's dialogues for 
doctrinal inconsistencies. Hadot argues that this is a judgment inconsistent with Plato's own in-­
tent, which was to "form" people rather than "inform" them (Hadot 2002, 73). 

38 Rhetoric in this usage refers to the process by which the orator recruits her listeners to par .. 
ticipate in a shared economy ofaction and response (Burke 1969; McKeon 1987). For an excel .. 
lent discussion of how rhetoric, within a particular tradition of Yemeni poetry, both expresses and 
constructs emotions, see Caton 1990. 
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these two rhetorical strategies. In addition to the space of the mosque lessons 
where the women learn to acquire virtuous fear, tape.-recorded sermons that 
use the takhwif style are also widely popular among the women I worked with.39 

Another crucial space for the inculcation and realization of virtuous fear is the 
ritual act of prayer (~alat), and, as I mentioned earlier, weeping in prayer is an 
expression of virtuous fear as much as a means of its acquisition. Fear is, there ... 
fore, not only something that motivates one to pray but is also a necessary as ... 
pect of the act itself, an "adverbial virtue" that imparts to the act of prayer the 
specific quality through which it becomes consummate.40 

Notably, the understanding that the emotion of fear motivates a person to 
act accords with the belief in certain cultural traditions that emotions are 
causative of action, an understanding that has been analyzed in considerable 
detail by some historians and anthropologists of emotion (James 1997; Lutz 
and White 1986; Rosaldo 1980). What is significant here, however, is that the 
emotion of fear not only propels one to act, but is also considered to be inte ... 
gral to action. Thus, fear is an element internal to the very structure of a pious 
act, and as such it is a condition for (to use J. L. Austin's terms) the "felici ... 
tous" performance of the act.41 In other words, what this understanding draws 
attention to is not so much how particular emotions as modes of action con ... 
stitute different kinds of social structure (Abu ... Lughod 1986; Caton 1990; 
Myers 1986), but more how particular emotions are constitutive of specific ac ... 
tions and are the conditions by which those actions attain their excellence. 
The connection between the emotion of fear and practices of piety (such as 
prayer) is further borne out by the way they are semantically intertwined in 
the Arabic term taqwa, which is used in the Quran for both "piety" and "fear 
of God." In the Quran, the eschatological fear of God and the Day of Judg ... 
ment is held to be almost synonymous with true belief, and piety is at times al ... 
most indistinguishable from the capacity to fear (Izutsu 1966, 164-72).42 

39 For an extended analysis of the rhetorical practice of Islamic sermons in contemporary Egypt 
among male preachers and listeners, see Hirschkind 200la, 2001b. 

40 "Adverbial virtue" is an expression used by political theorist Michael Oakeshott (1975) to 

describe a conception of virtue that emphasizes the manner or sensibility with which a virtue is 
undertaken, as compared to an emphasis on the ends and purposes for which a virtue is under~ 
taken. A particular virtue can, of course, emphasize both aspects-as was the case with regnant 
understandings of virtue in the tradition I studied. 

41 The English philosopher J. L. Austin calls a speech act "felicitous" when nothing "goes 

wrong" in its execution, that is, when the conditions that enable it to achieve its intended effect 
are met (Austin 1994, 14-15). 

42 It is for this reason that, depending upon the context, I have translated the term taqwa at 
times as "piety," and at other times as "virtuous fear" or "fear of God." For an analysis of the con~ 
ceptual and linguistic relationship between piety and fear, see Izutsu's excellent discussion of the 

use of the terms taqwa, khauf, khashya, and rahiba (all of which are used interchangeably) in the 
Quran (1966, 195-200). 
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emulation and reflexivity 

The mosque participants are often disparaged for their abidance by a behav .. 
iorist model of virtuous emotions wherein their emulation of exemplary stan .. 
<lards stands in, their critics argue, for a more "sincere" and "personal connec .. 
tion" with God. Among these critics was a group of women I had come to 
know through my visits to a middle ... class social club (nadi) in Cairo, where 
the group met to practice Quranic recitation. A number of them had experi .. 
mented with mosque lessons but had not pursued them because they felt that 
the di:fiyat were "distorting the teachings of Islam." They often told me that 
one of the problems with the mosque teachers and attendees was that they ex .. 
aggerated the role religious rituals play in a Muslim's life; this was a problem 
not because these rituals were unimportant, they said, but because the mosque 
participants thought that the "mere performance of rites and rituals" ( mujar ... 

rad al ... tuqU.S wal ... %adat) would make them pious. Amna, a medical student in 
her mid ... twenties, gave the example of the mosque participants' practice of 
weeping publicly in prayer as something she found particularly objectionable: 

I cannot stand to go to these mosques anymore for Friday prayers because I find it 

offensive that so many people start to sob when the time for supplication [duea] 

comes. I am not saying that these women are not moved by real love for God. 

How can I say that? It is only He who knows what is in the heart. But I know from 

talking to many of these people that when they cry in prayer they do not really 

feel it from within; they do it because they think they will gain merits [l)asanat] 

with God. Or they think that "Oh, Abu Bakr [the first caliph and Muhammed's 

close Companion] did this, so should I." Where is sincerity of intent [ikhlz4 al-­
niyya] here? You should cry not because you want recompense from God, or you 

want to follow the Companions blindly without thinking. You should cry for God 

because you really feel inside you what Abu Bakr felt, and cannot prevent yourself 

from crying, whether you are alone or in public. And I am telling you, it never 
happens to me when I am in the company of others. 

When compared with the views of the mosque participants, comments such 
as these suggest a very different understanding of the relationship between 
public behavior and interiority, and of the role exemplary models should play 
in shaping the pious self. Amna's skepticism about the public display of emo ... 
tions registers a detachment between the inner life of a self and its outward 
expressions wherein the experience of the former cannot be adequately cap .. 
tured in the latter, and where its true force can only be felt within the val .. 
orized space of personal self ... reflection. Amna questions the mosque partici ... 
pants' sincerity precisely because they place undue weight on performative 
behavior and social conventions as a measure of their religiosity; indeed, if the 
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proper location of religion and emotions is the inner life of the individual, as 
Amna seems to suggest, then it follows that one's sincerity in these two do-­
mains cannot be measured in one's outward performances. In contrast, for the 
women I worked with, outward behavioral forms were not only expressions of 
their interiorized religiosity but also a necessary means of acquiring it.43 

The difference between these two views turns upon contrastive under-­
standings of the relationship between bodily behavior and the pious self: for 
Amna, performative behavior may signify a pious self but does not necessarily 
form it. For the women I worked with, bodily acts (like weeping in prayer), 
when performed repeatedly, both in public and private, endowed the self with 
certain qualities: bodily behavior was therefore not so much a sign of interior-­
ity as it was a means of acquiring its potentiality. I use the term "potentiality" 
here in its Aristotelian meaning, in which it does not suggest a generic faculty 
or power, but is linked to the abilities one acquires through specific kinds of 
training and knowledge. 44 This usage of "potentiality" implies that in order to 
be good at something one undergoes a teleological program of volitional 
training that presupposes an exemplary path to knowledge-knowledge that 
one comes to acquire through assiduous schooling and practice. 

Another crucial difference between Amna's understanding of performative 
behavior and that of the mosque movement participants lies in their concep-­
tion of the role authoritative role models (such as Abu Bakr who is legendary 
for his ability to cry profusely during prayers) play in the shaping of the virtu-­
ous self. Note how emphatic Amna is about the kind of reflection that should 
inform one's emulation of Abu Bakr's behavior: one cries not simply because 
Abu Bakr cried, but because through reflection upon Abu Bakr's conduct one 
finds those spaces within oneself that identify with his ability to cry. In other 
words, according to Amna, Abu Bakr's conduct should not be unthinkingly 
reproduced but should serve as the ground upon which reflection about the 
"true I" proceeds. In contrast, for the women I worked with, an exemplary 

43 It should be clear by now that my argument is not concerned with whether this was the atti .. 
tude of all the mosque participants. Rather I am interested in explicating the ideals inherent in 

different discourses on piety among the mosque participants and their critics. In this sense, I am 
not interested so much in what a given person "really did" versus "what she said she should do" 

but in the different ideals of behavior, with their attendant notions of authority and personhood, 
that the mosque movement is popularizing in Egypt today. 

44 Giorgio Agamben, in commenting upon this concept of potentiality in Aristotle, says, 
"The potentiality that interests him [Aristotle] is one that belongs to someone who, for exam .. 
ple, has knowledge or an ability. In this sense, we say of the architect that he or she has the po-­
tential to build, of the poet that he or she has the potential to write poems. It is clear that this 
existing potentiality differs from the generic potentiality of the child. The child, Aristotle says, 
is potential in the sense that he must suffer an alteration (a becoming other) through learn .. 
ing" (1999, 179). 
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model was not where one discovered the "true I" but was a means to transcend 
the "I" that is invested in ephemeral pleasures and pursuits. Moreover, in con ... 
trast to Amna, many of the mosque participants believed that to emulate Abu 
Bakr's habit of weeping during prayers was not wrong precisely because it was 
through this mimetic reproduction that one eventually came to acquire the 
moral character of the exemplar. Note that self ... reflection plays a different role 
in this conception in that it is aimed toward molding the "I" to approximate 
an authoritative model whose immanent form is the necessary means to the 
substance the "I" is to become. In other words, bodily form in this view does 
not simply represent the interiority (as it does for women like Amna), but 
serves as the "developable means" (T. Asad 1993) through which certain 
kinds of ethical and moral capacities are attained. 

POLIT1CS AND CONVENTIONS 

In order to interrogate the political implications of these distinct economies 
of moral action, let me focus for a moment on the relationship between the 
interiority and exteriority of the subject that informed the pedagogical model 
of the pietists I worked with. As I have described, the mosque participants did 
not regard authorized models of behavior as an external social imposition that 
constrained the individual. Rather, they viewed socially prescribed forms of 
conduct as the potentialities, the "scaffolding," if you will, through which the 
self is realized. It is precisely this self.-willed obedience to religiously prescribed 
social conventions-what is often criticized as blind and uncritical emula-­
tion-that elicits the critique that such movements only serve to reproduce 
the existing patriarchal order and to prevent women from distinguishing their 
"own desires and aspirations" from those that are "socially dictated." For some 
scholars of gender, women of the kind I worked with are often seen as depriv ... 
ing themselves of the ability to enact an ethics of freedom, one founded on 
their capacity to distinguish their own (true) desires from (external) religious 
and cultural demands. 

Such a criticism turns upon an imaginary of freedom, one deeply indebted 
to liberal political theory, in which an individual is considered free on -the 
condition that she act autonomously: that her actions be the result of her own 
choice and free will, rather than of custom, tradition, transcendental will, or 
social coercion. As I discussed in chapter 1, autonomy in this conception of 
freedom is a procedural principle, and not an ontological or substantive fea-­
ture of the subject, in that it delimits the necessary condition for the enact-­
ment of the ethic of freedom. Under this principle, even illiberal actions can 
arguably be tolerated if it is determined that they are undertaken by a freely 
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consenting individual who "acted on her own accord." Political theorist John 
Christman gives the example of a person who chooses out of her own free will 
to be someone else's slave (1991). In keeping with liberal precepts, as Christ ... 
man argues, the only way in which we can consider such a person free is if we 
can make a determination that the process by which she acquired her desire 
for slavery was indeed the result of her "own thinking and reflection," unen ... 
cumbered by social and cultural influences (see my discussion in chapter 1). In 
other words, it is not the substance of desires but its "origin that matters in lib .. 
eral judgments about autonomy" (Christman 1991, 359). 

It is in keeping with this logic that I am often told that the women of the 
mosque movement exemplify the liberal autonomous subject precisely be ... 
cause they are enacting their own desires for piety, despite the social obstacles 
they face, and not following the conventional roles assigned to women. 
Hence a true liberal, I am told, should be tolerant of this movement even if 
she disagrees with the movement's larger goals. In such a view, well captured 
in Christman's formulation of the "voluntary slave," it is not only assumed 
that conventional forms of behavior can be distinguished from one's true de .. 
sires, but also that such a distinction is universal. (As I suggested earlier, the 
same assumption often animates anthropological theories of conventional or 
ritual behavior.) What I would like to emphasize here is that this model of hu .. 
man action presupposes that there is a natural disjuncture between a person's 
"true" desires and those that are socially prescribed. The politics that ensues 
from this disjuncture aims to identify moments and places where conven ... 
tional norms impede the realization of an individual's real desires, or at least 
obfuscate the distinction between what is truly one's own and what is socially 
required. 

The model of self presupposed by this position dramatically contrasts with 
the one that conceptually and practically shaped the activities of the women 
I worked with. The account I have presented of the mosque movement shows 
that the distinction between the subject's real desires and obligatory social 
conventions-a distinction at the center of liberal, and at times progressive, 
thought-cannot be assumed, precisely because socially prescribed forms of 
behavior constitute the conditions for the emergence of the self as such and 
are integral to its realization. One of the issues such a conception of self raises 
is: How does one rethink the question of individual freedom in a context 
where the distinction between the subject's own desires and socially pre .. 
scribed performances cannot be so easily presumed, and where submission to 
certain forms of (external) authority is a condition for the self to achieve its 
potentiality? What kind of politics would be deemed desirable and viable in a 
discursive tradition that regards conventions (socially prescribed perfor .. 
mances) as necessary to the self's realization? 
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The argument I am making here should not be confused with the one made 
by communitarian philosophers (Sandel 1998; Taylor 1985a, 1985c) and their 
feminist interlocutors (Benhabib 1992; Friedman 1997; Meyers 1989; Nedel ... 
sky 1989; Young 1990) who have argued that liberalism has an anemic and 
anomic model of the individual, one that does not take full account of the 
ways in which the individual is socially produced and personifies the social 
within herself. According to many of these thinkers, recognition of the so ... 
cially embedded character of the individual would rectify the autonomizing 
tendency within liberalism. But what remains unproblematized by these crit ... 
ics is the distinction between the individual and the social: even among the 
communitarians and their feminist interlocutors, the interiority of the subject 
remains a valorized space to which one turns in order to realize one's interests 
and to distinguish those fears and aspirations that are one's own from those 
that are socially imposed. 

For example, Charles Taylor, in criticizing the concept of atomism underly ... 
ing various strands of liberal theory, 45 argues that the capacity for freedom re ... 
quires not only "a certain understanding of self, one in which the aspirations 
to autonomy and self ... direction become conceivable," but also requires that 
this self ... understanding be sustained and defined "in conversation with others 
or through the common understanding which underlies the practices of our 
society" (Taylor 1985a, 209). What is notable here is that Taylor does not dis ... 
card the notion that autonomy is central to the exercise of freedom, but rather 
emphasizes the social conditions that are necessary for its production and 
flourishing. Furthermore, autonomy, for Charles Taylor, means not simply 
acting as one wants (the Hobbesian requirement of negative freedom), but 
consists in achieving "a certain condition of self ... clairvoyance and self ... 
understanding" in order to be able to prioritize and assess conflicting desires, 
fears, and aspirations within oneself, and to be able to sort out what is in one's 
best interest from what is socially required ( 1985c, 229). In other words, the 
exercise of freedom for Taylor turns not only on the ability to distance oneself 
from the social, but also, more importantly, on the capacity to turn one's gaze 
critically to reflect upon oneself in order to determine the horizon of possibil ... 
ities and strategies through which one acts upon the world. 

Seyla Benhabib, as a critical interlocutor of communitarians, proposes a 
feminist communicative ethics that builds upon the work of philosophers like 
Sandel and Taylor, and deontological liberal theorists like Rawls and Haber ... 

45 Taylor describes atomism as "a vision of society as in some sense constituted by individuals 
for the fulfillment of ends which [are] primarily individual"-a notion that underlies social 

contract theory in particular, but also informs other traditions of thought in liberalism ( 1985a, 

187). 
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mas, who have argued for the priority of the right over the good ( 1992). 46 

What Benhabib finds useful in the communitarian critique is the recognition 
of the socially embedded quality of the individual, and the necessity of a par ... 
ticular structure of the social that makes the ideal of autonomy possible and 
sustainable in the first place. Benhabib is right to point out, however, that this 
view is not limited to the communitarians alone but shares something critical 
with a conception of communicative ethics that is Habermasian and Rawlsian 
in origin but is often assumed to be the opposite of communitarian views of 
the social and the individual (1992, 71-76). What these contentious ethical 
traditions share, Benhabib argues, is an understanding of the self that upholds 
moral autonomy as a necessary "right of the self to challenge religion, tradi ... 
tion and social dogma, but also the right of the self to distance from social 
roles and their content or to assume 'reflexive social distance'" (Benhabib 
1992, 73). Benhabib finds this bridge between the communitarians and the 
deontologists to be of critical importance in building a feminist conception of 
ethics that is predicated upon a critique of an ahistorical and atomistic con ... 
ception of self and society. What Benhabib's argument makes evident is that 
even feminist renditions of the communitarian point of view aim to establish 
a balance between social belonging and critical reflection wherein critical re ... 
flection is understood fundamentally as an autonomous exercise. 47 

It should be clear by now that the liberal communitarian framework is not 
appropriate for the analysis of conceptions of the self and its relationship to 
authority that were prevalent among the women of the mosque movement. 
Ultimately a person for whom self ... realization is a matter of excavating herself 
(developing what Taylor calls "self ... clairvoyance"), or sorting out her own in ... 
terests from those that are social and collective (what Benhabib calls "the 
right of the self to distance from social roles and their content"), looks to a dif .. 
ferent set of strategies and horizons than a subject for whom the principle 
ideals and tools of self ... reference reside outside of herself. This is one reason I 
have tried to use the analytical language of ethical formation to describe the 
process of moral cultivation (note the relevant term here is "cultivation" and 

46 The emphasis Rawls and Habermas place on the concept of individual rights stands in con .. 
trast to the view of communitarian philosophers like Taylor and Sandel who argue for the primacy 
of a shared vision of the collective good in a given society. The latter connect their critique of the 
impoverished notion of the unencumbered self in liberalism to what they think is an exaggerated 
importance given to the concept of individual rights in liberal societies. 

