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A READING OF GENDER ISSUES IN 
MUSLIM SOCIETIES:

 For Non-Muslims Who Live In Developed Countries

MINESAKI Hiroko

Ⅰ. The Bias of Our “Western Eyes”: Orientalism and Gender

This paper deals with the kinds of knowledge 
and ways of understanding that are necessary 
for the study of gender issues in contemporary 
Muslim societies. Those of us who are non-
Muslims living in developed countries may 
find it difficult to empathize with the feelings of 
Muslim women (Muslima) and to understand the 
realities of their daily life. The media, such as 
newspapers, magazines, and television, are filled 
with fantasies and illusions of the “veil,” “passive 
Muslim women,” and so on, which fall far short of 
portraying how Muslim women really live these 
days1. We are often not aware of our bias and lack 
of access to correct information about Muslim 
women’s daily lives and their social, political, and 
economic situation. For this reason, we have to 
recognize our bias and the skewed information we 
non-Muslims have about Islam, Muslim women, 
and gender in Muslim societies before discussing 
the gender issues within those societies. What is 
missing? What prevents us from understanding 
where we are? Is it Orientalism? Do we have 
“western eyes,” as Chandra Mohanty (1988) 

acutely pointed out?
My female students at women’s universities 

often have stereotypical images of Muslim 
women, such as, “Muslim women are oppressed,” 
or, “the hijāb is a symbol of discrimination against 
women.” One student writes, “Muslim women 
asking for a fatwā seems weak because they 
seek advice first and never try to solve problems 
themselves. If I were an Egyptian wife, I would 
really feel uncomfortable because I’d have no right 
to be independent economically.” These comments 
do not reflect the reality of Muslim women; they 
reflect the mental pictures of students who place 
high value on economic independence and the 
right to self-determination.

However, is the acquisition of economic 
independence and self-determination the only way 
for women to attain liberation and happiness? 
Are there no other options? In another context 
and another culture, it might be better to select 
another way for women to rebel against their 
own particular gender roles, division of labor, 
misogyny, and patriarchy. Kamala Visweswaran, 
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Almost all countries that have had experience with 
colonization are in a situation of legal pluralism. 
Sally Engle Merry (1988: 870) defined legal 
pluralism as “a situation in which two or more legal 
systems coexist in the same social field.” Legal 
pluralism in Muslim societies is characterized by the 
following: first, Sharia (Sharī‘a) plays an important 
role in and corresponds with statute law. Second, for 
religious reasons, the legal consciousness of Muslim 
societies regards the sacred Sharia as superior to 
statute law. Third, sharia includes everything from 
ways of praying to ways of governing the state, so 
it covers areas beyond the compass of modern law.

It must be noted from a historical point 
of view that in the process of the reform and 
modernization of the law, Sharia itself is reshaped. 
The causes of this reshaping include the fact that 
in the codification of Sharia, lawmakers pick and 
choose certain theories from four law schools 
(maḍhab); thus, Sharia has been divested as part 
of the judicial power of the state. Statute law, 

imported from the West, is also reshaped through 
the adoption of Sharia as personal status law (e.g., 
Asad, 2003; Horii, 2003).

In order examine the relationship between 
Sharia and gender in contemporary Muslim 
societies, it is important to note that Muslim 
women have a tendency to negotiate with others 
and to solve troubles in daily lives by following 
Sharia. In my investigation of Islamic Phone, an 
Egyptian NPO in Cairo that issues fatwā over the 
phone, I discovered that 71.8 percent of users are 
women. They ask for fatwā to obtain religious 
guarantees and use it in alternative dispute 
resolution (ADR). This fact shows that women 
actively use fatwā, an adjective law of Sharia, to 
solve problems that happen in their daily lives2. 

There are three reasons for which women 
act in accordance with Sharia instead of statute 
law. The first and foremost is related to the third 
characteristic of legal pluralism that I mentioned 
above, in which Sharia covers areas beyond the 

Ⅱ. Sharia as a Useful Tool for Women: Beyond the Public/
Private Sphere

an anthropologist, points out that the possibilities 
of feminism have other names in non-Western 
countries (Visweswaran, 1997). Perhaps unnamable, 
unknown “feminisms” exist in these countries.