47 The fact that communitarian views embody this tension between the social and the individ .. 
ual is not entirely surprising given their Romantic legacy. As Charles Larmore points out, a range 
of Romantics-from Burke to Herder to Rousseau-seem to have embraced, to varying degrees, 
the notion of a private interiorized subjectivity, which, even though it was recognized to be a 
product of the larger community, nonetheless had to be distinct from the community in order to 
be "true to itself' (Larmore 1996, 66-85). 
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not "inculcation"). My argument therefore has not focused on contextualizing 
the individual within a particular structure of the social. Rather, I have tried 
to map the contours of the kind of subject presumed to be necessary to the po .. 
litical imaginary of the piety movement (of which the mosque movement is 
an important part) and the various embodied practices through which such a 
subject is produced. If the desire for freedom from social conventions is not an 
innate desire, as I have argued, but assumes a particular anthropology of the 
subject, then it is incumbent upon us to analyze not only hierarchical struc .. 
tures of social relations, but also the architecture of the self, the interrelation .. 
ship between the constituent elements of the self, that make a particular 
imaginary of politics possible. 

This analytical framework is particularly helpful in grasping the ethical and 
political force of nonliberal movements such as the one I worked with. This is 
because, as I suggested in chapter 1, their political agency does not consist in 
engaging the usual forms and institutions of politics (such as making claims 
on the state or the judicial system, using the language of rights and identity, 
and public protest). Instead their ethical practices are a necessary condition of 
their political agency insomuch as these practices have produced unantici .. 
pated effects in the prevailing social field. One sign of their political effectiv .. 
ity is the ire the pious activists have provoked from the Egyptian state (as we 
saw in chapter 2) and the criticism they have elicited from fellow Islamists as 
well as secular.-liberal Muslims. Notably, these critics of the piety movement 
share an orientation toward nationalist .. identitarian politics, one that is called 
into question by the practices of the mosque movement in particular and the 
piety movement in general. In order to understand what precisely this move .. 
ment unsettles about the nationalist.-identitarian imaginary and how it has 
transformed the sociopolitical landscape of Egypt, it is essential to analyze the 
architecture of ethical practices through which this movement has produced a 
particular form of embodied sociability. My analysis of the practices of the 
mosque movement in this chapter invites us to seriously explore what it 
means to acknowledge that politics involves not simply rational argumenta .. 
tion and evaluation of moral principles, but issues forth from intersubjective 
levels of being and acting-requiring us to think through the problematic of 
politics in a way that is adequate to the variable understandings of the self and 
its embodied powers. 
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5 
Agency, Gender, and Embodiment 

While in the earlier chapters of this book I explored how the ethical prac ... 
tices of the mosque movement have been shaped by, and in tum transformed, 
the social field of Egyptian secularity in unexpected ways, here I want to focus 
on how we might think about these ethical practices in the context of relations 
of gender inequality. Given the overwhelming tendency of mosque movement 
participants to accept the patriarchal assumptions at the core of the orthodox 
Islamic tradition, this chapter is animated by the following questions: What 
were the terms the mosque participants used to negotiate the demands of the 
orthodox Islamic tradition in order to master this tradition? What were the dif ... 
ferent modalities of agency that were operative in these negotiations? What 
difference does it make analytically if we attend to the terms internal to this 
discourse of negotiation and struggle? And what challenges do these terms pose 
to notions of agency, performativity, and resistance presupposed within liberal 
and poststructuralist feminist scholarship? 

In chapter 1, I argued for uncoupling the analytical notion of agency from 
the politically prescriptive project of feminism, with its propensity to valorize 
those operations of power that subvert and resignify the hegemonic discourses 
of gender and sexuality. I have argued that to the extent that feminist scholar ... 
ship emphasizes this politically subversive form of agency, it has ignored other 
modalities of agency whose meaning and effect are not captured within the 
logic of subversion and resignification of hegemonic terms of discourse. In this 
chapter, I want to attend not only to the different meanings of agency as they 
emerge within the practices of the mosque movement, but also to the kinds of 
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analytical questions that are opened up when agency is analyzed in some of its 
other modalities-questions that remain submerged, I would contend, if agency 
is analyzed in terms of resistance to the subordinating function of power. 

I should make clear that my exploration of the multiple forms agency takes 
is not simply a hermeneutical exercise, one that is indifferent to feminism's in ... 
terest in theorizing about the possibility of transforming relations of gender 
subordination. Rather, I would argue that any discussion of the issue of trans ... 
formation must begin with an analysis of the specific practices of subjectiva .. 
tion that make the subjects of a particular social imaginary possible.1 In the 
context of the mosque movement, this means closely analyzing the scaffolding 
of practices-both argumentative and embodied-that secured the mosque 
participants' attachment to patriarchal forms of life that, in tum, provided the 
necessary conditions for both their subordination and their agency. One of 
the questions I hope to address is: how does the particularity of this attach ... 
ment challenge familiar ways of conceptualizing "subordination" and "change" 
within liberal and poststructuralist feminist debates? 

Finally, since much of the analytical labor of this book is directed at the 
specificity of terms internal to the practices of the mosque movement, I would 
like to remind the reader that the force of these terms derives not from the 
motivations and intentions of the actors but from their inextricable entangle ... 
ment within conflicting and overlapping historical formations. My project is 
therefore based on a double disavowal of the humanist subject. The first dis ... 
avowal is evident in my exploration of certain notions of agency that cannot 
be reconciled with the project of recuperating the lost voices of those who are 
written out, of "hegemonic feminist narratives,'' to bring their humanism and 
strivings to light-precisely because to do so would be to underwrite all over 
again the narrative of the sovereign subject as the author of "her voice" and 
"her ... story." 

My project's second disavowal of the humanist subject is manifest in my re ... 
fusal to recuperate the members of the mosque movement either as "subaltern 
feminists" or as the "fundamentalist Others" of feminism's progressive agenda. 
To do so, in my opinion, would be to reinscribe a familiar way of being human 
that a particular narrative of personhood and politics has made available to us, 

1 I am in agreement with anthropologists such as Jane Collier, Marilyn Strathem, and Sylvia 
Yanagisako who have argued that all cultures and societies are predicated upon relations of gender 

inequality, and that the task of the anthropologist is to show how a culturally specific system of in ... 
equality (and its twin, equality) is constructed, practiced, and maintained (Collier 1988, 1997; 
Collier and Yanagisako 1989; Strathem 1988). My only caveat is that I do not believe that there is 

a single arrangement of gender inequality that characterizes a particular culture; rather, I believe 
that different arrangements of gender inequality often coexist within a given culture, the specific 
forms of which are a product of the particular discursive formation that each arrangement is a part 
of. 
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forcing the aporetic multiplicity of commitments and projects to fit into this 
exhausted narrative mold. Instead, my ruminations on the practices of the 
women's mosque movement are aimed at unsettling key assumptions at the 
center of liberal thought through which movements of this kind are often 
judged. Such judgments do not always simply entail the ipso facto rejection of 
these movements as antithetical to feminist agendas (e.g., Moghissi 1999); 
they also at times seek to embrace such movements as forms of feminism, thus 
enfolding them into a liberal imaginary (e.g., Fernea 1998). By tracing in this 
chapter the multiple modalities of agency that informed the practices of the 
mosque participants, I hope to redress the profound inability within current 
feminist political thought to envision valuable forms of human flourishing 
outside the bounds of a liberal progressive imaginary. 

ETHICAL FORMATION 

In order to begin tugging at the multiple twines that hold this object called 
agency in its stable locution, let me begin with an ethnographic vignette that 
focuses on one of the most feminine of Islamic virtues, al--ba,ya~ (shyness, diffi .. 
dence, modesty), a virtue that was considered necessary to the achievement of 
piety by the mosque participants I worked with. In what follows, I want to ex .. 
amine the kind of agency that was involved when a novice tried to perfect 
this virtue, and how its performance problematizes certain aspects of current 
theorizations within feminist theory about the role embodied behavior plays 
in the constitution of the subject. 

In the course of my fieldwork, I had come to spend time with a group of four 
working women, in their mid .. to late thirties, who were employed in the pub .. 
lie and private sectors of the Egyptian economy. In addition to attending the 
mosque lessons, the four also met as a group to read and discuss issues of Is .. 
lamic ethical practice and Quranic exegesis. Given the stringent demands 
their desire to abide by high standards of piety placed on them, these women 
often had to struggle against the secular ethos that permeated their lives and 
made their realization of piety somewhat difficult. They often talked about 
the pressures they faced as working women, which included negotiating close 
interactions with unrelated male colleagues, riding public transportation in 
mixed.-sex compartments, overhearing conversations (given the close proxim .. 
ity of their coworkers) that were impious in character and tone, and so on. 
Often this situation was further compounded by the resistance these women 
encountered in their attempts to live a pious life from their family members­
particularly from male members-who were opposed to stringent forms of re.­
ligious devotion. 
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When these women met as a group, their discussions often focused on two 
challenges they constantly had to face in their attempts to maintain a pious 
lifestyle. One was learning to live amicably with people-both colleagues and 
immediate kin-who constantly placed them in situations that were far from 
optimal for the realization of piety in day .. to .. day life. The second challenge 
was in the internal struggle they had to engage in within themselves in a 
world that constantly beckoned them to behave in unpious ways. 

On this particular day, the group had been reading passages from the Quran 
and discussing its practical significance for their daily conduct. The Quranic 
chapter under discussion was "The Story" (Surat al .. Qa~a~), which discusses 
the virtue of shyness or modesty ( al ... baya'), a coveted virtue for pious Muslims 
in general and women in particular. To practice al ... l).aya' means to be diffident, 
modest, and able to feel and enact shyness. While all of the Islamic virtues are 
gendered (in that their measure and standards vary when applied to men ver ... 
sus women), this is particularly true of shyness and modesty (al .. Q.ay~fl The 
struggle involved in cultivating the virtue of shyness was brought home to me 
when, in the course of a discussion about the exegesis of "The Story," one of 
the women, Amal, drew our attention to verse 25. This verse is about a woman 
walking shyly-with al ... baya'-toward Moses to ask him to approach her fa ... 
ther for her hand in marriage. Unlike the other women in the group, Amal 
was particularly outspoken and confident, and would seldom hesitate to assert 
herself in social situations with men or women. Normally I would not have 
described her as shy, because I considered shyness to be antithetical to quali .. 
ties of candidness and self .. confidence in a person. Yet, as I was to learn, Amal 
had learned to be outspoken in a way that was in keeping with Islamic stan .. 
dards of reserve, restraint, and modesty required of pious Muslim women. The 
conversation proceeded as follows. 

Contemplating the word isti~ya~, which is form ten of the substantive 
bay;f, 2 Amal said, "I used to think that even though shyness [al .. l).aya'] was re ... 
quired of us by God, if I acted shyly it would be hypocritical [nifaq] because I 
didn't actually feel it inside of me. Then one day, in reading verse 25 in Surat 
al ... Qa~a~ ["The Story"] I realized that al ... l).aya' was among the good deeds 
[huwwa min al ... af!mal ahali~], and given my natural lack of shyness [al .. l).aya'], 
I had to make or create it first. I realized that making [~ana 1 it in yourself is not 
hypocrisy, and that eventually your inside learns to have al .. Q.aya' too." Here 
she looked at me and explained the meaning of the word isti~ya~: "It means 
making oneself shy, even if it means creating it [Yaf!ni ya Saba, yif!mil nafsu yit-­
kisif ~tta lau ~anaf!ti]." She continued with her point, "And finally I under .. 

2 Most Arabic verbs are based on a triconsonantal root from which ten verbal forms (and some-­
times fifteen) are derived. 
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stood that once you do this, the sense of shyness [al--l)aya'] eventually imprints 
itself on your inside [as..-shueur yitbae eala guwwaki]." 

Another friend, Nama, a single woman in her early thirties, who had been 
sitting and listening, added: "It's just like the veil [l)ijab]. In the beginning 
when you wear it, you're embarrassed [maksuf a] and don't want to wear it be-­
cause people say that you look older and unattractive, that you won't get mar-­
ried, and will never find a husband. But you must wear the veil, first because it 
is God's command [~ukm allah], and then, with time, because your inside 
learns to feel shy without the veil, and if you take it off, your entire being feels 
uncomfortable [mish raqT] about it." 

To many readers this conversation may exemplify an obsequious deference 
to social norms that both reflects and reproduces women's subordination. In ... 
deed, Amal's struggle with herself to become shy may appear to be no more 
than an instance of the internalization of standards of effeminate behavior, 
one that contributes little to our understanding of agency. Yet if we think of 
"agency" not simply as a synonym for resistance to social norms but as a 
modality of action, then this conversation raises some interesting questions 
about the kind of relationship established between the subject and the norm, 
between performative behavior and inward disposition. To begin with, what is 
striking here is that instead of innate human desires eliciting outward forms of 
conduct, it is the sequence of practices and actions one is engaged in that de ... 
termines one's desires and emotions. In other words, action does not issue 
forth from natural feelings but creates them. Furthermore, pursuant to the be ... 
haviorist tradition of Aristotelian moral philosophy discussed in chapter 4, it 
is through repeated bodily acts that one trains one's memory, desire, and intel ... 
lect to behave according to established standards of conduct.3 Notably, Amal 
does not regard simulating shyness in the initial stages of her self ... cultivation to 
be hypocritical, as it would be in certain liberal conceptions of the self where 
a dissonance between internal feelings and external expressions would be 
considered a form of dishonesty or self .. betrayal (as captured in the phrase: 
"How can I do something sincerely when my heart is not in it?"). Instead, tak-­
ing the absence of shyness as a marker of an incomplete learning process, 
Amal further develops the quality of shyness by synchronizing her outward 
behavior with her inward motives until the discrepancy between the two is 
dissolved. This is an example of a mutually constitutive relationship between 

3 It is interesting to note that the women I worked with did not actually employ the body.-mind 
distinction I use in my analysis. In referring to shyness, for example, they talked about it as a way of 
being and acting such that any separation between mind and body was difficult to discern. I have 
retained the mind.-body distinction for analytical purposes, the goal being to understand the spe.­
cific relation articulated between the two in this tradition of self ... formation. 
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body learning and body sense-as Nama says, your body literally comes to feel 
uncomfortable if you do not veil. 

Secondly, what is also significant in this program of self-cultivation is that 
bodily acts-like wearing the veil or conducting oneself modestly in interac.­
tions with people (especially men)--do not serve as manipulable masks in a 
game of public presentation, detachable from an essential interiorized self. 
Rather they are the critical markers of piety as well as the ineluctable means by 
which one trains oneself to be pious. While wearing the veil serves at first as a 
means to tutor oneself in the attribute of shyness, it is also simultaneously in.­
tegral to the practice of shyness: one cannot simply discard the veil once a 
modest deportment has been acquired, because the veil itself is part of what 
defines that deportment. 4 This is a crucial aspect of the disciplinary program 
pursued by the participants of the mosque movement, the significance of 
which is elided when the veil is understood solely in terms of its symbolic 
value as a marker of women's subordination or Islamic identity. 

A substantial body of literature in feminist theory argues that patriarchal 
ideologies-whether nationalist, religious, medical, or aesthetic in character­
work by objectifying women's bodies and subjecting them to masculinist sys .. 
terns of representation, thereby negating and distorting women's own experi.­
ence of their corporeality and subjectivity (Bardo 1993; Gole 1996; Mani 
1998; E. Martin 1987). In this view, the virtue of al.-Q.aya' (shyness or mod .. 
esty} can be understood as yet another example of the subjection of women's 
bodies to masculinist or patriarchal valuations, images, and representational 
logic. A feminist strategy aimed at unsettling such a circumscription would try 
to expose al-Q.ayf for its negative valuation of women, simultaneously bring .. 
ing to the fore alternative representations and experiences of the· feminine 
body that are denied, submerged, or repressed by its masculinist logic. 

A different perspective within feminist theory regards the recuperation of 
"women's experience" to be an impossible task, since the condition for the 
possibility· of any discourse, or for that matter "thought itself' (Colebrook 
2000b, 35), is the rendering of certain materialities and subjectivities as the 

4 This concept can perhaps be illuminated by analogy to two different models of dieting: an 
older model in which the practice of dieting is understood to be a temporary and instrumental so-­
lution to the problem of weight gain; and a more contemporary model in which dieting is under-­
stood to be synonymous with a healthy and nutritious lifestyle. The second model presupposes an 
ethical relationship between oneself and the rest of the world and in this sense is similar to what 
Foucault called "practices of the care of the self." The differences between the two models point to 
the fact that it does not mean much to simply note that systems of power mark their truth on hu-­
man bodies through disciplines of self .. formation. In order to understand the force these disciplines 
command, one needs to explicate the conceptual relationship articulated between different aspects 
of the body and the particular notion of the self that animates distinct disciplinary regimes. 
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constitutive outside of the discourse. In this view, there is no recuperable on-­
tological "thereness" to this abjected materiality (such as "a feminine experi-­
ence"), because the abject can only be conceived in relation to hegemonic 
terms of the discourse, "at and as its most tenuous borders" (Butler 1993, 8). A 
well--known political intervention arising out of this analytic aims to demon-­
strate the impossibility of "giving voice" to the subalterity of any abject 
being-thereby exposing the violence endemic to thought itself. This inter .. 
vention is famously captured in Gayatri Spivak's rhetorical question, "Can the 
Subaltern Speak?" (Spivak 1988). 