We non-Muslims who live outside of Muslim 
societies in developed countries have to warn 
ourselves not to fall into stereotypes and must 
realize the bias of our “western eyes.” Gender issues 
in the Middle East have been mentioned from the 
perspective of Orientalism and have been politically 
motivated by it. In historical contexts, the concept 
of rescuing “‘poor’ local women from patriarchal 
local men” is much used in rhetoric to justify the 
colonialism of great powers (e.g., Ahmad, 1992). 
Indeed, George W. Bush used this colonial rhetoric 

when he invaded Afghanistan, claiming that the 
US was going to help protect oppressed Afghan 
women from the Taliban and patriarchal local men 
and asserting that the burqa represents a symbol 
of Islamic sexism to justify America’s invasion of 
Afghanistan. This remarkable instance shows that 
we have to beware of the gender politics of Muslim 
societies, especially in discourse.

What are the gender issues in Muslim societies? 
Do they have substance or are they just images? 
Do we have a biased view of them? Ask yourself 
these questions when you face such gender issues. 
This paper deals with some technical skills and 
practical knowledge that are needed to understand 
gender issues in Muslim societies.

A READING OF GENDER ISSUES IN MUSLIM SOCIETIES
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compass of modern law. Sharia provides for 
personal relationship in the private sphere, such as 
marital and familial relationships or neighborhoods. 
In a modern Western context, these relationships 
are outside of the law and are regarded as part of 
the private sphere, belonging rather to morals and 
ethics than law. However, Sharia is a wide-ranging 
law, so it legally covers these relationships. Because 
of the principle of nonintervention in civil matters 
and the protection of privacy, modern Western 
law has failed to see violations of human rights, 
including domestic violence performed by family or 
community members in the private sphere, as a legal 
problem. Only recently have we taken legal steps to 
solve these problems. Today, as in the past, family 
is one of the lawless areas outside of civil society. 
Sharia possesses remarkable characteristics that 
are able to legally address problematic behaviors 
or unlawful acts in the private sphere. Moreover, 
Muslims’ private sphere—one of the most familiar 
arenas for women—has been controlled by Sharia 
both socially and psychologically, insofar as the 
person involved is trying to be pious. This means 
that for women, Sharia and fatwā are very useful 
tools for survival in their daily lives.

As Radhika Coomaraswamy pointed out, 
violence against women can be divided into 
three types: violence in the family, violence in 
the community, and violence perpetrated and/or 
condoned by the state (Coomaraswamy, 1996-
1999). Women negotiate with family members, 
relatives, and neighbors on a daily basis, but not 
with the community or the state. In this struggle, 
Sharia plays an important role as a useful tool for 
women. Moreover, women have tried to rewrite or 
reinterpret Sharia in attempts to modify it in order 
to obtain maximum utility in various parts of the 
world (Bano and Kalmbach, eds, 2011).

The Middle East has many countries that 
are regarded as “weak states,” “failing states,” 
and “failed states,” as defined by Robert I. 

Rotberg (2004: 2-4). Foreign Policy and the 
Fund for Peace have been publishing a Failed 
States Index since 2005. This index is based on 
the total scores of 12 indicators: demographic 
pressures, massive movement of refugees and 
internally displaced peoples, legacy of vengeance-
seeking group grievance, chronic and sustained 
human flight, uneven economic development 
along group lines, sharp and/or severe economic 
decline, criminalization and/or delegitimization 
of the state, progressive deterioration of public 
services, widespread violation of human rights, 
security apparatus as “state within a state,” rise of 
factionalized elites, and the intervention of other 
states or external factors. According to the Failed 
States Index 2010, states are classified into five 
groups: critical, in danger, borderline, stable, and 
most stable. The worst ten on this list include four 
Islamic countries: Sudan (number 3), Iraq (number 
6), Afghanistan (number 7), and Pakistan (number 
10). Further, most Islamic countries are included 
in the category “in danger,” except for Libya, 
Tunisia, Kuwait, Bahrain, United Arab Emirates, 
Malaysia (all of which are considered borderline), 
and Oman (stable)3.

Weak, failing, and failed states are not 
equipped with conditions that enable them to fulfill 
the function of the law and collect exhaustive and 
accurate statistics. On the contrary, failed states 
even have the potential to inflict harm on their 
people. Women are weaker than men in the face 
of violence perpetrated and/or condoned by the 
state, causing a gender gap therein. Under such 
circumstances, in effect, it is impossible for the 
state to guarantee safety and justice for women. 
We may thereby say that women have selected 
Sharia as an alternative. From this point of view, 
it is also important to note that in the past, Sharia 
has been equivalent to present-day statute law, as 
had occurred at the time of the Ottoman Empire.

The next point is related to faith. For Muslims, 
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Sharia is the divine law that Allah gave human 
beings ideologically, so it has always been very 
important. Of course, there are gradations based 
on degrees of piousness, but in general, people 
who choose to follow Sharia owing to religious 

motivation are called “Muslims” (in Arabic, this 
word means “unconditional faith in Islam”).

For these reasons, Sharia still plays an important 
role in the private sphere, particularly in women’s 
lives.

Statistics are an essential and extremely useful 
tool for grasping whole situations and general 
trends. We therefore have to pay special attention 
to using and reading statistics, especially gender 
statistics and surveys of developing countries. 
Central states that have enough administrative 
ability are requested to gather statistical data 
comprehensively. Of course, it is impossible to 
investigate statistical surveys in a conflicted area. 
Even now, most developing countries, including 
some Middle Eastern countries, are not satisfied 
with the current conditions; therefore, these 
countries cannot complete credible collection 
surveys (the aforementioned failed states are a 
typical example). In addition, there is no guarantee 
that a country will disclose all of its survey data. 
For political reasons, governments sometimes try 
to conceal the data that they gather. In particular, 
one must be careful when using surveys or formal 
announcements from states that manipulate and 
control information and speech. Sometimes the 
gaps between urban and rural areas are also not 
published in such statistics.

With respect to gender, statistics can put 
gender gaps and gender issues out of sight unless 
surveys are performed with gender consciousness4. 
This is why we have to carefully examine gender 
statistics from multiple angles. How to evaluate 
gender gaps is the main topic for which the United 
Nations Development Programme (UNDP) has 
tried to make a suitable indicator. In November 

2010, UNDP abolished the existing indicator, the 
Gender Development Index (GDI) and the Gender 
Empowerment Measure (GEM) and announced a 
new one, the Gender Inequality Index (GII) in the 
Human Development Report 2010. According to 
UNDP, the Gender Inequality Index is a composite 
measure reflecting inequality in achievements 
between women and men in three dimensions: 
reproductive health, empowerment, and the labor 
market. It varies between zero (when women 
and men fare equally) and one (when men or 
women fare poorly compared to the other in all 
dimensions). The health dimension is measured 
by two indicators: the maternal mortality ratio and 
the adolescent fertility rate. The empowerment 
dimension is also measured by two indicators: the 
share of parliamentary seats held by each sex and 
the secondary and higher education attainment 
levels. The labor dimension is measured by one 
indicator, women’s participation in the workforce5. 
Those countries for which UNDP does not have 
enough data, such as Oman, are not ranked on the 
GII. Their absence from the survey also indicates 
these countries’ social and political situation.

 The World Economic Forum uses another 
index, the Global Gender Gap Index (GGGI), 
introduced by the World Economic Forum in 2006. 
The GGGI benchmarks national gender gaps based 
on economic, political, educational, and health 
criteria (The Global Gender Gap Report 2010: 
3). The world ranking of the GII is quite unlike 

Ⅲ. Gender and Statistics: How to Keep Away from 
Misinterpretations
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that of the GGGI, especially regarding Japan (see 
Table 1) because their purposes and indicators 
are different: the GII regards reproductive health 
and rights as the most important factors, while the 

GGGI considers economic factors most important. 
It will be interesting to see which index is more 
frequently used and stressed by individual states.

United Arab 
Emirates

Iran Turkey Egypt Tunisia Japan

Rank on HDI 32 70 83 101 81 11

Rank on GII 45 98 77 108 56 12

Rank on GGGI 103 123 126 125 107 94

Rank on FSI 139 38 85 43 121 164

Table based on Human Development Report 2010, Global Gender Gap Report 2010 and Failed States Index 2010.

Table 1.  Rankings of HDI (the Human Development Index), GII, GGGI, and FSI (the Failed States Index)

When using statistics to analyze gender issues, we 
must pay attention to various factors. As Birgitta 
Hedman et al. (1996: 10) states, “Inadequate 
concepts and definitions used in surveys and 
censuses and measurement problems result in both 
quality problems and data gaps. The causes of data 
gaps should be analyzed.” The first instance of this 
is that statistics regarding the labor market often 
do not include women who work in the informal 
sector.