The analysis I have presented of the practice of al ... l)aya' (and the practice of 
veiling) departs from both these perspectives: I do not regard female subjec ... 
tivity as that which belies masculinist representations; nor do I see this sub ... 
jectivity as a sign of the abject materiality that discourse cannot articulate. 
Rather, I believe that the body's relationship to discourse is variable and that 
it seldom simply follows either of the paths laid out by these two perspectives 
within feminist theory. In regard to the feminist argument that privileges the 
role representations play in securing male domination, it is important to note 
that even though the concept of al .. l)aya' embeds a masculinist understanding 
of gendered bodies, far more is at stake in the practice of al ... Q_aya' than this 
framework allows, as is evident from the conversation between Amal and her 
friend Nama. Crucial to their understanding of al .. l)aya' as an embodied prac .. 
tice is an entire conceptualization of the role the body plays in the making of 
the self, one in which the outward behavior of the body constitutes both the 
potentiality and the means through which interiority is realized (see chapter 
4). A feminist strategy that seeks to unsettle such a conceptualization cannot 
simply intervene in the system of representation that devalues the feminine 
body, but must also engage the very armature of attachments between outward 
behavioral forms and the sedimented subjectivity that al .. l)aya' enacts. Repre .. 
sentation is only one issue among many in the ethical relationship of the body 
to the self and others, and it does not by any means determine the form this 
relationship takes. 

Similarly, I remain skeptical of the second feminist framing, in which the 
corporeal is analyzed on the model of language, as the constitutive outside of 
discourse itself. In this framework, it would be possible to read al .. l)aya' as an 
instantiation of the control a masculinist imaginary must assert over the dan .. 
gerous supplement femininity signifies in Islamic thought. Such a reading is 
dissatisfying to me because the relationship it assumes between the body and 
discourse, one modeled on a linguistic theory of signification, is inadequate to 
the imaginary of the mosque movement. Various aspects of this argument will 
become clear in the next section when I address the notion of performativity 
underlying the Aristotelian model of ethical formation the mosque partici .. 
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pants followed. Suffice it to say here that the mosque women's practices of 
modesty and femininity do not signify the abjectness of the feminine within 
Islamic discourse, but articulate a positive and immanent discourse of being in 
the world. This discourse requires that we carefully examine the work that bod-­
ily practices perform in creating a subject that is pious in its formation. 

To elucidate these points, it might be instructive to juxtapose the mosque 
participants' understanding of al ... Q_aya' with a view that takes the pietists to 
task for making modesty dependent upon the particularity of attire (such as 
the veil). The contrastive understanding of modesty or al ... Q_aya' (also known 
as i~tisham) that results from such a juxtaposition was articulated forcefully by 
a prominent Egyptian public figure, Muhammad Said Ashmawi, who has been 
a leading voice for "liberal Islam" in the Arab world. 5 He is a frequent con ... 
tributor to the liberal ... nationalist magazine Ruz al--Yusuf, which I quoted from 
earlier. In a series of exchanges in this magazine, Ashmawi challenged the 
then ... mufti of Egypt, Sayyid Tantawi, for upholding the position that the 
adoption of the veil is obligatory upon all Muslim women (far9) (Ashmawi 
1994a, 1994b; Tantawi 1994). Ashmawi's general argument is that the prac ... 
tice of veiling was a regional custom in pre ... Islamic Arabia that has mistakenly 
been assigned a divine status. His writings represent one of the more eloquent 
arguments for separating the virtue of modesty from the injunction to veil in 
Egypt today: 

The real meaning of the veil [l)ijab] lies in thwarting the self from straying toward 

lust or illicit sexual desires, and keeping away from sinful behavior, without having 
to conjoin this [understanding] with particular forms of clothing and attire. As for 
modesty [il)tisham] and lack of exhibitionism radam al.-tabarruj] in clothing and 
outward appearance [maihar], this is something that is imperative, and any wise 
person would agree with it and any decent person would abide by it. (Ashmawi 
1994b,25) 

Note that for Ashmawi, unlike for the women I worked with, modesty is 
less a divinely ordained virtue than it is an attribute of a "decent and wise 
person," and in this sense is similar to any other human attribute that marks 
a person as respectable. Furthermore, for Ashmawi the proper locus of the at ... 
tribute of modesty is the interiority of the individual, which then has an ef ... 
feet on outward behavior. In other words, for Ashmawi modesty is not so 
much an attribute of the body as it is a characteristic of the individual's inte ... 

5 Ashmawi served as the chief justice of the Criminal Court of Egypt and as a professor of Is .. 
lamic and Comparative Law at Cairo University. For an overview of his work on Islamic legal the .. 
ory, see Hallaq 1997, 231-54. 
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riority, which is then expressed in bodily form. In contrast, for the women I 
worked with, this relationship between interiority and exteriority was almost 
reversed: a modest bodily form (the veiled body) did not simply express the 
self's interiority but was the means by which it was acquired. Since the 
mosque participants regarded outward bodily markers as an ineluctable 
means to the virtue of modesty, the body's precise movements, behaviors, 
and gestures were all made the object of their efforts to live by the code of 
modesty. 

performativity and the subject 

It might seem to the reader that the differences between these two perspec .. 
tives are minor and inconsequential since, ultimately, both understandings of 
modesty have the same effect on the social field: they both proscribe what 
Ashmawi calls "illicit sexual desires and sinful behavior." Disagreement about 
whether or not one should veil may appear to be minor to those who believe 
it is the moral principle of the regulation of sexuality, shared by Ashmawi and 
the mosque participants, that matters. The idea that such differences are mi .. 
nor accords with various aspects of the Kantian model of ethics discussed in 
chapters 1 and 4; however, from an Aristotelian point of view, the difference 
between Ashmawi's understanding of modesty and that of the mosque partic .. 
ipants is immense. In the Aristotelian worldview, ethical conduct is not sim .. 
ply a matter of the effect one's behavior produces in the world but depends 
crucially upon the precise form that behavior takes: both the acquisition and 
the consummation of ethical virtues devolve upon the proper enactment of 
prescribed bodily behaviors, gestures, and markers (Macintyre 1966). Thus, 
an act is judged to be ethical in this tradition not simply because it accom .. 
plishes the social objective it is meant to achieve but also because it enacts 
this objective in the manner and form it is supposed to: an ethical act is, to 
borrow J. L. Austin's term, "felicitous" only if it achieves its goals in a pre .. 
scribed behavioral form (Austin 1994 ). 

Certain aspects of this Aristotelian model of ethical formation resonate 
with J. L. Austin's concept of the performative, especially as this concept has 
been conjoined with an analysis of subject formation in Judith Butler's work 
(1993, 1997a), which I touched upon briefly in chapter 1. It is instructive to 
examine this resonance closely for at least two reasons: one, because such an 
examination reveals the kinds of questions about bodily performance and sub .. 
jectivity that are important to foreground in order to understand the force this 
Aristotelian tradition of ethical formation commands among the mosque par .. 
ticipants; and two, because such an examination reveals the kind of analytical 
labor one needs to perform in order to make the ethnographic particularity of 
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a social formation speak generatively to philosophical concepts-concepts 
whose anthropological assumptions are often taken for granted. 

A performative, which for Austin is primarily a speech act, for Butler in.­
eludes both bodily and speech acts through which subjects are formed. Butler, 
in her adoption of Derrida's interpretation of performativity as an "iterable 
practice" (Derrida 1988), formulates a theory of subject formation in which 
performativity becomes "one of the influential rituals by which subjects are 
formed and reformulated" ( 1997 a, 160). Butler is careful to point out the dif ... 
ference between performance as a "bounded act," and performativity, which 
"consists in a reiteration of norms which precede, constrain, and exceed the 
performer and in that sense cannot be taken as the fabrication of the per ... 
farmer's 'will' or 'choice"' (Butler 1993, 234 ).6 In Excitable Speech, Butler 
spells out the role bodily performativ-es play in the constitution of the subject. 
She argues that "bodily habitus constitutes a tacit form of performativity, a ci ... 
tational chain lived and believed at the level of the body" (1997a, 155) such 
that the materiality of the subject comes to be enacted through a series of em ... 
bodied performatives. 7 

As I discussed earlier, Butler's conception of performativity is also at the 
core of her theory of agency: she claims that the iterable and repetitive char ... 
acter of the performatives makes the structure of norms vulnerable and unsta ... 
ble because the reiteration may fail, be resignified, or be reappropriated for 
purposes other than the consolidation of norms. This leads Butler to argue: 
"That no social formation can endure without becoming reinstated, and that 
every reinstatement puts the 'structure' in question at risk suggests the possi ... 
bility of its undoing is at once the condition of possibility of the structure it­
self" (1997b, 14). In other words, what makes the structure of norms stable­
the reiterative character of bodily and speech performatives-is also that 
which makes the structure susceptible to change and resignification.8 

Butler's notion of performativity and the labor it enacts in the constitution 
of the subject may at first glance. seem to be a useful way of analyzing the 
mosque participants' emphasis on embodied virtues in the formation of a pi ... 
ous self. Both views (the mosque participants' and Butler's) suggest that it is 
through the repeated performance of virtuous practices (norms in Butler's 
terms) that the subject's will, desire, intellect, and body come to acquire a par ... 

6 An important aspect of Butler's formulation of performativity is its relationship to concepts in 

psychoanalytic theory. On this relationship, see the chapter "Critically Queer" in Butler 1993. 
7 See Amy Hollywood's excellent discussion of Butler's analysis of embodied performativity and 

its relationship to the concept of ritual ( 2002). 
8 While Butler remains indebted to Derrida in this formulation, she also departs from him by 

placing a stronger emphasis on the historically sedimented quality of performatives. See Butler 
1997a, 147-50. 
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ticular form. The mosque participants' understanding of virtues may be ren .. 
dered in Butlerian terms in that they regard virtuous performances not so 
much as manifestations of their will but more as actions that produce the will 
in its particularity. In this conception, one might say that the pious subject 
does not precede the performance of normative virtues but is enacted through 
the performance. Virtuous actions may well be understood as performatives; 
they enact that which they name: a virtuous self. 

Despite these resonances between Butler's notion of performativity and the 
mosque participants' understanding of virtuous action, it would be a mistake 
to assume that the logic of piety practices can be so easily accommodated 
within Butler's theoretical language. Butler herself cautions against such a 
"technological approach" to theory wherein "the theory is articulated on its 
self-sufficiency, and then shifts register only for the pedagogical purpose of n .... 
lustrating an already accomplished truth" (Butler, Laclau, and Zizek 2000, 
26). Such a perfunctory approach to theory is inadequate, Butler argues, be .... 
cause theoretical formulations often ensue from particular examples and are 
therefore constitutively stained by that particularity. In order to make a 
particular theoretical formulation travel across cultural and historical speci .... 
ficities, one needs to rethink the structure of assumptions that underlies a the .... 
oretical formulation and perform the difficult task of translation and reformu .... 
lation.9 If we take this insight seriously, then the question we need to ask of 
Butler's theorization of performativity is: how does a consideration of the 
mosque participants' understanding of virtuous action make us rethink the la .... 
bor perf ormativity enacts in the constitution of the pious subject? 

To address this question, I believe that it is necessary to think through three 
important dimensions of the articulation of performativity in regard to subject 
formation: (a) the sequencing of the performatives and their interrelation .... 
ship; (b) the place oflanguage in the analysis of performativity; and (c) differ .... 
ent articulations of the notions of "subversion," "change," or "destabilization" 
across different models of performativity. One of the crucial differences be ... 
tween Butler's model of the performative and the one implicitly informing the 
practices of the mosque movement lies in how each performative is related to 
the ones that follow and precede it. The model of ethical formation followed 
by the mosque participants emphasizes the sedimented and cumulative char .... 

9 Butler argues this point eloquently in her recent work: "no assertion of universality takes place 
apart from a cultural norm, and, given the array of contesting norms that constitute the interna ... 
tional field, no assertion can be made without at once requiring a cultural translation. Without 
translation, the very concept of universality cannot cross the linguistic borders it claims, in princi ... 
ple, to be able to cross. Or we might put it another way: without translation, the only way the as ... 
sertion of universality can cross a border is through colonial and expansionist logic" (Butler, La ... 
clau, and Zizek 2000, 3 5). 
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acter of reiterated performatives, where each performative builds on prior 
ones, and a carefully calibrated system exists by which differences between re ... 
iterations are judged in terms of how successfully (or not) the performance has 
taken root in the body and mind. Thus the mosque participants-no matter 
how pious they were-exercised great vigilance in scrutinizing themselves to 
gauge how well (or poorly) their performances had actually taken root in their 
dispositions (as Amal and Nama do in the conversation described earlier in 
this chapter). 

Significantly, the question of the disruption of norms is posed differently in 
the model governing the mosque movement from how it is posed in the model 
derived from the examples that Butler provides. Not only are the standards by 
which an action is perceived to have failed or succeeded different, but the 
practices that follow the identification of an act (as successful or failed) are 
also distinct. Consider for example Butler's discussion of drag queens (in 
"Gender Is Burning") who parody dominant heterosexual norms and in so do ... 
ing expose "the imitative structure by which hegemonic gender is itself pro ... 
duced and disputes heterosexuality's claim on naturalness and originality" 
(Butler 1993, 125). What is significant here is that as the drag queen becomes 
more successful in her approximation of heterosexual norms of femininity, the 
challenge her performance poses to the stability of these norms also increases. 
The excellence of her performance, in other words, exposes the vulnerability 
of heterosexual norms and puts their naturalized stability at risk. For the 
mosque participants, on the other hand, excellence at piety does not put the 
structure that governs its normativity at risk but rather consolidates it. 

Furthermore, when, in Butler's example, a drag queen's performance fails to 
approximate the ideal of femininity, Butler reads this failure as a sign of the in ... 
trinsic inability of the performative structure of heteronormativity to realize 
its own ideals. In contrast, in the model operative among the mosque partici ... 
pants, a person's failure to enact a virtue successfully is perceived to be the 
marker of an inadequately formed self, one in which the interiority and exte ... 
riority of the person are improperly aligned. The recognition of this disjunc ... 
ture in turn requires one to undertake a specific series of steps-to rectify the 
situation-steps that build upon the rooted and sedimented character of prior 
performances of normative virtues. Amal, in the conversation cited above, 
describes how she followed her initial inability to simulate shyness success ... 
fully with repeated acts of shyness that in tum produced the cumulative effect 
of a shy interiority and disposition. Drag queens may also expend a similar 
kind of effort in order to better approximate dominant feminine norms, but 
what is different is that they take the disjuncture between what is socially per ... 
formed and what is biologically attributed as necessary to the very structure of 
their performance. For the mosque participants, in contrast, the relevant dis.-
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juncture is that between a religious norm (or ideal) and its actual perfor ... 
mance: their actions are aimed at precisely overcoming this disjuncture. 

One reason these two understandings of performative behavior differ from 
each other is based in the contrastive conceptions of embodied materiality 
that underlie them. Butler understands the materiality of the body on the 
model of language, and analyzes the power of bodily performatives in terms of 
processes of signification whose disruptive potential lies in the indeterminate 
character of signs. In response to those who charge her with practicing a kind 
of linguistic reductionism, Butler insists that the body is not reducible to dis ... 
course or speech, since "the relationship between speech and the body is that 
of a chiasmus. Speech is bodily, but the body exceeds the speech it occasions; 
and speech remains irreducible to the bodily means of its enunciation" (But ... 
ler 1997a, 155-56). So how are we to understand this chiasmus? For Butler, 
the answer lies in formulating a theory of signification that is always opera ... 
tive-whether acknowledged or not-when one tries to speak about this chi ... 
asmus, because in speaking one renders discursive what is extra .. or nondiscur ... 
sive (Butler 1993, 11). The discursive terms, in turn, become constitutive of 
the extra.-discursive realms of the body because of the formative power of lan-­
guage to constitute that which it represents. 10 Butler remains skeptical of ap .. 
proaches that leave the relationship between discursive and extra.-discursive 
forms of materiality open and untheorized, and seeks to demonstrate the 
power of an analysis that foregrounds the significatory aspects of the body. 11 

It is important to point out here that there are a range of theorists who may 
agree with Butler about the chiasmic relationship between the body and dis .. 
course, but for whom a theory of signification does not quite address a basic 
problem: how do we develop a vocabulary for thinking conceptually about 
forms of corporeality that, while efficacious in behavior, do not lend themselves 

10 Note that Butler's focus on the formative power of discourse posits a strong critique of a rep-­
resentational model of language. Her objections are twofold: one, that this model incorrectly pre-­
supposes that language is anterior to the object it represents, when it in fact constitutes the object 
as well; two, that this model presumes a relationship of exteriority between language and power, 
when, in essence, language is not simply a tool for power but is itself a form of power. On these 
points, see Butler's critique of Bourdieu's representational theory of language in Butler 1997 c; also 
see Butler and Connolly 2000. 

11 In response to a question posed by William Connolly about the nondiscursive character of 
bodily practices, Butler argues: "To focus on linguistic practice here and non--linguistic practice 
there, and to claim that both are important is still not to focus on the relation between them. It is 
that relation that I think we still do not know how to think. . . . It will not be easy to say that 
power backs language when one form that power takes is language. Similarly, it will not be possible 
to look at non--discursive practices when it turns out that our very way of delimiting and conceptu-­
alizing the practice depends on the formative power of a certain conceptual discourse. We are in 
each of these cases caught in a chiasmus relation, one in which the terms to be related also partake 
of one another, but do not collapse into one another" (Butler and Connolly 2000). 
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easily to representation, elucidation, and a logic of signs and symbols (see, for 
example, T. Asad 1993; Connolly 1999; Grosz 1994; Massumi 2002). For these 
scholars, a theory of linguistic signification does not quite apprehend the power 
that corporeality commands in the making of subjects and objects. These schol ... 
ars, of course, speak from within a long philosophical tradition that extends 
from Spinoza to Bergson to Merleau ... Ponty and, more recently, to Deleuze. 

In light of this ongoing debate, a consideration of the mosque participants' 
understanding of virtuous action raises yet another set of interesting questions 
regarding Butler's emphasis on the significatory aspects of bodily performa ... 
tives. As I mentioned earlier, the mosque participants do not understand the 
body as a sign of the self's interiority but as a means of developing the self's 
potentiality. (Potentiality here refers not to a generic human faculty but to 
the abilities one acquires through specific kinds of embodied training and 
knowledge, see p. 14 7.) As described in chapter 4, the mosque participants are 
in fact strongly critical of the nationalist ... identitarian interpretations of reli ... 
giosity because these views treat the body primarily as a sign of the self rather 
than as a means to its formation. One might say that for the mosque partici ... 
pants, therefore, the body is not apprehensible through its ability to function 
as a sign but encompasses an entire manner of being and acting in which the 
body serves as the developable means for its consummation. In light of this, it 
is important to ask whether a theory of embodied performativity that assumes 
a theory of linguistic signification (as necessary to its articulation) is adequate 
for analyzing formulations of the body that insist on the inadequacy of the 
body to function as a sign? 

The fact that the mosque participants treat the body as a medium for, rather 
than a sign of, the self also has consequences for how subversion or destabi ... 
lization of norms might operate within such an imaginary. Note that the 
mosque participants regard both compliance to and rebellion against norms as 
dependent upon the teachability of the body-what I called the "docility of 
the body" in chapter 1-such that both virtuous and unvirtuous dispositions 
are neccesarily learned. This means that the possibility for disrupting the 
structural stability of norms depends upon literally retutoring the body rather 
than on destabilizing the referential structure of the sign, or, for that matter, 
positing an alternative representational logic that challenges masculinist 
readings of feminine corporeality. Thus, anyone interested in reforming this 
tradition cannot simply assume that resignifying Islamic practices and virtues 
(like modesty or donning the veil) would change the meaning of these prac ... 
tices for the mosque participants; rather, what is required is a much deeper en ... 
gagement with the architecture of the self that undergirds a particular mode of 
living and attachment, of which modesty/veiling are a part. 

The recalcitrant character of the structure of orthodox Islamic norms 
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contrasts dramatically with the politics of resignification that Butler's formu .. 
lation of performativity presupposes. Butler argues that the body is knowable 
through language (even if it is not reducible to language); corporeal politics 
for her often ensue from those features of signification and reference that 
destabilize the referential structure. In Butler's conception, insofar as the force 
of the body is knowable through the system of signification, challenges to the 
system come from interventions in the significatory features of that system. 
For example, Butler analyzes the reappropriation of the term "queer," which 
was historically used as a form of hate speech against lesbians and gays, but 
which has now come to serve as a positive term of self .. identification. For But .. 
ler the appropriation of the term "queer" works by redirecting the force of the 
reiterative structure of homophobic norms and tethering the term to a differ .. 
ent context of valences, meanings, and histories. What is notable for the pur .. 
pose of my argument here is that it is a change in the referential structure of 
the sign that destabilizes the normative meaning and force of the term 
"queer." In the case of the mosque movement, as I have argued above, a 
change in the referential structure of the system of signs cannot produce the 
same effect of destabilization. Any attempt to destabilize the normative struc .. 
ture must also take into account the specificity of embodied practices and 
virtues, and the kind of work they perform on the self, recognizing that any 
transformation of their meaning requires an engagement with the technical 
and embodied armature through which these practices are attached to the self. 

My somewhat long foray into Butler's theory of embodied performativity 
elucidates, I hope, the range of productive questions that are generated 
through an encounter between philosophical "generality" and ethnographic 
"particularity"-an encounter that makes clear the constitutive role "exam .. 
ples" play in the formulation of theoretical concepts. Moreover, an analysis of 
the historical and cultural particularity of the process of subjectivation reveals 
not only distinct understandings of the performative subject but also the per .. 
spectival shifts one needs to take into account when talking about politics of 
resistance and subversion. 

TO ENDURE IS TO ENACT? 

In this section I would like to return to the exploration of different modalities 
of agency whose operations escape the logic of resistance and subversion of 
norms. In what follows I will investigate how suffering and survival-two 
modalities of existence that are often considered to be the antithesis of 
agency-came to be articulated within the lives of women who live under the 
pressures of a patriarchal system that requires them to conform to the rigid de .. 
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mands of heterosexual monogamy. Given that these conditions of gender 
inequality uniformly affect Egyptian women, regardless of their religious per-­
suasion, I am particularly interested in understanding how a life lived in ac-­
cordance with Islamic virtues affects a woman's ability to inhabit the structure 
of patriarchal norms. What resources and capacities does a pious lifestyle 
make available to women of the mosque movement, and how do their modes 
of inhabiting these structures differ from women for whom the resources of 
survival lie elsewhere? In particular I want to understand the practical and 
conceptual implications of a religious imaginary in which humans are consid-­
ered to be only partially responsible for their own actions, versus an imaginary 
in which humans are regarded as the sole authors of their actions. It is not so 
much the epistemological repercussions of these different accounts of human 
action that interest me (cf. Chakrabarty 2000; Hollywood 2004), but how 
these two accounts affect women's ability to survive within a system of in-­
equality and to flourish despite its constraints. 

In what follows, I will juxtapose an example drawn from the life of a woman 
who was part of the mosque movement with another taken from the life of a 
woman who considered herself a "secular Muslim," and who was often critical 
of the virtues that the mosque participants regard as necessary to the realiza .. 
tion of their ability to live as Muslims. I want to highlight the strikingly dif .. 
ferent ways in which these two women dealt with the pressures of being single 
in a society where heterosexual marriage is regarded as a compulsory norm. 
Even though it would be customary to consider one of these strategies "more 
agentival" than the other, I wish to show that such a reading is in fact reduc ... 
tive of the efforts entailed in the learning and practicing of virtues-virtues 
that might not be palatable to humanist sensibilities but are nonetheless con ... 
stitutive of agency in important ways. 

The full extent to which single women in Egypt are subjected to the pres ... 
sure to get married was revealed to me in a conversation with Nadia, a woman 
I had come to know through her work in the mosques. Nadia was in her mid-­
thirties and had been married for a couple of years, but did not have any chil ... 
dren; she and her husband lived in a small apartment in a lower--middle-­
income neighborhood of Cairo. She taught in a primary school close to her 
home, and twice a week after work she taught Quranic recitation to young 
children in the Nafisa mosque as part of what she considered her contribution 
to the ongoing work of dacwa. Afterward, she would often stay to attend the 
lesson at the mosque delivered by one of the better--known d~nyat. Some-­
times, after the lesson, I would catch a bus back with her and her friends. The 
ride was long and we would often have a chance to chat. 

During one of these rides, I observed a conversation between Nadia and her 
longtime friend Iman, who was in her late twenties and who also volunteered 
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at the mosque. Iman seemed agitated that day and, upon getting on the bus, 
immediately spoke to Nadia about her dilemma. A male colleague who was 
married to another woman had apparently approached her to ask her hand in 
marriage. 12 By Egyptian standards Iman was well over the marriageable age. 
Iman was agitated because although the man was very well respected at her 
place of work and she had always held him in high regard, he already had a 
first wife. She was confused about what she should do, and was asking Nadia 
for advice. Much to my surprise, Nadia advised Iman to tell this man to ap .. 
proach her parents formally to ask for her hand in marriage, and to allow her 
parents to investigate the man's background in order to ascertain whether he 
was a suitable match for her. 

I was taken aback by this response because I had expected Nadia to tell 
Iman not to think about this issue any further, since not only had the man 
broken the rules for proper conduct by approaching Iman directly instead of 
her parents, but he was also already married. I had come to respect Nadia's 
ability to uphold rigorous standards of pious behavior: on numerous occasions 
I had seen her give up opportunities that would have accrued her material and 
social advantages for the sake of her principles. So a week later, when I was 
alone with Nadia, I asked her the question that had been bothering me: why 
did she not tell Iman to cut off any connection with this man? 

Nadia seemed a little puzzled and asked me why I thought this was proper 
advice. When I explained, she said, "But there is nothing wrong in a man ap .. 
proaching a woman for her hand in marriage directly as long as his intent is 
serious and he is not playing with her. This occurred many times even at the 
time of the Prophet." 

I interrupted her and said, "But what about the fact that he is already mar .. 
ried ?" Nadia looked at me and asked, "You think that she shouldn't consider 
marriage to an already married man?" I nodded yes. Nadia gave me a long and 
contemplative look, and said, "I don't know how it is in the United States, but 
this issue is not that simple here in Egypt [il--mas"'ila di mish sahla fi ma~r]. Mar­
riage is a very big problem here. A woman who is not married is rejected by 
the entire society as if she has some disease [il--mara4], as if she is a thief 
[barami]. It is an issue that is very painful indeed [hadhahi mas"'ila muilima jid-­
dan, jidllan l)aqzqi]." 

I asked Nadia what she meant by this. She replied: "If you are unmarried af­
ter the age of say late teens or early twenties-as is the case with Iman­
everyone around you treats you like you have a defect [al--naq~]. Wherever you 
go, you are asked, 'Why didn't you get married [matgawwaztTsh ley]?' Everyone 
knows that you can't offer to marry a man, that you have to wait until a man 

12 Islamic jurisprudence permits men to have up to four wives. 
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approaches you. Yet they act as if the decision is in your hands! You know I 
did not get married until I was thirty-.four years old: I stopped visiting my rel ... 
atives, which is socially improper, because every time I would go I would en ... 
counter the same questions. What is even worse is that your [immediate] fam ... 
ily starts to think that you-have some failing [il ... ceb] in you because no man has 
approached you for marriage. They treat you as if you have a disease." 

Nadia paused reflectively for a moment and then continued: "It's not as if 
those who are married necessarily have a happy life. For marriage is a blessing 
[nacma], but it can also be a trial/problem [fitna]. For there are husbands who 
are cruel [qa~i]: they beat their wives, bring other wives into the same house, 
and don't give each an equal share. But these people who make fun of you for 
not being married don't think about this aspect of marriage, and only stress 
marriage as a blessing [nacma]. Even if a woman has a horrible husband, and 
has a hard married life, she will still make an effort to make you feel bad for 
not being married." 

I was surprised at Nadia's clarity about the injustice of this situation toward 
women and the perils of marriage. I asked Nadia if single men were treated in 
the same way. Nadia replied resoundingly, "Of course not! For the assumption 
is that a man, if he wanted to, could have proposed to any woman: if he is not 
married it's because he didn't want to, or there was no woman who deserved 
him. But for the woman it is assumed that no one wanted her because it's not 
up to her to make the first move." Nadia shook her head again, and went on, 
"No, this situation is very hard and a killer [il ... mau4uc ~av wi qlitil], 0 Saba. 
You have to have a very strong personality [shak~iyya qawiyya] for all of this 
not to affect you because eventually you also start thinking that there is some ... 
thing deeply wrong with you that explains why you are not married." 

I asked her what she meant by being strong. Nadia said in response, "You 
must be patient in the face of difficulty [lazim tikuni ~abira], trust in God 
[tawwakali cala allah], and accept the fact that this is what He has willed as your 
fate [qaQ.aj; if you complain about it all the time, then you are denying that it 
is only God who has the wisdom to know why we live in the conditions we do 
and not humans." I asked Nadia if she had been able to achieve such a state of 
mind, given that she was married quite late. Nadia answered in an unexpected 
manner. She said, "O Saba, you don't learn to become patient babira] or trust 
in God [mutawakkila] only when you face difficulties. There are many people 
who face difficulties, and may not even complain, but they are not ~abirYn [pa ... 
tient, enduring]. You practice the virtue of patience babr] because it is a good 
deed [al ... carnal al ... ~aliQ.], regardless of your situation: whether your life is diffi ... 
cult or happy. In fact, practicing patience in the face of happiness is even 
more difficult." 

Noting my look of surprise, Nadia said: "Yes, because think of how often 
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people turn to God only when they have difficult times, and often forget Him 
in times of comfort. To practice patience in moments of your life when you are 
happy is to be mindful of His rights [l)aqqahu] upon you at all times." I asked 
Nadia, "But I thought you said that one needs to have patience so as to be able 
to deal with one's difficulties?" Nadia responded by saying, "It is a secondary 
consequence [al--natTja al--thanawiyya] of your doing good deeds, among them 
the virtue of patience. God is merciful and He rewards you by giving you the 
capacity to be courageous in moments of difficulty. But you should practice 
~abr [patience] because this is the right thing to do in the path of God [ti sabzl 
lillah]." 

I came back from my conversation with Nadia quite struck by the clarity 
with which she outlined the predicament of women in Egyptian society: a sit .. 
uation created and regulated by social norms for which women were in turn 
blamed. Nadia was also clear that women did not deserve the treatment they 
received, and that many of those she loved (including her kin) were equally 
responsible for the pain that had been inflicted on her when she was single. 
While polygamy is allowed in Islam, Nadia and other participants of the 
mosque movement would often point out that, according to the Quran, mar.­
riage to more than one woman is conditional upon the ability of a man to 
treat all his wives equally (emotionally and materially), a condition almost 
impossible to fulfill. 13 For this reason, polygamous marriages are understood to 
create difficult situations for women, and the mosque participants generally 
advise against it. 14 Nadia's advice to Iman that she consider marriage to a mar .. 
ried man, however, was based on a recognition of the extreme difficulty en .. 
tailed in living as a single woman in Egypt. 

While Nadia's response about having to make such choices resonated with 
other, secular, Egyptian friends of mine, her advocacy of the cultivation of the 
virtue of ~abr (roughly meaning "to persevere in the face of difficulty without 
complaint") was problematic for them. 15 Sabr invokes in the minds of many 
the passivity women are often encouraged to cultivate in the face of injustice. 
My friend Sana, for example, concurred with Nadia's description of how diffi ... 

13 Both the Hanbali and Maliki schools of Islamic jurisprudence permit a woman to stipulate in 

her marriage contract that if the husband takes a second wife, she has the right to seek divorce. 

What is quite clear is that none of the schools give the woman the legal right to prevent her hus.­
band from taking a second wife. For recent debates on polygamy among contemporary religious 

scholars in Egypt, see Skovgaard.-Petersen 1997, 169-70, 232-33. 
14 This is further augmented by the liberal ideal of nuclear family and companionate marriage, 

which, as Lila Abu.-Lughod points out (1998), has increasingly become the norm among Islamists 
as well as secular.-liberal Egyptians. 

15 I have retained the use of ~abr in this discussion rather than its common English transla-­
tion, "patience," because ~abr communicates a sense not quite captured by the latter: one of 
perseverance, endurance of hardship without complaint, and steadfastness. 
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cult life could be for a single woman in Egypt, but strongly disagreed with her 
advice regarding ~abr. 

Sana was a single professional woman in her mid ... thirties who came from an 
upper ... middle ... class family-a self ... professed "secular Muslim" whom I had 
come to know through a group of friends at the American University in Cairo. 
In response to my recounting of the conversation with Nadia, Sana said, "Sahr 
is an important Islamic principle, but these religious types [mutadayyinTn] think 
it's a solution to everything. It's such a passive way of dealing with this situa ... 
tion." While Sana, too, believed that a woman needed to have a "strong per ... 
sonality" (s~iyya qawiyya) in order to be able to deal with such a circum ... 
stance, for her this meant acquiring self ... esteem or self ... confidence ( thiqa fil ... naf s 
wal ... dhzit). As she explained, "Self ... esteem makes you independent of what 
other people think of you. You begin to think of your worth not in terms of 
marriage and men, but in terms of who you really are, and in my case, I draw 
pride from my work and that I am good at it. Where does ~abr get you? Instead 
of helping you to improve your situation, it just leads you to accept it as fate­
passively." 

While Nadia and Sana shared their recognition of the painful situation sin ... 
gle women face, they differed markedly in their respective engagements with 
this suffering, each enacting a different modality of agency in the face of it. 
For Sana the ability to survive the situation she faced lay in seeking self ... 
empowerment through the cultivation of self ... esteem, a psychological capacity 
that, in her view, enabled one to pursue self ... directed choices and actions un ... 
hindered by other people's opinions. In this view, self..·esteem is useful pre .. 
cisely because it is a means to achieving self .. directed goals. 16 For Sana one of 
the important arenas for acquiring this self ... esteem was her professional career 
and achievements. Nadia also worked, but clearly did not regard her profes ... 
sional work in the same manner. 

Importantly, in Nadia's view, the practice of ~abr does not necessarily make 
one immune to being hurt by others' opinions: one undertakes the practice of 
~abr first and foremost because it is an essential attribute of a pious character, 
an attribute to be cultivated regardless of the situation one faces. Rather than 
alleviating suffering, ~abr allows one to bear and live hardship correctly as pre ... 
scribed by one tradition of Islamic self ... cultivation.17 As Nadia says, if the prac.­
tice of ~abr fortifies one's ability to deal with social suffering, this is a second .. 
ary, not essential, consequence. Justification for the exercise of ~abr, in other 

16 In the language of positive freedom, Sana may be understood to be a "free agent" because she 
appears to formulate her projects in accord with her own desires, values, and goals, and not those 
of others. 

17 For contemporary discussions of $Q,br among leaders of the Islamic Revival, see M. al .. Ghazali 
1990; al .. Qaradawi 1989. 
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words, resides neither in its ability to reduce suffering nor in its ability to help 
one realize one's self.-directed choices and/or goals. When I pressed Nadia for 
further explanation, she gave me the example of Ayyub, who is known in Is ... 
lam for his exemplary patience in the face of extreme physical and social hard ... 
ship (Ayyub is the equivalent of Job in the Judeo ... Christian tradition). Nadia 
noted that Ayyub is famous not for his ability to rise above the pain, but pre ... 
cisely for the manner in which he lived his pain. Ayyub's perseverance did not 
decrease his suffering: it ended only when God had deemed it time for it to 
end. In this view, it is not only the lack of complaint in the face of hardship, 
but the way in which ~abr infuses one's life and mode of being that makes one 
a ~abira (one who exercises ~abr). As Nadia notes in the conversation reported 
earlier, while ~abr is realized through practical tasks, its consummation does 
not lie in practice alone. 