 
 In many countries, as a result of scarce 
access to wage employment, women have 
sought opportunities in the informal sector. (…) 
Because of the nature itself of the informal 
sector, the lack of record-keeping by workers 
and the fact that the workplace is often located 
in the home, participation in the informal sector 
is very difficult to measure. Few countries 
regularly collect statistics on the informal 
sector and employment in this sector is 
underestimated by official statistics. (Hedman: 
19-20) 

Many women in developing countries work 

in the informal labor market and women often 
perform unpaid work in the private sphere, such 
as nursing care, reproduction, and child rearing. 
These women do not appear in statistics despite 
the fact that they exist, working and often earning 
money.

The second instance is education. 

Education significantly affects women’s and 
men’s opportunities in life. Education opens 
doors to employment, earnings, career and 
social advancement. It also influences the 
health of individuals and their families and 
their participation in community life. There is 
also a strong relationship between the level of 
education and age at marriage and number of 
children. (…) A large number of girls drop out 
from school. Several factors are responsible 
for the high incidence of dropouts among girl 
students: reluctance of parents to send girls to 
distant schools, lack of women teachers, lack 
of financial resources, etc. In countries where 
adolescent childbearing is very common, many 
girls drop out when they become pregnant. 
(Hedman: 29)
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Enrollment ratios, often used as the only 
indicator of gender differentials in educational 
achievement, are not always a reliable 
measure. Where drop-outs, absenteeism and 
repetition are frequent, the number of reported 
en-rollees is higher than the actual one (…) 
Dropouts and absenteeism are generally higher 
among girls, because of early pregnancies, 
lack of transportation, early engagement in 
work in the family farm, or other social and 
cultural barriers that obstruct girls’ access to 
educational facilities. (Hedman: 73-74)

It is not enough to read statistics at the state 
level only; we have to understand statistics in 
the context of globalization and transnational 
relationality. For example, in the United Arab 
Emirates (UAE), the number of women admitted 
to universities is now higher than that of men. 
During the 2009–2010 academic year, of the 

students admitted to universities in that country, 
62.2 percent were female and 37.8 percent were 
male (UAE Yearbook 2010: 205). However, this 
does not mean that people invest more money 
in women’s education than in men’s; in fact, 
the reverse is the case, especially because UAE 
universities are free of charge. Most UAE men are 
admitted to universities abroad, which are more 
famous, selective, and expensive than domestic 
universities. Generous scholarship funds exist 
through the Ministry of Higher Education and 
Scientific Research and other organizations, both 
private and governmental, to allow UAE citizens 
to pursue higher education at universities abroad 
(UAE Yearbook 2010: 205). Therefore, statistically, 
the admission rate for women is higher than that 
for men at the state level. Thus, when looking 
at such statistics, we have to be careful not to 
misinterpret what we see.

For the moment, let us look closely at three things: 
social capital, which ensures that women gain 
agency; the concept of practical gender needs; and 
the household.

1. Social Capital

Women are not monolithic and do not necessarily 
have common interests, especially women 
in Muslim societies, who are influenced by 
globalization. Although women are classified 
as being members of the same sex, they do not 
necessarily share the same gender. The definition 
of gender is different in each culture; indeed, even 
if women live in the same culture or state, there 

are many differences among them, such as race, 
class, age, residential area, and religion. Two of 
the most important factors of gender politics in 
contemporary Muslim society are social class and 
residential area, both of which are closely related 
to the social capital that women obtain. The extent 
of women’s social capital, including education, 
social networks, and access to information 
technology (IT), depends on women’s social class 
and residential area. Moreover, the more they can 
obtain social capital, the more women will be able 
to develop their capability and gain agency.