Importantly, Nadia's conception of ~abr is linked to the idea of divine 
causality, the wisdom of which cannot be deciphered by mere human intelli ... 
gence. Many secular ... oriented Muslims, 18 like Sana above, regard such an ap ... 
proach to life as defeatist and fatalist-as an acceptance of social injustice 
whose real origins lie in structures of patriarchy and social arrangements, 
rather than in God's will manifest as fate ( qac.ia'). According to this logic, 
holding humans responsible for unjust social arrangements allows for the pos ... 
sibility of change, which a divine causality forecloses. Note, however, that the 
weight Nadia accords to fate does not absolve humans from responsibility for 
the unjust circumstances single women face. Rather, as she pointed out to me 
later, predestination is one thing and choice another (al--qadr sha{' wal--ikhtiyar 
shaf' akhir): while God determines one's fate (for example, whether someone is 
poor or wealthy), human beings still choose how to deal with their situations 
(for example, one can either steal or use lawful means to ameliorate one's sit ... 
uation of poverty). What we have here is a notion of human agency, defined 
in terms of individual responsibility, that is bounded by both an eschatological 
structure and a social one. Importantly, this account privileges neither the re ... 
lational nor the autonomous self so familiar to anthropologists (Joseph 1999), 
but a conception of individual ethics whereby each person is responsible for 
her own actions. 19 

18 As I indicated in chapter 1, I am using "secular-oriented Muslims" as shorthand to refer to 
those for whom religious practice has limited relevance outside of personal devotion. See chapter 
2 for my discussion of how the term "secularism" is used by the mosque participants in Egypt 
today. 

19 Notably, Sunni Islam shares with Protestantism two central ideas. First, they both share the 
assumption that each follower of the tradition is potentially capable of inculcating the highest 
virtues internal to the tradition and is responsible for the self-discipline necessary to achieve this 
goal (even though divine grace plays a central role in both traditions). Second, they both share 
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Just as the practice of self-esteem structured the possibilities of action- that 
were open to Sana, so did the realization of ~abr for Nadia, enabling certain 
ways of being and foreclosing others. It is clear that certain virtues (such as hu ... 
mility, modesty, and shyness) have lost their value in the liberal imagination 
and are considered emblematic of passivity and inaction, especially if they 
don't uphold the autonomy of the individual: ~abr may, in this view, mark an 
inadequacy of action, a failure to act under the inertia of tradition. But ~abr in 
the sense described by Nadia and others does not mark a reluctance to act. 
Rather, it is integral to a constructive project: it is a site of considerable invest ... 
ment, struggle, and achievement. What Nadia's and Sana's discussions reveal 
are two different modes of engaging with social injustice, . one grounded in a 
tradition that we have come to value, and another in a nonliberal tradition 
that is being resuscitated by the movement I worked with. 

Note that even though Nadia regarded herself as only partially responsible 
for the actions she undertook (the divine being at least equally responsible for 
her situation), this should not lead us to think that she was therefore less 
likely to work at changing the social conditions under which she lived. Nei ... 
ther she nor Sana, for a variety of reasons, could pursue the project of reform ... 
ing the oppressive situation they were forced to inhabit. The exercise of ~abr 
did not hinder Nadia from embarking on a project of social reform any more 
than the practice of self ... esteem enabled Sana to do so. One should not, there ... 
fore, draw unwarranted correlations between a secular orientation and the 
ability to transform conditions of social injustice. Further, it is important to 
point out that to analyze people's actions in terms of realized or frustrated at ... 
tempts at social transformation is necessarily to reduce the heterogeneity of 
life to the rather flat narrative of succumbing to or resisting relations of domi ... 
nation. Just as our own lives don't fit neatly into such -a paradigm, neither 
should we apply such a reduction to the lives of women like Nadia and Sana, 
or to movements of moral reform such as the one discussed here. 

THE PARADOXES OF PIETY 

As I suggested in chapter 1, it is possible to read many of the practices of the 
mosque participants as having the effect of undermining the authority of a va ... 

the assumption that the highest virtues of the tradition must be pursued while one is immersed in the 
practicalities of daily life, rather than through seclusion in an enclosed community (of nuns, priests, 

or monks), or a predefined religious order (as is the case in certain strains of Christianity, Hinduism, 
and Buddhism). Consequently all of life is regarded as the stage on which these values and attitudes 

are enacted, making any separation between the secular and the sacred difficult to maintain. 
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riety of dominant norms, institutions, and structures. Indeed, my analysis of 
the overall aims of the mosque movement shows that challenging secular .. 
liberal norms-whether of sociability or governance-remains central to the 
movement's self .. understanding. Moreover, regardless of the movement's self .. 
understanding, the objective effects that the movement has produced within 
the Egyptian social field de facto pose stiff impediments to the process of sec .. 
ularization. Despite this acknowledgment, as I suggested before, it would be a 
mistake to analyze the complexity of this movement through the lens of resis .. 
tance insomuch as such a reading flattens out an entire dimension of the force 
this movement commands and the transformations it has spawned within the 
social and political fields. 

This caution against reading the agency of this movement primarily in 
terms of resistance holds even more weight when we turn our attention to the 
analysis of gender relations. In what follows, I want to show why this is the 
case through ethnographic examples in which women may be seen as resisting 
aspects of male kin authority. While conceding that one of the effects of the 
mosque participants' pursuit of piety is the destabilization of certain norms of 
male kin authority, I want to argue that attention to the terms and concepts 
deployed by women in these struggles directs us to analytical questions that 
are closed off by an undue emphasis on resistance. The discourse of the mosque 
movement is shot through, of course, with assumptions that secure male dom .. 
ination: an analysis that focuses on terms internal to the discourse of piety 
must also engage the entire edifice of male superiority upon which this dis .. 
course is built. Indeed, my analysis of the mosque participants' practices of 
pedagogy and ritual observance (in chapters 3 and 4) is in part an exposition 
of this point. But the fact that discourses of piety and male superiority are in .. 
eluctably intertwined does not mean that we can assume that the women who 
inhabit this conjoined matrix are motivated by the desire to subvert or resist 
terms that secure male domination; neither can we assume that an analysis 
that focuses on the subversive effects their practices produce adequately cap .. 
tures the meanings20 of these practices, that is, what these practices "do" 
within the discursive context of their enactment. Let me elaborate. 

The pursuit of piety often subjected the mosque participants to a contradic .. 
tory set of demands, the negotiation of which often required maintaining a del .. 
icate balance between the moral codes that could be transgressed and those 
that were mandatory. One common dilemma the mosque participants faced 
was the opposition they encountered to their involvement in dacwa activities 
from their immediate male kin, who, according to the Islamic juristic tradition, 
are supposed to be the guardians of women's moral and physical well.-being. In 

20 Obviously, my use of the term "meaning" here goes well beyond mere sense and reference. 
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order to remain active in the field of dacwa, and sometimes even to abide by rig .. 
orous standards of piety, these women often had to go against their male kin, 
who exercised tremendous authority in their lives, authority that was sanc .. 
tioned not only by divine injunctions but also by Egyptian custom. 

Consider for example the struggles a woman called Abir had with her hus .. 
band regarding her involvement in dacwa activities. I had met Abir during 
one of the lessons delivered in the low.-income Ayesha mosque and, over ape .. 
riod of a year and a half, came to know her and her family quite well. Abir was 
thirty years old and had three children at the time. Her husband was a lawyer 
and worked two jobs in order to make ends meet. Abir would sew clothes for 
her neighbors to supplement their income, and also received financial help 
from her family, who lived only a few doors down from her. Like many young 
women of her class,,and background, Abir was not raised to be religiously ob ... 
servant, and showed me pictures from her youth when she, like other neigh ... 
borhood girls, wore short skirts and makeup, flaunting the conventions of 
modest comportment. Abir recounted how, as a young woman, she had sel ... 
dam performed any of the obligatory acts of worship and, on the occasions 
when she did, she did so more out of custom (eada) than out of an awareness of 
all that was involved in such acts. Only in the last several years had Abir be ... 
come interested in issues of piety, an interest she pursued actively by attend ... 
ing mosque lessons, reading the Quran, and listening to taped religious ser ... 
mans that she would borrow from a neighborhood kiosk. Over time, Abir 
became increasingly more diligent in the performance of religious duties (in .. 
eluding praying five times a day and fasting during Ramadan). She donned the 
headscarf, and then, after a few months, switched to the full body and face 
veil (niqab). In addition, she stopped socializing with Jamal's male friends and 
colleagues, refusing to help him entertain them at home. 

Abir's transformation was astonishing to her entire family, but it was most dis ... 
turbing to her husband, Jamal. Jamal was not particularly religious,- even though 
he considered himself a Muslim-if an errant one. He seldom performed any of 
his religious obligations and, much to Abir's consternation, sometimes drank al ... 
cohol and indulged his taste for x ... rated films. Given his desire for upward 
mobility-which required him to appear (what Abir called) "civilized and ur ... 
bane" (mutaha4Qir) in front of his friends and colleagues-Jamal was increas ... 
ingly uncomfortable with the orthodox Islamic sociability his wife seemed to be 
cultivating at an alarming rate, the full face and body veil (niqab) being its most 
"backward" (mutakhallif) sign. He was worried, and let Abir know in no uncer ... 
tain terms that he wanted a more worldly and stylish wife who could facilitate 
his entry and acceptance into a class higher than his own. 

Things became far more tense between them when Abir enrolled in a two ... 
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year program at a nongovernmental institute of dacwa so she could train to be .. 
come a d~fiya. She had been attending the local mosque lessons, and felt that 
she would make a more effective teacher than the local d~nyat if she had the 
proper training. Jamal did not take her seriously at first, thinking that she 
would soon grow tired of the study this program required, coupled with the 
long commute and daily child care and housework. But Abir proved to be res-­
olute and tenacious: she knew that if she was lax in her duties toward the 
house, her children, or Jamal, she did not stand a chance. So she was espe .. 
cially diligent in taking care of all household responsibilities on the days she 
attended the dacwa institute, and even took her son with her so that Jamal 
would not have to watch him when he returned from work. 

Jamal tried several tactics to dissuade Abir. He learned quickly that his sar .. 
castic remarks about her social "backwardness" did not get him very far: Abir 
would retort by pointing out how shortsighted he was to privilege his desire 
for worldly rewards over those in the Hereafter. She would also ridicule his de .. 
sire to appear "civilized and urbane," calling it a blind emulation of Western 
values. Consequently, Jamal changed his tactic and started to use religious ar .. 
guments to criticize Abir, pointing out that she was disobeying Islamic stan .. 
dards of proper wifely conduct when she disobeyed the wishes and commands 
of her husband. He would also occasionally threaten to take a second wife, as 
part of his rights as a Muslim man, if she did not change her ways. On one oc .. 
casion, when he had just finished making this threat in front of her family and 
myself, Abir responded by saying, "You keep insisting on this right God has 
given you [to marry another woman]. Why don't you first take care of His 
rights over you [haqq allah eelaik] ?" It was clear to everyone that she was talking 
about Jamal's laxity in the performance of prayers, particularly since just an 
hour before, Abir had asked him, as the man of the household, to lead the 
evening prayer (~alat al..-maghrib )-a call he had ignored while continuing to 
watch television. Abir had eventually led the prayers herself for the women 
present in the house. Jamal was silenced by Abir's retort, but he did not refrain 
from continuing to harass her. At one point, after a particularly harsh argu .. 
ment between the two of them, I asked Abir, when we were alone, if she 
would consider giving up her dacwa studies due to Jamal's opposition. She an ... 
swered resolutely, "No! Even if he took an absolute stand on the issue [hatta 
lau kan itmassik il..-mauqif], I would not give up daewa." 

In response to Jamal's increasing pressure, Abir adjusted her own behavior. 
Much to her family's surprise, she became uncharacteristically gentle with Ja ... 
mal, while using other means of persuasion with him. In particularly tense 
moments, she would at times cajole or humor him, and at times embarrass him 
by taking the higher moral ground (as in the scene just described). She also 
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started to pray regularly for Jamal to his face, pointedly asking for God's par .. 
don (maghfira) and blessings (baraka), not only in this life but in the Here .. 
after. The phrase "rabbinna yihdik, ya rabh!" ("May our Lord show you the 
straight path, 0 Lord!"} became a refrain in her interactions with Jamal. 
Sometimes she would play tape .. recorded sermons at full volume inthe house, 
especially on Fridays when he was home, that focused on scenes of death, tor .. 
tures in hell, and the day of final reckoning with God. Thus, in order to make 
Jamal feel vulnerable, Abir invoked destiny and death (reminding him of the 
Hereafter when he would face God), urging him to accord these their due by 
being more religiously observant. 

All of these strategies eventually had a cumulative effect on Jamal and, 
even though he never stopped pressuring Abir to abandon her studies at the 
dacwa institute, the intensity with which he did so declined. He even started 
to pray more regularly, and to visit the mosque occasionally with her. More 
importantly for Abir, he stopped indulging his taste for alcohol and x .. rated 
films at home. 

What is important to note in this account is that none of Abir's arguments 
would have had an effect on Jamal had he not shared with her some sort of a 
commitment to their underlying assumptions-such as belief in the Hereafter, 
the inevitability that God's wrath will be unleashed on those who habitually 
disobey His commands, and so on. Abir's persuasion worked with Jamal in 
part because he considered himself to be a Muslim, albeit one who was negli .. 
gent in his practice and prone to sinful acts. As an example of this, even when 
he did not pray in response to her repeated enjoinders, he did not offer a rea .. 
soned argument for his refusal in the way an unbeliever might have when 
faced with a similar situation. Certain shared moral orientations structured 
the possibilities of the argument, and thus the shape of the conflict, between 
them. When confronted with the moral force of Abir's arguments, Jamal 
could not simply deny their truth. As Abir once explained to me, for Jamal to 
reject her moral arguments would be tantamount "to denying God's truth, 
something even he is not willing to risk." The force of Abir's persuasion lay 
partly in her perseverance, and partly in the tradition of authority she invoked 
to reform her husband, who was equally-if errantly-bound to the sensibili .. 
ties of this tradition. In other words, Abir's effectiveness was not an individual 
but a collaborative achievement, a product of the shared ·matrix of back .. 
ground practices, sensibilities, and orientations that structured Jamal and 
Abir's exchanges. 

Secondly, it is also important to- note that Abir's enrollment in the dacwa 
institute against the wishes of her husband would not be condoned by major.­
ity of the d~nyat and Muslim jurists. This is because, as I explained in chapter 
2, while dacwa is regarded a voluntary act for women, obedience to one's hus .. 
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band is considered an obligation to which every Muslim woman is bound.21 

Abir was aware of the risks she was taking in pursuing her commitment to 
dac:wa: Jamal's threats to divorce her, or to find a second wife, were not entirely 
empty since he was within his rights as a Muslim man to do so in the eyes of 
the sharta. Abir was able to hold her position in part because she could claim 
a higher moral ground than her husband. Her training in dac:wa had given her 
substantial authority from which to speak and challenge her husband on is ... 
sues of proper Islamic conduct. For example, as she learned more about the 
modern interpretation of dac:wa from the institute where she attended classes, 
she started to justify her participation in dac:wa using the argument, now pop ... 
ular among many Islamist thinkers (see chapter 2), that dac:wa was no longer 
considered a collective duty but an individual duty that was incumbent upon 
each and every Muslim to undertake-a change that had come about pre ... 
cisely because people like Jamal had lost the ability to know what it meant to 
live as Muslims. 22 Paradoxically, Abir's ability to break from the norms of what 
it meant to be a dutiful wife were predicated upon her learning to perfect a 
tradition that accorded her a subordinate status to her husband. Abir's diver ... 
gence from approved standards of wifely conduct, therefore, did not represent 
a break with the significatory system of Islamic norms, but was saturated with 
them, and enabled by the capacities that the practice of these norms endowed 
her with. 

It is tempting to read Abir's actions through the lens of subordination and 
resistance: her ability to pursue dac:wa work against her husband's wishes may 
well be seen as an expression of her desire to resist the control her husband 
was trying to exert over her actions. Or, from a perspective that does not priv ... 
ilege the sovereign agent, Abir's use of religious arguments may be understood 
as a simultaneous reiteration and resignification of religious norms, whereby 
patriarchal religious practices and arguments are assigned new meanings and 
valences. While both analyses are plausible, they remain inadequately atten ... 
tive to the forms of reasoning, network of relations, concepts, and practices 
that were internal to Abir's actions. For example, what troubled Abir was not 
the authority Jamal commanded over her (upheld by divine injunctions), but 

21 Even among those writers who argue that dacwa in the modem period has acquired the status 
of an individual duty (farg aVain) rather than a collective duty (farg al.-kifaya), dacwa is still con.­
sidered, for women, an obligation secondary to their duties as wives, mothers, and daughters. This 
position is upheld not only by men but also by women, like Zaynab al.-Ghazali, who have advo.­
cated for women's increased participation in the field of dacwa (see Z. al.-Ghazali 1996a, 39; al .. 
Hashimi 1990, 237). 

22 Jamal could have countered this argument by pointing out that most proponents of dacwa 
consider it to be a woman's duty only if dacwa does not interfere with her service to her husband 
and children (see note above). But since Jamal was unfamiliar with these debates about dacwa, he 
was unable to make this argument. 
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his impious behavior and his attempts to dissuade her from what she consid .. 
ered to be her obligations toward God. For Abir, the demand to live piously 
required the practice of a range of Islamic virtues and the creation of optimal 
conditions under which they could be realized. Thus Abir's complicated eval .. 
uations and decisions were aimed toward goals whose sense is not captured by 
terms such as obedience versus rebellion, compliance versus resistance, or submis .. 
sion versus subversion. These terms belong more to a feminist discourse than to 
the discourse of piety precisely because these terms have relevance for certain 
actions but not others. Abir's defiance of social and patriarchal norms is, 
therefore, best explored through an analysis of the ends toward which it was 
aimed, and the terms of being, affectivity, and responsibility that constituted 
the grammar of her actions.23 

ddwa and kinship demands 

The significance of an analysis that attends to the grammar of concepts within 
which a set of actions are located may be further elaborated through another 
example, one that is well known and often cited among those who are famil .. 
iar with the figure of Zaynab al .. Ghazali. As I mentioned in chapter 2, Zaynab 
al .. Ghazali is regarded as a pioneering figure in the field of women's daewa in 
Egypt; she is also well known for having served as a leader of the Islamist po ... 
litical group the Muslim Brotherhood in the 1950s and 1960s. Given her pub .. 
lie profile and political activism, al .. Ghazali has been seen as a paradoxical fig .. 
ure who urged other women to abide by their duties as mothers, wives, and 
daughters, but lived her own life in a manner that challenged these traditional 
roles (Ahmed 1992; Hoffman 1985). An often.-cited example of this seeming 
contradiction is al.-Ghazali's account of how she divorced her first husband 
whom she claimed interfered with her "struggle in the path of God" (jihad fi 
sab"rl lilliih), and then married her second husband on the condition that 
he not intervene in her work of daewa (Z. al .. Ghazali 1995; Hoffman 1985, 
236-37). 

In her well.-known autobiographical account, Days from My Life (Ayyam 
min l)ayati), al .. Ghazali reports an exchange with her second husband, who, 

23 My insistence throughout this book that we attend to the terms and concepts informing the 
actions of the mosque participants does not aim to simply reproduce "folk categories." Rather, my 

argument is that attention to these terms and concepts is necessary to rethinking analytical ques-­
tions about regnant notions of agency in the social sciences and feminist theory. In this sense, my 

approach to the analysis of concepts is informed by the philosopher Ian Hacking who notes, "a 
concept is nothing other than a word in its sites. That means attending to a variety of types of sites: 
the sentences in which the word is actually (not potentially) used, those who speak those sen-­
tences, with what authority, in what institutional settings, in order to influence whom, with what 
consequences for the speakers" (Hacking 2002, 17). 
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upon seeing the frequency of her meetings with male members of the Muslim 
Brotherhood increase, had inquired about the nature of her work. According 
to al ... Ghazali, since the Brotherhood was under strict government surveil ... 
lance, with many of its leaders in Egyptian jails, her work with the Brother ... 
hood had to be performed clandestinely, and she refused to share the exact na ... 
ture of this work with her husband. When he probed, she conceded that her 
work with the Brotherhood could endanger her life, but reminded him of the 
agreement they had come to before their marriage: 

I cannot ask you today to join me in this struggle [jihad] but it is within my rights 
to stipulate [ashtarat calayka] that you not prevent me from my struggle in the path 
of God [jihadi fi sabil lillah], and that the day this [task] places upon me the 

responsibility of joining the ranks of the strugglers [mujahidTn] you do not ask me 
what I am doing. But let the trust be complete between us, between a man who 
wanted to marry a woman who has offered herself to the struggle in the name of 
God and the establishment of the Islamic state since she was eighteen years old. If 
the interests of marriage conflict with the call to God [al.-clacwa ~ila allah], then 
marriage will come to an end and the call [to God] [dacwa] will prevail in my 

whole being/existence .... I know it is within your rights to order me, and it is 
incumbent upon me to grant you [your wishes], but God is greater in us than 
ourselves and His call is dearer to us than our existence. (Z. al ... Ghazali 1995, 

34-35) 

In commenting on this passage, feminist historian Leila Ahmed points out 
that al--Ghazali's own choices in life "flagrantly undercut her statements on 
the role of women in Islamic society" (Ahmed 1992, 199-200). This contra ... 
diction is most apparent, in Ahmed's view, when al ... Ghazali gives herself per-­
mission to place her work above her "obligations to raise a family," but does 
not extend the same right to other Muslim women (Ahmed 1992, 200).24 

While I do not deny that al--Ghazali's life has entailed many contradictions, 25 

I think it is possible to understand her prescriptions for Muslim women as 

24 Hoffman ( 1985) offers a similar reading of these passages. 
25 In her two..-volume book addressed to Muslim women in Egypt, al..-Ghazali calls on women to 

enter the field of dacwa (Z. al..-Ghazali 1994a, 1996a). However, she advises a woman daeiya to con ... 
centrate her efforts on other women because "she can understand their temperaments, circum· 
stances and characteristics, and therefore will succeed in reaching their hearts and solving their 
problems, and [be able] to follow their issues" (1994a, 2). While al..-Ghazali conducted daewa 
among women for a period of thirteen years, she also worked with men when she joined the Mus ... 
lim Brotherhood as part of what she considered her work in da'wa. She rose to a position of leader ... 
ship among the Muslim Brothers during a period when the majority of its top leaders were in jail 
and played a key role in coordinating the activities of the Brothers, a role for which she was later 
imprisoned. Clearly, her advice to women dtiyat-to primarily focus on other women-was not 
something she followed in her own life. 
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consistent with the conditions she stipulated in her own marriage. Notably, 
al-Ghazali does not argue that the pursuit of any kind of work in a woman's 
life permits her to excuse herself from familial duties (as Ahmed suggests): 
only her work "in the path of God" (fi sabil lillah) allows her to do so, and 
only in those situations where her kinship responsibilities interfere with her 
commitment to serving God. According to al-Ghazali, had she been able to 
bear children, her choices would have been more complicated because, as she 
expressed to me in one of my interviews with her, this would not have left her 
"free to devote herself to the path of God" (Cairo, 22 July 1996). She also 
talks about this in an interview that was published in a Saudi women's maga­
zine called Sayyidati (Hindawi 1997). In this interview, al-Ghazali explains 
her decision to seek divorce from her first husband by saying, "It was God's 
wisdom that He did not divert me from my [religious] activities by endowing 
me with a son, or blessing me with children. I was, however, and still am, a 
mother to all Muslims. Thus, confronted with the treasure and ardor of this 
call [to dacwa], I was not able to keep myself from responding to it. When my 
[first] husband refused to let me continue my dacwa activities, I asked him for 
a divorce and this was how it happened" (Hindawi 1997, 72). 

Two doctrinal presuppositions are at the core of Zaynab al-Ghazali's argu­
ment. One is the position within Islamic jurisprudence, and commonly es­
poused by contemporary daciyat and the culama', that a woman's foremost duty 
is to her parents before marriage, and to her husband and offspring after mar­
riage, and that this responsibility is second only to her responsibility toward 
God. Only in situations where a woman's loyalty to God is compromised by 
her obligations toward her husband and family is there space for debate on 
this issue, and it is within this space that al-Ghazali formulates her dissent 
against her husband. 

Zaynab al-Ghazali's argument also turns upon another important distinc­
tion made by Muslim jurists between one's material and spiritual responsibili­
ties toward one's kin-both of which are organized along lines of age, gender, 
and kinship hierarchy. In this moral universe, while women are responsible for 
the physical well-being of both their husbands and children in the eyes of God, 
they are accountable only for their own and their children's moral conduct­
not that of their husbands. Husbands, on the other hand, by virtue of the au­
thority they command over their wives and children, are accountable for their 
moral conduct as well as their social and physical well.-being. Thus, while inferiors 
and superiors have mutual material responsibilities toward each other (in the 
sense that wives, husbands, and children are obligated to care for one an­
other's material comforts, albeit in different ways), it is husbands who are ac­
countable for their wives' virtue, while wives are accountable only for the 
moral conduct of their children. This distinction allowed al-Ghazali to argue 
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that her inability to bear children had "freed her" to pursue dacwa activities, 
something she would have been unable to do if she were encumbered by the 
responsibility for her children's moral and physical well.-being. 

Al .. Ghazali's ability to break successfully from traditional norms of familial 
duty should be understood, as I suggested in chapter 2, within the context of 
her considerable exposure to a well.-developed discourse of women's rights at 
the tum of the twentieth century, a discourse that had been crucial to her for ... 
mation as an activist. Indeed, it is quite possible to read al.-Ghazali's ability to 
stipulate conditions in both her marriages as a function of the opportunities 
that were opened up for women of her socioeconomic background in the 
1930s and 1940s in Egypt and the new consciousness this had facilitated re .. 
garding the role women had come to play in the public domain. 

While this social and historical context is undoubtedly important for expli .. 
cating al.-Ghazali's actions in her personal and public life, it would be a mis .. 
take to ignore the specificity of doctrinal reasoning and its governing logic 
that accorded her actions a particular force-a force whose valence would be 
quite different if her arguments had relied upon the claim that women should 
be granted rights equal to those enjoyed by men within Islam in regard to mar ... 
riage, divorce, and other kinship responsibilities. Al .. Ghazali's actions and her 
justifications for her actions did not, in fact, depend on such an argument for 
equal rights. Instead her argument pivoted upon the concept of "moral and 
physical responsibility" that she as a Muslim woman owed to her immediate 
kin. In al.-Ghazali's reasoning, her ability to break from these responsibilities 
was a function of her childless status. Whether we agree with the politics this 
reasoning advances or not, the discursive effects that follow from her invoca .. 
tion of this concept of moral responsibility explain both the power she com ... 
mands as an "Islamic" (rather than a "feminist") activist in the Muslim world 
today and the immense legitimacy her life story has accorded juristic Islamic 
discourse on kinship-particularly for those who want to pursue a lifestyle 
that breaks from the traditional demands of this discourse while at the same 
time abiding by its central tenets and principles. 

Here I do not mean to suggest that the effect of al.-Ghazali's abidance by the 
terms of juristic discourse is best understood in terms of the lifestyles it has le .. 
gitimized; rather, my point is that her narrative account should be analyzed in 
terms of the particular field of arguments it has made available to Muslim 
women and the possibilities for action these arguments have opened and fore.­
closed for them. It is this dimension of al ... Ghazali's reasoning that I have 
wanted to emphasize, particularly because it is often ignored and elided in ac ... 
counts that explain her actions in terms of the universal logic of "structural 
changes" that modernity has heralded in non.-Western societies like Egypt. 
While these "structural changes" provide an important backdrop for under .. 
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standing al ... Ghazali's speech and actions, they have little power when it 
comes to explicating the force her life story commands in the field of Islamist 
activism. 

doctrinal (ir)resolutions 

While many of the problems that al ... Ghazali and Abir faced in their pursuit of 
piety were related to their goal of becoming trained d~nyat, women who did 
not have such ambitions also encountered structurally similar problems. Given 
that Islamic jurisprudence regards men to be the moral and physical guardians 
of women,26 participants in the mosque movement often complained that liv .. 
ing with male kin who were not as religiously devout compromised their own 
standards of piety. The problem seemed to be particularly acute for a woman 
who was married to what the mosque participants called "al .. zauj al ... ca~i" (a dis .. 
obedient husband)-this concern was widely discussed not only in the mosque 
circles but also in religious advice columns in newspapers. In the eyes of the 
sharf a, even though a woman is not responsible for her husband's moral con .. 
duct but only her own and her children's, her husband's behavior nonetheless 
profoundly affects her own pursuit of a virtuous life, given the moral authority 
he commands over her and his offspring as their custodian. Faced with such a 
situation, it is not easy for a woman to challenge her husband's conduct or to 
seek divorce, given the stigma of being a divorcee in Egyptian society and the 
restrictions Islamic law places on a woman's right to divorce. It was, therefore, 
very common during the mosque lessons to hear the audiences ask the daciyat 
what a woman should do if she was married to a husband who lived a sinful ex ... 
istence by the standards of virtuous Muslim conduct. 

There is no simple doctrinal resolution to this problem. The responses of 
the daciyat varied and the women were urged to pursue a variety of means to 
come to terms with the contradictions posed by the conflicting demands of 
loyalty to God versus fidelity to one's (sinful) husband. Most daciyat, whether 
at the upper ... middle ... , middle ... , or lower ... income mosques, argued that since­
men are the custodians (auliya"'; singular: wali) of female kin in Islam, and not 
the other way around, women are not accountable in the eyes of God for the 
actions of their adult male kin. They advised women to try persuading their 
"disobedient husbands" to reform their behavior, and in the event they failed, 
to continue living with them -with the understanding that they would have to 
be extra vigilant in monitoring their own conduct. 

26 The Quranic verse often cited to support this position states, "Men shall take full care of 
women with the bounties which God has bestowed more abundantly on the former than on the 
latter" (al ... rijal qawwamun ~ala al ... nisa,, verse 34 from Surat al--Nisa' ["The Woman"]). 
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I questioned some of the daeiyat and the mosque participants about the con-­
tradictions this advice generated in a woman's life, since living with an impi-­
ous husband would force her into situations that compromised her ability to 
live by acceptable standards of virtuous conduct. Most of them acknowledged 
that their recommendations did not constitute the best solution to the prob-­
lem at hand, but insisted that most women had no choice. Some of the d~tiyat 
said, "If we advised women to seek divorce from disobedient husbands, we 
would de facto be asking half the population of married Egyptian women to be 
divorcees!"-implying that they thought a large number of Egyptian men 
were impious. Some argued that the fact that women are not held accountable 
for their husband's conduct is a blessing God has bestowed upon women-one 
that frees them to pursue piety without having to worry about the conduct of 
male kin-while men are burdened with having to account for their wives' 
actions as well as their own. 

Other daeiyat, such as Hajja Asma, who had been Zaynab al .. Ghazali's stu-­
dent and now served as a d~nya in a local mosque, answered the question very 
differently. 27 During an afternoon lesson, when Hajja Asma was presented 
with this question by a woman in her mid.-thirties from among a group of 
twelve middle.-class housewives, she started by inquiring about the nature of 
the husband's sins. Once it was established that they were "grave sins" (al-­
kaba~ir )-such as refusing to pray regularly (q~r al ... ~alat qa~iran), engaging in 
illicit sexual activity (zina:i), and drinking alcohol-she advised the woman to 
employ a variety of strategies to convince her husband to change his conduct. 
She said: 

The first step is to cry in front of your husband, and make him realize that you are 

worried for him because of what God will do to him given his conduct. Don't 

think that this crying is in vain [mafish fa~ida bi] because crying is known to have 

melted the hearts of many~ One of my neighbors convinced her husband to start 
praying regularly this way. She also brought other pressures to bear on him by 

having me talk to him, because she knows that he respects me and would be 
embarrassed [maksuf] if I were to question him about prayers. But if you find that 
crying does not seem to have results, then the next step you can take is to stop 
sharing meals with him [battali iHaem maea]. Eventually this is bound to have an 

effect, especially because men usually have stronger willpower than women and 

when a man sees a woman stronger than him he is moved by her persistence and 

strength [istimrariha wi quwwatiha]. 

27 Hajja Asma was the only da'iya I worked with who talked openly about her sympathies with 
the Muslim Brotherhood. As a result, she often had to move from mosque to mosque under govern .. 
ment pressure and was only able to offer lessons sporadically. 
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At this point one of the women listening to Hajja Asma asked, "What if 
none of this has an effect on him [mati(ashirTsh bi]?" Hajja Asma replied, "The 
final and last thing you can try is to refuse to sleep with him [banali al--ishrca 
ma ca]." There was a palpable silence among the women at this point, and then 
a woman in her early thirties said in a low voice, "What if that doesn't work?" 
An older woman in her late sixties added loudly in response, "Yes, this hap-­
pens a lot! raiwa, da ~al kitzr]." Hajja Asma nodded in agreement and said, 
"If none of this works, and you are certain that you have tried everything­
and only you can judge how hard you have tried-and he still does not change his 
ways, then you have the right to demand a divorce from him [caleyki-1Ja4q 
tutlubi fo ... talaq min nu]." 

Some of the women gasped in surprise: "Ya!" ("Ya!" is an expression of sur-­
prise women often use in Egyptian colloquial Arabic). Noting this reaction, 
Hajja Asma responded, "Of course-what else can you do [/Jaticmli !)eh]? Live 
with a sinning husband, raise your children in a sinful atmosphere-who will 
then grow up to be like him? How can you be obedient to God if you are liv-­
ing with a man like this [tikuni fi--t--tl(at allah izay lamma tikuni maca ragil 
zayyu] ?" She continued, "If it was only a matter of him being harsh with you 
[lau kan qa~i macaki], or having a rough temperament [tabtatu kan khishn], then 
you could have endured it [ti~abbiri Caley]. But this is something you cannot be 
patient about or forebear: it is an issue between you and your God." 

Hajja Asma's words were received with somber silence, since divorce is not 
something that is easy for Egyptian women to contemplate given the social 
taboos associated with it, the bias against women in Egyptian law regarding 
child custody, and the economic hardship a divorcee must face in raising her 
children. Moreover, as I mentioned earlier, Islamic law does not make it easy 
for a woman to seek divorce, even in such a situation. In talking to Hajja Asma 
later, it was obvious to me that divorce was not something she took lightly ei-­
ther. Notably, Hajja Asma emphasized (as she does above) that if a woman was 
faced with a husband who had a harsh temperament, it was her obligation to be 
patient, given that patience ( ~abr) is an Islamic virtue that she should cultivate 
as a pious Muslim. But to practice forbearance in a situation where God's claims 
over her were being compromised, was to place her own interests (in terms of 
the security and safety marriage provides) above her commitment to God. 
When I asked the other daciyat and their audiences what they thought of Hajja 
Asma's response, they argued that not all women wouldhave the courage and 
strength to risk the scorn and hardship a divorcee would be subjected to in 
Egyptian society in order to uphold high standards of virtuous conduct. Among 
the &f iyat who took such a position, some of them said that women like Hajj a 
Asma "were true slaves of God [humma %ad allah 1Ja41qiyyan] ! " 

As is clear from these disparate answers, the choice between submission to 
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God's will and being obedient to one's husband did not follow a straightfor .. 
ward rule, and at times placed contradictory demands on the mosque partici ... 
pants. As a result, women were called upon to make complex judgments that 
entailed an interpretation of the Islamic corpus as well as their own sense of 
responsibility in the situation. 28 The questions the audience members posed, 
and the answers the &f iyat provided, assumed that a woman is responsible for 
herself and her moral actions; the anguish underlying these queries was a 
product of both the sense of moral responsibility these women felt and the 
limited scope of choices available to them within orthodox Islamic tradition. 