As Nüket Kardam discussed in her paper 
in this volume, feminists working for NGOs 
and NPOs represent states’ link with global and 
international movements and with contemporary 

Ⅳ. Muslim Women’s Situation: Social Capital, Practical 
Gender Needs, and the Household
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feminism, including the World Conference 
on Women, the International Conference on 
Population and Development, and the Committee 
on the Elimination of Discrimination against 
Women. We should not overlook the fact that these 
feminists are well-educated, live in urban areas, 
and are middle or upper-middle class. Added to 
this, the average age of first marriage for women 
in urban areas is getting higher, which guarantees 
that women can postpone many kinds of unpaid, 
gendered work that is imposed on married women, 
including childbirth, childcare, and nursing care. 
These social conditions allow women to obtain 
social capital, which in turn makes it possible for 
women to gain agency through the cultivation of 
their literacy in various senses. The background 
of this phenomenon is that women, especially in 
urban areas, obtain good education and have access 
to IT elements such as the Internet and satellite 
TV. IT itself is neutral, so through IT, women can 
access not only universal international values but 
also traditional and Islamic values. Nowadays, 
Muslim women who are well-educated and live 
in urban areas can access a lot of information, and 
they possess enough literacy to customize it to suit 
their faith or interests. In contrast, women who 
do not have such social conditions are not able to 
cultivate their abilities or capabilities, so they are 
denied empowerment.  

2. Practical Gender Needs

The gap between rich, well-educated women 
living in urban areas and poor, uneducated women 
living in rural areas has been widening in the 
Middle East.

We must draw attention to the fact that 
representative women’s associations do not always 
grasp the situation or needs of all women in a state. 
Educated women in urban areas from the middle or 

upper-middle classes do not always recognize the 
situation and needs of uneducated women in rural 
areas. It is a mistake to assume that women who 
live in the same country have detailed information 
about and understand each other. Sometimes their 
interests are actually in conflict with one another. 
Likewise, for outsiders, it is often difficult to 
recognize the needs of such women because they 
belong to the category of “practical gender needs” 
(PGN) as defined by Caroline O.N. Moser (1993).

Practical gender needs (PGN) are the 
needs women identify in their socially 
accepted roles in society. PGNs do not 
challenge, although they arise out of, gender 
divisions of labour and women’s subordinate 
position in society. PGNs are a response to 
immediate perceived necessity, identified 
within a specific context. They are practical in 
nature and often concern inadequacies in living 
conditions such as water provision, health care 
and employment. (Moser, 1993: 40)

Strategic gender needs (SGN) are the 
needs women identify because of their 
subordinate position in society. They vary 
according to particular contexts, related to 
gender divisions of labour, power and control, 
and may include such issues as legal rights, 
domestic violence, equal wages and women’s 
control over their bodies. Meeting SGNs assists 
women to achieve greater equality and change 
existing roles, thereby challenging women’s 
subordinate position. (Moser, 1993: 39)

On the other hand, elite women responsible 
for feminist NGOs are aware of the strategic 
gender needs that have developed together with 
the current international movement, so their 
opinions are easier for us to understand. This 
quotation shows that PGNs come from interests 
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involved in social and cultural situations, so they 
are context-sensitive needs. Accordingly, PGNs 
can appear illogical and unreasonable to outsiders, 
who fail to see the essence of PGNs due to a lack 
of understanding and correct information about 
each particular situation and context. Strategies for 
survival differ according to the social, political, 
and economic situations of individuals.

Honor killing between families is a good 
example. In a question and answer session 
during her October 2010 presentation at Tohoku 
University, Kardam pointed out that mothers of 
victims of honor killing often try to protect the 
murderer, who is generally their husband or son. 
In my opinion, this does not necessarily mean 
that mothers are indifferent to their daughters, 
that they are their “father’s daughters,” or that 
they are ignorant. Kardam claimed that these 
mothers need the money that their husbands and 
sons earn, so they have no choice but to protect 
themselves in order to survive. These mothers’ 
behavior differs from that of our culture’s idea of a 
“good mother,” so their behavior may strike us as 
strange. However, this is exactly why we have to 
analyze gender issues on the basis of a particular 
situation in a culture and society, including 
elements such as poverty, gender division of labor, 
and economic imbalance in the household. These 
decisions, therefore, are not irrational. Women 
have to protect their husbands and sons in order to 
fulfill their PGNs, so these actions are part of their 
survival strategy.