Within the moral ... ethical framework articulated by Hajja Asma, a woman 
must, prior to asking for divorce, have a clear understanding of the order of 
priorities entailed in God's commands so that she challenges her husband 
only on those issues that compromise her ability to live as a dutiful Muslim. 
According to Hajja Asma's framework, if husbands interfere with matters per ... 
taining to voluntary, rather than obligatory, acts (such as praying in a mosque 
instead of at home, practicing supererogatory fasts, undertaking daewa, or 
wearing the full face and body veil), then women are advised to give up these 
practices and to not disobey their husbands' wishes and commands. Similarly, 
a husband's harsh treatment of his wife is not regarded as sufficient reason to 
seek a divorce (although Egyptian women have been known to do so). Only 
when the nature of a husband's conduct is such that it violates key Islamic in ... 
junctions and moral codes, making it impossible for a woman to realize the ba ... 
sic tenets of virtuous conduct in her own and her children's lives, is she al ... 
lowed to resort to divorce. 

When viewed from a feminist perspective, the choices open to the mosque 
participants appear quite limited. The constraining nature of these altema ... 
tives notwithstanding, I would argue that they nonetheless represent forms of 
reasoning that must be explored on their own terms if one is to understand the 
structuring conditions of this form of ethical life and the forms of agency they 
entail. Note that the various paths followed by the women do not suggest the 
application of a universal moral rule (in the Kantian sense), but are closer to 
what Foucault calls ethics: the careful scrutiny one applies to one's daily ac ... 
tions in order to shape oneself to live in accordance with a particular model of 
behavior. Thus, Hajja Asma's advice entails a variety of techniques of intro ... 
spection and argument, including: examining oneself to determine whether 
one has exhausted all possible means of persuading one's husband prior to ask ... 

28 To make informed decisions about such an issue, Muslims often tum to a mufti (juriconsult) 
who, after consulting various established opinions and evaluating the individual situation, issues a 
fatwa that is legally nonbinding. In the context of the mosque lessons, the daeiyat, though not trained 
to be muftis, in practice enact this role by helping women interpret the sharta in light of their per .. 
sonal situations. For more complex issues, the daeiyat often refer their audiences to a qualified mufti. 
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ing for a divorce; being honest with oneself in such an examination, since no 
one else can make such a judgment; and employing a variety of techniques of 
persuasion, both oral and embodied, to change the immoral ways of the hus .. 
band. This stands in contrast to the kind of self-scrutiny applied by a woman 
who chooses to stay with an impious husband: such a woman must constantly 
watch that she does not use her husband's behavior as an excuse for her own 
religious laxity, assess her intentions and motivations for the actions she pur .. 
sues, make sure she does everything in her capacity to raise her children in ac .. 
cord with standards of pious conduct, and so on. In both situations, moral in .. 
junctions are not juridically enforced but are self .. monitored and entail an 
entire set of ascetic practices in which the individual engages in an interpre .. 
tive activity, in accord with sharf a guidelines, to determine how best to live 
by Islamic moral codes and regulations. 

Only through attention to these kinds of specificities can we begin to grasp 
the different modalities of agency involved in enacting, transgressing, or inhab .. 
iting ethical norms and moral principles. The analysis I have presented here 
should not be confused with a hermeneutical approach, one that focuses on the 
meanings that particular utterances, discourses, and practices convey. Rather, 
the framework I have suggested analyzes the work that discursive practices per .. 
form in making possible particular kinds of subjects. From this perspective, 
when assessing the violence that particular systems of gender inequality enact 
on women, it is not enough to simply point out, for example, that a tradition of 
female piety or modesty serves to give legitimacy to women's subordination. 
Rather it is only by exploring these traditions in relation to the practical en .. 
gagements and forms of life in which they are embedded that we can come to 
understand the significance of that subordination to the women who embody it. 

Finally, in respect to agency, my arguments in this chapter show that the ana .. 
lytical payback in detaching the concept of agency from the trope of resistance 
lies in the series of questions such a move opens up in regard to issues of perfor .. 
mativity, transgression, suffering, survival, and the articulation of the body 
within different conceptions of the subject. I have insisted that it is best not to 
propose a theory of agency but to analyze agency in terms of the different modal .. 
ities it takes and the grammar of concepts in which its particular affect, meaning, 
and form resides. Insomuch as this kind of analysis suggests that different modal .. 
ities of agency require different kinds of bodily capacities, it forces us to ask 
whether acts of resistance (to systems of gender hierarchy) also devolve upon the 
ability of the body to behave in particular ways. From this perspective, trans-­
gressing gender norms may not be a matter of transforming "consciousness" or ef .. 
fecting change in the significatory system of gender, but might well require the 
retraining of sensibilities, affect, desire, and sentiments-those registers of corpo .. 
reality that often escape the logic of representation and symbolic articulation. 

188 



EPILOGUE 

No study of Islamist politics situated within the Western academy can avoid 
engaging with the contemporary critique of Islamic ethical and political be ... 
havior, and with the secular ... liberal assumptions that animate this critique. 
This owes to the fact that the "problem" giving rise to current scholarly con-­
cern surrounding Islam centers on this tradition's (potentially dangerous) di ... 
vergence from the perceived norms of a secular .. liberal polity. The force this 
framing commands is apparent not only in the writings of those who are criti .. 
cal of Islamist politics but also in the posture of defense that many Islamist 
writers must adopt in order to make their case in the court of international 
public opinion. Even the concepts I have had to rely on in describing the 
mosque movement incorporate this evaluative purview. The neologism "Is ... 
lamism," for example, frames its object as an eruption of religion outside the 
supposedly "normal" domain of private worship, and thus as a historical 
anomaly requiring explanation if not rectification. The events of September 
11, 2001, have only served to strengthen the sense that it is a secular ... liberal 
inquisition before which Islam must be made to confess. 

A study that focuses on "Muslim women" carries the burden of this judg ... 
ment even more because of all the assumptions this dubious signifier triggers 
in the Western imagination concerning Islam's patriarchal and misogynist 
qualities. Far more than issues of democracy and tolerance, the "Woman 
Question" has been key within the development of the Western critique of Is ... 
lam, even for writers who express distinctly antifeminist views when it comes 
to women in the West. A long history of colonialism has of course helped se ... 
cure this essential framing: colonialism rationalized itself on the basis of the 
"inferiority" of non ... Western cultures, most manifest in their patriarchal cus.­
toms and practices, from which indigenous women had to be rescued through 
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the agency of colonial rule (Abu.-Lughod 2002; Ahmed 1992; Lazreg 1994; 
Mohanty 1991; Spivak 1987). Western Europeans were not the only ones to 
deploy this trope within a colonial context; the Soviet Union also fore.­
grounded a similar set of arguments in executing its civilizing mission among 
Muslim populations in Central Asia. 1 Today the force of this evaluative fram-­
ing remains glaringly apparent in the fact that women's active participation in 
contemporary Islamist movements, rather than constituting a challenge to 
such long--standing assumptions, is taken instead as further evidence of the 
profound subjugation of Muslim women (see Mahmood 2003 ). My point in 
mentioning the tenacity of such views is not to suggest that there is no vio-­
lence against women in the Muslim world, but that it is the reductive charac-­
ter of this framing, one that orchestrates an entire chain of equivalences asso.­
ciated with Islam, that needs to be questioned. 

Admittedly, this evaluative stance I have described is not limited to Islam 
but, to varying extents, has long been a structural feature of the anthropologi ... 
cal enterprise itself, as many anthropologists have pointed out. Marilyn Strath-­
em, for example, has written eloquently about the historical understanding of 
Melanesia (her area of study) in the Western imagination as a space of "cul ... 
tural primitiveness" that helped secure the West's own self--understanding as 
"modem, civilized, and scientific" ( 1988). Strathem deals with the weight this 
prior framing exerts on her work by employing a textual strategy that begins by 
acknowledging the constructed quality of what stands in for Melanesia in 
Western discourse. She writes, "I am constrained by the fact that there is, of 
course, no 'Melanesian case' that is not a Western projection. I therefore delib ... 
erately 'reveal' it through a binarism firmly located in an us/them contrast that 
works by inversion and negation. These are my means. Not the infinite strat ... 
egy of third (mediating) terms, but a strategy of displacements. I thus try to 
present Western discourse as a form through which Melanesian discourse can 
appear. If one thinks about it, 'Melanesian discourse' can, of course, have no 
other locus" (Strathem 1992b, 75). Note that Strathem's strategy is not an at .. 
tempt at cultural translation (through the use of "third mediating terms"); in .. 
stead it seeks to displace Western analytical categories by staging inversions of 
familiar ways of thinking and conceptualizing. 

1 As Rosalind Morris has perceptively shown in a recent article, Muslim women in the Central 
Asian republics came to be regarded by a number of early Marxist the0rists (key among them 
Lenin and Trotsky) as a "surrogate proletariat" whose enslaved status made them supposedly more 
receptive to the emancipatory promises of communism (Morris 2002). Ironically, his opposition 
to Trotsky notwithstanding, it was Stalin who put these ruminations into practice; Gregory Mas.­
sell ( 197 4) documents the immense human disaster that the Soviet policy of recruiting Muslim 
women into the communist project unleashed in what were then called "the Eastern states." 
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My project in this book partakes in some aspects of Strathern's arguments. 
Like the Melanesian case, my discussion of Islamist politics perforce must also 
engage the terms through which Islamism has come to be understood in pop ... 
ular Euro--American discourse. My juxtapositions of the practices of the 
pietists against secular ... liberal understandings of agency, body, and authority 
in this book therefore take on a necessary quality: it is not a task I choose so 
much as one that is thrust upon me. It is clear that, regardless of whether I 
stage such juxtapositions or not, the horizon of secular-liberal presuppositions 
about the proper role religiosity should play in the constitution of a modem 
subjectivity, community, and polity will inevitably structure my audience's 
reading of this book. Not wanting to promote the particular assumptions that 
such a framing entails, I have attempted to circumvent these predictable 
modes of reading by parochializing the terms my readership is likely to bring 
to this material, displacing them through a combination of narrative descrip ... 
tion and analytical preemption. 

There is a further layer of complication to my exploration of the Islamist 
movement in Egypt that is perhaps different from the dilemmas that Strath ... 
em faced. It has to do with the fact that North Atlantic geopolitical interests 
in the Middle East have long made it a primary site for the exercise of West ... 
ern power, and thus for the deployment of the secular-liberal discourses 
through which that power often operates. What is at stake in Western cfi ... 
tiques of Islam, in other words, is not simply a question of ideological bias, but 
rather the way these critiques function within a vast number of institutional 
sites and practices aimed at transforming economic, political, and moral life 
in the Middle East-from international financial institutions to human rights 
associations to national and local administrative bureaucracies. The transfor ... 
mations brought about within the context of this vast modernizing project 
have enveloped the entire social fabric of the Middle East, impacting every ... 
thing from pedagogical techniques to conceptions of moral and bodily health 
to patterns of familial and extra ... familial relations. 

In light of this, secular liberalism cannot be addressed simply as a doctrine 
of the state, or as a set of juridical conventions: in its vast implications, it de ... 
fines, in effect, something like a form of life. It is precisely for this reason that 
the knowledges, ethics, and sensibilities of even nonstate movements like the 
women's mosque movement necessarily engage its broad and diffuse agency. 
As I have sought to demonstrate in this book, this engagement cannot be 
analyzed in terms of a conflict between two historically distinct opponents. 
While contemporary Islamist activities identify secular liberalism as a power ... 
ful corrosive force within Muslim societies, the discourses in which they do so 
also presuppose practical and conceptual conditions that are indebted to the 
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extension of the secular ... liberal project itself. 2 As the preceding chapters have 
made clear, however, the inextricable intertwining between these two forma ... 
tions is not without its tensions and ruptures. One of the basic premises of this 
book is that in order to understand Islamism's enmeshment within, and chal ... 
lenges to, assumptions at the core of the secular ... liberal imaginary, one must 
tum not to the usual spaces of political struggle (such as the state, the econ ... 
omy, and the law) but to arguments about what constitutes a proper way of 
living ethically in a world where such questions were thought to have become 
obsolete. In Egypt today, the primary topoi for this ethical labor are the body, 
ritual observances, and protocols of public conduct. 

POLITICS IN UNUSUAL PLACES 

It is customary to analyze debates about religious markers of public behavior 
through the lens of identity politics, a politics that presupposes that each in ... 
dividual and group seeks to express its authenticity through symbols of ethnic, 
religious, and other forms of particularistic belonging so as to achieve recogni ... 
tion and respect from other members of the social collectivity. To the extent 
that claims on the state for rights, goods, and services must be made on the ba ... 
sis of social identity, it comes to be politicized as a key site of contestation. In 
this view, contemporary movements of multiculturalism and queer identity in 
Western liberal democracies,-and ethnic and religious movements in the non-­
Western world, all exemplify this form of politics in that they are seen to be 
making claims on the state in particular, and the social collectivity in general, 
on the basis of certain shared characteristics that the participants consider es ... 
sential to their self ... definition as a group. 

The uniquely modem character of identity politics has been analyzed from 
a variety of perspectives. Charles Taylor, for example, argues that identity pol ... 
itics is a result of the intertwining of two different discourses that the culture 
of liberal modernity has made available: the universalist discourse of equal 
rights and dignity on the one hand, and the particularistic discourse of the 
ideal of authenticity on the other (Taylor 1992). Other theorists, following 
Jacques Lacan, regard identity politics as an expression of a fundamental psy ... 
chological process through which an individual comes to define herself in op-­
position to the Other (see, for example, Laclau 1990). On this view, new so.­
cial movements are an expression of the constitutive lack that haunts all 

2 As I describe in chapter 2, the emergence and proliferation of Islamist movements are deeply 
indebted to modem mass education, practices of media consumption, and forms of political and as.­
sociational life characteristic of civil society-all of which are crucial elements within the histori.­
cal trajectory of secular liberalism across the globe. 
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processes of identity formation, a lack that on the symbolic level (which is 
also the realm of culture and language) manifests itself as a condition of possi-­
bility for these movements. Despite theoretical differences between these two 
perspectives as to how identity is constituted, there is agreement that con-­
temporary (or "new") social movements are best analyzed in terms of a politics 
of identity that manifests itself in claims of rights, recognition, distributive 
justice, and political representation. 

If we examine the material I have presented in this book about the charac-­
ter of the piety movement, it is quite apparent that this particular strand of 
the Islamist movement is only marginally organized around questions of 
rights, recognition, and political representation. Indeed, as I have shown, the 
mosque participants are quite ambivalent about the question of identity and 
are, in fact, emphatically critical of those Muslims who understand their reli-­
gious practices as an expression of their Muslim or Arab identity rather than 
as a means of realizing a certain kind of virtuous life (see chapters 2 and 4). In 
this sense, it is not toward recognition that the activities of the mosque or the 
piety movement are oriented but rather toward the retraining of ethical sensi-­
bilities so as to create a new social and moral order. In light of this, it would 
therefore be a mistake to assume that all contemporary social movements find 
their genesis in a politics of identity and should be analyzed as responses to the 
juridical language of rights, recognition, and distributive justice. 

The fact that the piety movement does not directly engage the state and 
its juridical discourses, however, should not lead us to think that it has no di-­
rect political implications.3 To the extent that all aspects of human life 
(whether they pertain to family, education, worship, welfare, commercial 
transactions, instances of birth and death, and so on) have been brought un-­
der the regulatory apparatuses of the nation--state, the piety movement's ef-­
forts to remake any of these activities will necessarily have political conse-­
quences. As Charles Hirschkind has argued persuasively, "Modern politics 
and the forms of power it deploys have become a [necessary] condition for 
the practice of many of our more personal activities. As for religion, to the 
extent that the institutions enabling the cultivation of religious virtue have 
become subsumed within (and transformed by) the legal and administrative 
structures linked to the state, then the (traditional) project of preserving 
those virtues will necessarily be political if it is to succeed" (1997, 13). In 
other words, it is not that the pietists have "politicized" the spiritual domain 
of Islam (as some scholars of Islamism claim) but that conditions of secular--

3 This is a position, as I suggested earlier, that is upheld by a number of scholars of Islamic re .. 
form movements. See, for example, Beinin and Stork 1997; Gole 1996; Metcalf 1993, 1994, 
1998; Roy 1994. 

193 



EPILOGUE 

liberal modernity are such that for any world.-making project (spiritual 
9r otherwise) to succeed and be effective, it must engage with the au ... 
encompassing institutions and structures of modem governance, whether it 
aspires to state power or not. It is not surprising, therefore, that the suppos ... 
edly apolitical practices of the piety movement have been continually tar ... 
geted by the disciplinary mechanisms of the Egyptian state. 

While acknowledging the constitutive role practices of governance con ... 
tinue to play in the formation of the piety movement, it is nonetheless crucial 
to point out that the full sociopolitical force of this movement cannot be ap.­
prehended in terms of an analysis solely focused on conditions of postcolonial 
governance. The discursive logic that has sustained this movement, and the 
contingent effects it has produced in the social field, are in no way cotermi ... 
nous with the operations of state power. Yet it seems to me that we have few 
conceptual resources available for analyzing sociopolitical formations that do 
not take the nation.-state and its juridical apparatuses as their main points of 
reference. Partha Chatterjee expresses a similar dissatisfaction with our con ... 
ceptual vocabulary when he argues that even though affiliations of lineage, re .. 
ligion, caste, and language (all of which exceed national forms of belonging) 
continue to command a powerful force within contemporary postcolonial so .. 
cieties, they remain poorly theorized within contemporary discussions of post.­
colonial modernity. Chatterjee glosses these affiliations under the "fuzzy" no ... 
tion of "community" and argues: 

I do not believe that the imaginative possibilities afforded by the fuzziness of the 

community have disappeared from the domain of popular political discourse. On 
the contrary, I suspect that with the greater reach of the institutions and processes 
of the state into the interiors of social life, the state itself is being made sense of in 
the terms of that other discourse, far removed from the conceptual terms of liberal 
political theory. (1993, 225) 

What Chatterjee discusses under the rubric of "community" has a certain 
resonance with my thematization of ethics in this book insomuch as my 
analysis of the ethical practices of the piety movement makes explicit those 
modalities of action through which embodied attachments to historically 
specific forms of belonging are forged. These ethical practices, as I have 
suggested, are also practices of subjectivation whose logic, while clearly 
shaped by modes of secular .. liberal governance, is not reducible to its oper ... 
ations. It seems to me that such an understanding of the ethical in terms of 
the political, and vice versa, is crucial if we are to understand the power 
that extra ... national forms of belonging currently command in the postcolo ... 
nial world. 
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FEMINIST POLITICS AND ETHICAL DILEMMAS 

Finally, in conclusion, I want to revisit some of the questions regarding femi.­
nism with which I opened this book: How does my analysis of this movement 
complicate the analytical and politically prescriptive projects of feminism? 
What does it mean for feminists like myself to take the mosque participants' 
concepts of human flourishing into account? What are the ethical demands 
that a consideration of nonliberal movements such as the mosque movement 
imposes on us? What are the analytical resources that feminist theory offers to 
help us think through these questions? 

As I suggested above, for a scholar of Islam, none of these questions can be 
adequately answered without encountering the essential tropes through 
which knowledge about the Muslim world has been organized, key among 
them the trope of patriarchal violence and Islam's (mis)treatment of women. 
The veil, more than any other Islamic practice, has become the symbol and 
evidence of the violence Islam has inflicted upon women. I have seldom pre.­
sented my arguments in an academic setting, particularly my argument about 
the veil as a disciplinary practice that constitutes pious subjectivities, without 
facing a barrage of questions from people demanding to know why I have 
failed to condemn the patriarchal assumptions behind this practice and the 
suffering it engenders. I am often struck by my audience's lack of curiosity 
about what else the veil might perform in the world beyond its violation of 
women. These exhortations are only one indication of how the veil and the 
commitments it embodies, not to mention other kinds of Islamic practices, 
have come to be understood through the prism of women's freedom and un.­
freedom such that to ask a different set of questions about this practice is to 
lay oneself open to the charge that one is indifferent to women's oppression. 
The force this coupling of the veil and women's ( un)freedom commands is 
equally manifest in those arguments that endorse or defend the veil on the 
grounds that it is a product of women's "free choice" and evidence of their 
"liberation" from the hegemony of Western cultural codes. 

What I find most troubling about this framing is the analytical foreclosure 
it effects and the silence it implicitly condones regarding a whole host of 
issues-issues that demand attention from scholars who want to productively 
think about the Islamic practices undergirding the contemporary Islamic Re .. 
vival. I understand the political demand that feminism imposes to exercise 
vigilance against culturalist arguments that seem to authorize practices that 
underwrite women's oppression. I would submit, however, that our analytical 
explorations should not be reduced to the requirements of political judgment, 
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in part because the labor that belongs to the field of analysis is different from 
that required by the demands of political action, both in its temporality and 
its social impact. It is not that these two modalities of engagement-_ the po ... 
litical and the analytical-should remain deaf to each other, only _that they 
should not be collapsed into each other.4 By allowing theoretical inquiry some 
immunity from the requirements of strategic political action, we leave open 
the possibility that the task of thinking may proceed in directions not dictated 
by the logic and pace of immediate political events. 

Wendy Brown has written eloquently about what is lost when analysis is 
subjected to the demands of political attestation, judgment, and action. She 
argues: 

It is the task of theory ... to "make meanings slide," while the lifeblood of politics 
is made up of bids for hegemonic representation that by nature seek to arrest this 
movement, to fix meaning at the point of the particular political truth-the 
nonfluid and nonnegotiable representation-that one wishes to prevail. ... [L]et 
us ask what happens when intellectual inquiry is sacrificed to an intensely 

politicized moment, whether inside or outside an academic institution. What 
happens when we, out of good and earnest intentions, seek to collapse the 
distinction between politics and theory, between political bids for hegemonic 
truth and intellectual inquiry? We do no favor, I think, to politics or to 
intellectual life by eliminating a productive tension-the way in which politics 
and theory effectively interrupt each other-in order to consolidate certain 
political claims as the premise of a program of intellectual inquiry. (W. Brown 
2001, 41) 

I read Wendy Brown here as insisting on the importance of practicing acer ... 
tain amount of skepticism, a suspension of judgment, if you will, toward the 
normative limits of political discourse. "Intellectual inquiry" here entails 
pushing against our received assumptions and categories, through which a 
number of unwieldy problems have been domesticated to customary habits of 
thought and praxis. 

This argument gains particular salience in the current political climate, de ... 
fined by the events of September 11, 2001, and the subsequent war of terror that 
the United States government has unleashed on the Muslim world. The long ... 

4 The distinction between these two forms of human labor, as Judith Butler points out, goes 
back to at least Aristotle, who argues that "theoretical wisdom" is not the same as "practical wis ... 
dom" since each are oriented toward different ends: the former pursues what Aristotle calls "hap-­
piness," and the latter "virtue" (Butler, Laclau, and Zizek 2000, 264-66). F6r contemporary refor-­
mulations of this argument, see Wendy Brown's discussion of the work of Benedetto Croce, 
Maurice Merleau--Ponty, and Michel Foucault (W. Brown 2001, 40-44 ). 
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standing demand that feminists stand witness to the patriarchal ills of Islam has 
now been enlisted in the service of one of the most unabashed imperial projects 
of our time. Consider, for example, how the Feminist Majority's international 
campaign against the Taliban regime was an essential element in the Bush ad-­
ministration's attempt to establish legitimacy for the bombing of Afghanistan­
aptly called "Operation Enduring Freedom" (on this, see Hirschkind and Mah-­
mood 2002). It was the burka--clad body of the Afghan woman-and not the 
destruction wrought by twenty years of war funded by the United States 
through one of the largest covert operations in American history-that served 
as the primary referent in the Feminist Majority's vast mobilization against the 
Taliban regime (and later the Bush administration's war). While the denial of 
education to Afghan women and the restrictions imposed on their movements 
were often noted, it was this visual image of the burka more than anything else 
that condensed and organized knowledge about Afghanistan and its women, as 
if this alone could provide an adequate understanding of their suffering. The in-­
adequacy of this knowledge has today become strikingly evident as reports from 
Afghanistan increasingly suggest that the lives of Afghan women have not im-­
proved since the ouster of the Taliban and that, if anything, life on the streets 
has become more unsafe than it was under the old regime due to conditions of 
increased sociopolitical instability (Amnesty International 2003; Badkhen 
2002; Human Rights Watch 2002). Perhaps we need to entertain the possibility 
that had there been some analytical complexity added to the picture that or-­
ganizations such as the Feminist Majority presented of Afghan women's situa-­
tion under Taliban rule, had the need for historical reflection not been hijacked 
by the need for immediate political action, then feminism might have been less 
recruitable to this ill--conceived project. 

The ethical questions that imperial projects of this proportion pose for fem ... 
inist scholars and activists are also relevant to the more sedate context of the 
women's mosque movement that has been the focus of this book. To the de-­
gree that feminism is a politically prescriptive project, it requires the remaking 
of sensibilities and commitments of women whose lives contrast with femi-­
nism's emancipatory visions. Many feminists, who would oppose the use of 
military force, would have little difficulty supporting projects of social reform 
aimed at transforming the attachments, commitments, and sensibilities of the 
kind that undergird the practices of the women I worked with, so that these 
women may be allowed to live a more enlightened existence. Indeed, my own 
history of involvement in feminist politics attests to an unwavering belief in 
projects of reform aimed at rendering certain life forms provisional if not ex-­
tinct. But the questions that I have come to ask of myself, and which I would 
like to pose to the reader as well, are: Do my political visions ever run up 
against the responsibility that I incur for the destruction of life forms so that 
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"unenlightened" women may be taught to live more freely? Do I even fully 
comprehend the forms of life that I want so passionately to remake? Would an 
intimate knowledge of lifeworlds distinct from mine ever lead me to question 
my own certainty about what I prescribe as a superior way of life for others? 

In his provocative and disturbing book Liberalism and Empire, Uday Mehta 
argues that one of the reasons a number of liberal thinkers, committed to ideals 
of equality, liberty, fraternity, and tolerance, were able to actively endorse the 
project of the Empire-a project not simply of conquest and pillage but also of 
profound political and moral paternalism-had to do with a broad orientation 
inherent within liberal thought regarding how one responds to "the experi .. 
ences of the unfamiliar" (Mehta 1999, 201). As Mehta argues, for those who 
share this orientation, any given present is to be understood in terms of its con .. 
tribution to an unbounded future. Insomuch as unfamiliar ways of life are 
judged by reference to their projection into such a future, one- defined by the 
unfolding of the liberal project itself, the particularities of these forms are ren .. 
dered provisional, moments of difference subsumed within a teleological 
process of improvement (Mehta 1999, 201-210). A similar orientation is also 
operative, I believe, in our feminist certainty that women's sensibilities and at .. 
tachments, particularly those that seem so paradoxically inimical to what we 
take to be their own interests, must be refashioned for their own well .. being. 

Personally, it was this certainty that came to dissolve before my eyes as I be .. 
came enmeshed within the thick texture of the lives of the mosque partici .. 
pants, women whose practices I had found objectionable, to put it mildly, at 
the outset of my fieldwork. I had approached the study of this movement with 
a sense of foreknowledge of what I was going to encounter, of how I was going 
to explain these women's "intransigent behavior" in regard to the ideals of 
freedom, equality, and autonomy that I myself have held so dear. Over time, I 
found these ideals could no longer serve as arbiters of the lives I was studying 
because the sentiments, commitments, and sensibilities that ground these 
women's existence could not be contained within the stringent molds of these 
ideals. My prejudices against their forms of life (or, for that matter, theirs 
against mine) could not be reconciled and assimilated within "a cosmopolitan 
horizon" (Mehta 1999, 22); the unseemliness of differences could not be syn .. 
thesized. Nor did I find myself capable of factoring this difference into my old 
calculus of what in their behavior had more "feminist potential" and what was 
hopelessly irrecuperable. This language of assessment, I realized, is not neutral 
but depends upon notions of progressive and backward, superior and inferior, 
higher and lower-a set of oppositions frequently connected with a com .. 
pelling desire to erase the second modifier even if it means implicitly forming 
alliances with coercive modes of power. 

In this absence of familiar milestones, I came to reckon that if the old fem .. 
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mist practice of "solidarity" had any valence whatsoever, it could not be 
grounded in the ur--languages of feminism, progressivism, liberalism, or Is-­
lamism, but could only ensue within the uncertain, at times opaque, condi-­
tions of intimate and uncomfortable encounters in all their eventuality. I say 
this not to resurrect a redemptive narrative of anthropological reckoning or 
universal humanism that claims the power to break through the thicket of 
prejudices and find a common human essence. To do so would be to reduce yet 
again all that remains irreconcilable into the trope of a shared humanity and 
its assumed teleological futurity. Rather what I mean to gesture at is a mode of 
encountering the Other which does not assume that in the process of cultur-­
ally translating other lifeworlds one's own certainty about how the world 
should proceed can remain stable. This attitude requires the virtue of humil-­
ity: a sense that one does not always know what one opposes and that a politi-­
cal vision at times has to admit its own finitude in order to even comprehend 
what it has sought to oppose. 

As must be apparent to the sensitive reader, I have avoided the strategy of 
rendering the Other through its traces and absences-a strategy pursued by 
postcolonial writers sensitive to the violence a hegemonic discourse commits 
when it tries to assimilate the Other to a language of translatability.5 On this 
view, to render unfamiliar lifeworlds into c '1nceptual or communicable form is 
to domesticate that which exceeds hegemonic protocols of intelligibility. I 
have avoided this strategy of narrativization because I fear that it engenders a 
certain recursivity that ends up privileging the hegemonic terms of discourse 
by failing to engage-and be engaged by-the systemacity and reason of the 
unfamiliar, the strange, or the intransigent. Furthermore, to the extent that 
the tilt of the current political climate is such that all forms of Islamism (from 
its more militant to its more quiescent) are seen as the products of a roving if .. 
rationality, I feel a certain responsibility to render to reason that which has 
been banished from its domain. Perhaps more importantly, it is through this 
process of dwelling in the modes of reasoning endemic to a tradition that I 
once judged abhorrent, by immersing myself within the thick texture of its 
sensibilities and attachments, that I have been able to dislocate the certitude 
of my own projections and even begin to comprehend why Islamism, at least 
in one of its renditions, exerts such a force in people's lives. This attempt at 
comprehension offers the slim hope in this embattled and imperious climate, 
one in which feminist politics runs the danger of being reduced to a rhetorical 
display of the placard of Islam's abuses, that analysis as a mode of conversa ... 
tion, rather than mastery, can yield a vision of coexistence that does not re-­
quire making others lifeworlds extinct or provisional. 

5 See, for example, Bhabha 1996; Chakrabarty 2000; Spivak 1987. 

199 



BIANKPAGE 



Glossary of Commonly Used Arabic Terms 

Adah. - Etiquette. 
('Almana or calmaniyya. - Secularization. 
('Almaniyyin. - Secularists. 
al--A ('mal al--~ali}Ja. - Good deeds. 
Amr bil mal!ruf wal..-nahi ('an al--munkar. - To enjoin someone in the doing of good or 

right, and the forbidding of evil or wrong. 
('Aura. - Linguistically means "weakness," "faultiness," "unseemliness," "imperfec­

tion," "disfigurement," and "genitalia"; also used in Islamic juristic discourse to sig­
nify women. 

Bidca. - In Islamic doctrine, this refers to unwarranted innovations, beliefs or, prac­
tices for which there was no precedent at the time of the Prophet and that are there­
fore best avoided. 

Da('iya (plural: da('iyat). - Preacher/religious teacher; one who undertakes da('wa. 
Dars (plural: durus). - Lesson; in the context of the mosque movement, this term 

refers to a religious lesson. 
Da('wa. - Literally means "call, invitation, appeal, or summons"; in the twentieth 

century, the term has come to be associated with prosleytization activity among 
Muslims and non-Muslims alike. In the last fifty years, it refers primarily to those ac­
tivities that urge fellow Muslims to greater piety. 

FaQa('il. - Islamic virtues. 
Fatwa. (plural: f atawi) - Non binding religious opinion. 
Ghafia. - Carelessness, negligence. 
Ijadith (plural: al)ad,Tth). - The authoritative record of the Prophet's exemplary 

speech and actions. 
Ijadnh ~a~T~; ~adrth da1f. -A sound Prophetic tradition; a weak Prophetic tradition. 
Ijajja. - Literally means a woman who has performed the pilgrimage to Mecca 

(the ~jj), but it is also used in Egyptian colloquial Arabic to respectfully address an 
older woman. 



GLOSSARY OF COMMONLY USED ARABIC TERMS 

Halal. - That which is permissible and legal. 
Haram. - That which is forbidden and unlawful. 
Hasanat. - Merits accrued with God. 
Haya!>. -Shyness, diffidence, modesty, timidity. 
Hijab. - Veil; note that even though the term ~ijab refers to the headscarf (which is 

distinct from other forms of the veil such as the khimiir or the niqab), it is also used 
as a general term for the veil in Egyptian colloquial and Modem Standard Arabic. 

t[ubb. - Love. 
t[ukm (plural: ~kam). - Literally means "to withhold, prevent, and refrain"; while 

lmkm has specific meanings in Arabic philosophy and grammar, in Islamic jurispru-­
dence it refers to a ruling of the sharta. 

'Jbadiit. - Acts of worship; in the sharta this term refers to religious observances and 
devotional practices. 

I~tisham. - Shyness, modesty, decency. 
Ikhtilat. - Literally means "mixing and blending," but in Islamic ethical literature, it 

refers to rules of conduct that govern interactions between men and women who are 
not related by immediate kin ties. 

Khashya. - Fear, anxiety, apprehension. 
Khauf. - Fear. 
Khimar. - A form of veil that covers the head and extends over the torso. 
Khitan. - Circumcision. 
Khushil. - Submission, humility; a state particularly cultivated during acts of wor-­

ship. 
Madhhab (plural: madhahib). - School of Islamic law. There are four primary juristic 

schools in Sunni Islam known as the Shafa\ Hanafi, Maliki, and Hanbali schools 
each of which is associated with the name of the Muslim jurist who founded the 
school. 

M~ram (plural: mal)arim). - Close male kin, which, according to Muslim jurists, in-­
elude a woman's immediate family (for example, father, brother, nephews), her hus-­
band, the husband's immediate male kin, and any male who was breastfed by her 
mother. 

Malaka. - It has often been translated as "habit," but its sense is best captured in the 
Latin term habitus. 

Mae~iyya (plural: mae~i). - Act of disobedience, sin. 
Mueamalat. - Social transactions; sections of the sharta concerned with transac--

tions, including bilateral contracts and unilateral dispositions. 
Mufti. - J uriconsult. 
Niqab. - A form of the veil that covers the head, face, and torso. 
Raja!>. - Hope, anticipation. 
Sabr. - Patience, fortitude. 
Sahabiyyat. - The Prophet's female companions. 
al--Sa~wa al.-Jslamiyya. - Islamic Revival. 
Salat (plural: ~alawat). - Islamic prayer ritual that is considered obligatory within the 

shar·(a. 
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Shadhdh. - Literally means "anomalous"; in the Q.adTth classificatory literature, it 
refers to a Prophetic tradition that is attributable to only a single source of authority 
and differs from reports drawn from other transmitters. 

Shar(a. - Moral discourses and legal procedures that are often glossed as "Islamic 
Law.,, 

Sunna. - Describes the practices of the Prophet and his Companions, and is consid-­
ered the second most important source for the derivation of Islamic laws after the 
Quran in Islamic jurisprudence. 

Tagharrub. - Westernization. 
Talfrq. - In Islamic jurisprudence, it refers to the tendency in twentieth--century Islam 

to combine various opinions from the four schools of Islamic law and a de--emphasis 
on fidelity to any one school. 

Tarh1b/takhw1f. - Literally means intimidation; in Islamic homiletic literature, it 
refers to a rhetorical style that invokes fear of God in the listener (its antonym is 
targhTb, meaning to invoke desire for or love of God in the listener). 

Taqwa. - Piety or virtuous fear; taqwa is used in the Quran for both "piety" and "fear 
of God" and often used interchangeably with the terms khashya and khauf. 

Vlamif. - Islamic religious scholars. 
Zina'. - Adultery, fornication. 
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