3. Household

The household is an economic unit in the private 
sphere where women spend most of their lives, 
but it is not a group whose members necessarily 
have the same interests. Decision making among 
household members and access to means of 

production contain a fundamental gender gap. 
A gender gap is also observed in the way in 
which income is used. Generally, women who 
are deemed to have the responsibility for food, 
children, and daily life spend more money than 
men do on food, clothes, and necessities, even 
though their income is less than that of men. We 
therefore have to examine household issues such 
as domestic violence and exploitation among 
family members: who has the right to decide on 
the number of children, who controls the family 
budget, and so on.

Sharia and civil law in Egypt contain the 
principle of division of matrimonial property, so 
only men have the responsibility to support their 
families. Wives and daughters from middle and 
upper-middle class urban families are therefore 
not expected to contribute to the family income; 
those who work can instead spend their salary 
on themselves, independent of family members 
(Minesaki, 2011). On the other hand, lower-class 
wives contribute to their family income even 
though they know the provisions of Sharia (e.g., 
Hoodfar, 1997).

Among household members, the right of 
ownership is not so clear. Egyptian women often 
share clothes with their sisters, but rarely with girl 
cousins. One of my informants, a lower-middle 
class woman in Cairo, had an older sister who 
was working outside the home, while the younger 
sister did domestic chores with their mother. The 
younger sister said, “My sister can work outside 
because I do everything in our home, so I think 
that I have a right to half of her salary. She spends 
most of her salary on clothes, so actually, half of 
her salary is mine. Sometimes I ask her to buy 
my taste in clothes. She must buy what I want.” 
In this case, single women in the same household 
share the domestic gender role and work outside 
to earn money. In such circumstances, scales 
that strictly distinguish individual capital do not 
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work. In this context, the marriage of female 
family members is influenced directly by another 
female family member’s economic situation, as 
it increases her daily burden; thus, women often 
interfere in their sisters’ marriage plans. In Cairo, 
there is a custom in which the bride buys all new 

clothes and leaves her old clothes at her former 
house after her marriage, so if the bride has single 
sisters, they receive her clothes. These frequent 
donations and invisible exchanges among female 
family members should be laid on the table for 
consideration.

It is important to see the issues we have been 
discussing from a psychological viewpoint. For 
example, the mothers of victims of honor killings 
choose to protect their husbands and sons: this 
is the best possible survival strategy under the 
circumstances. Can we stand by women who 
choose unavoidably, at least by empathizing 
with their silence? We must strive to hear the 
silent voices of women who live in severe social 
environments that do not allow them to speak 
for themselves. I will therefore now discuss 
female genital mutilation (FGM), a custom that 
still remains in many Muslim countries, from a 
psychological point of view, with a focus on the 
impact of FGM on all those concerned as well as 
its positionality. 

I participated in a gender mainstreaming 
survey conducted by the Japan International 
Cooperation Agency (JICA) as a consultant and 
attended four semi-open free discussions in which 
10 to 18 women discussed topics including FGM. 
In addition to this survey, during my fieldwork, I 
heard Egyptian informants’ narratives about FGM, 
called khitān al-marʼa in Arabic (I use this term 
to describe their narratives in order to pay regard 
to the context and avoid judgment of the women’s 
attitude). Almost all of the women who spoke to 
me were perfect examples of the adage “Only 
someone who’s been through it can talk about it.” 
This offers the key to an understanding of khitān 

al-marʼa.
I would like to lay special emphasis on the 

importance of being conscious that the survivor’s 
position and that of others are completely 
different. Therefore, I will examine here only the 
person concerned and will not discuss other points 
such as the famous binary oppositions surrounding 
FGM, including human rights vs. traditional 
customs and ethnocentrism vs. cultural relativism. 
These are of course important, but are irrelevant 
to the main subject. To argue these points would 
carry us away from the purpose of this paper. 
Therefore, let me stress again that the survivor and 
others are completely different: survivors have 
experienced FGM, while outsiders have not. FGM 
is irreversible body modification: survivors can 
never get back their bodies or become who they 
used to be. They have no choice but to live with 
a body that has experienced FGM, as well as the 
memories of the operation. This is a very heavy 
and serious fact (e.g., Behrendt, 2005).

In Egypt, to my knowledge, nobody talks 
about khitān al-marʼa willingly. Many informants 
say that they never even talk about it with close 
friends or relatives. One informant said, “I have 
never talked about it even with my sister.” The 
family with which I have stayed in Egypt includes 
three sisters. The oldest sister is married and lives 
with her husband, while the second oldest works 
as a cabin attendant for Egypt Air and the youngest 

Ⅴ. Empathizing with the Silence Surrounding Female Genital 
Mutilation/Khitān al-mar’a
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is a university student. The two younger girls lived 
with me and told me separate stories about khitān 
al-marʼa. These stories were inconsistent. The 
second oldest said, “Our families never perform 
such a rustic and savage custom,” while the 
youngest said, “My oldest sister did it, but I and 
my other sister will not. It is not a problem of rural 
or urban life, it is a problem of age. We did not do 
it, which is why we cannot divorce. After sexual 
intercourse, women without khitān al-marʼa cannot 
control their desire, so I have to select my future 
husband cautiously.” She added, “My second elder 
sister lied to you because she may think that you 
will look at khitān al-marʼa critically because you 
are Japanese.” I never talked to the oldest sister, 
who I never lived with, about khitān al-marʼa. I do 
not know the facts of the three sister’s operations 
and I did not ask my host mother about all the facts 
because khitān al-marʼa is an unwelcome topic of 
conversation in this family.

In short, the experience of khitān al-marʼa 
that I encountered is one of silence. Khitān al-
marʼa is never discussed. Survivors will not 
talk about it with anyone and do not talk with 
outsiders easily. My old, familiar informants 
relayed a minimum number of answers when I 

asked about the circumstances, but they always 
deftly avoided this topic. The others, including 
activists and supporters of the abolition of FGM, 
have to be extremely attentive. It is both important 
and difficult for supporters to be aware of these 
things: there is the difficulty of hearing voices 
that never speak, the risk of the representation of 
“victims” by unrelated people, and the knowledge 
that the representatives of “victims” are sometimes 
very violent to survivors6. For example, when 
supporters such as spokespeople discuss the health 
issues of “victims” or appeal to the society for the 
abolition of FGM, they say things such as FGM 
“cannot be undone,” that it is a “savage custom,” 
and that “victims suffer from sequela and decline 
in health.” Have they thought about how a survivor 
would feel if she heard such words? These words 
are from women who have not had FGM, who are 
discussing women who have had FGM7. Of course, 
there is a special manner of speech in campaigns 
for enlightenment that assumes that survivors do 
not hear what is said, but it sounds strange to me. 
Nevertheless, if activists speak only under such 
circumstances, they should examine the politics of 
positionality itself, specifically in what contexts 
these speeches can come into existence.

I have discussed three main topics in this paper: 
the need to realize the bias of our “western eyes”; 
the technical way in which we must read statistics 
concerning women in Muslim societies; and the 
importance of engaging with women who live in 
other cultures and being mindful of the difficulties 
involved in becoming a spokesperson for others.

From what has been said above, we may 
reasonably conclude that the topics discussed 
have something in common. First, all cases are 
influenced by globalization; second, Muslim 

women have gained agency, especially those who 
are well educated and live in urban areas; and third, 
it is important to feel empathy with and understand 
the situations of others. We must also reconstruct 
the binary oppositions that exist, such as “Islamic” 
or “Oriental” vs. “Western,” Sharia vs. modern law, 
and “us” vs. “the other.” Such binary oppositions 
are not accurate and our situation is not so simple. 
These pairs influence one another, and there are 
results of their interaction; for example, Sharia has 
been modified in the face of modern law. We must 
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therefore try to trace the process of interaction 
and negotiation between the two items in each 
of these binaries, including who the main actors 
are and how gender issues are involved in this 
process. Whose intentions have been concealed in 
the process of modernization, nation building, and 
ongoing globalization? As Eric Hobsbawm said, 
many of the Islamic traditions that people think 
of as ancient in origin were not in fact sanctioned 
by long usage over centuries, but have been 
transfigured under certain circumstances. This is an 
important concept to bear in mind when examining 
gender issues in the Muslim societies.
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Notes
  1 For perspective, there is a famous romance novel series 

published by Harlequin Enterprises that is part of a genre 
called “romance with a sheikh.” This is a very interesting 
instance of new type of Orientalism in which not Western 
men but Western women direct their sexual gaze not at 
Middle Eastern women, but at men. The Harlequin website 
features 87 books that included the word “sheikh” in the 
title. (http://ebooks.eharlequin.com/4CEB19C2-20C6-
406A-8B31-F54EBAC069A5/10/141/en/SearchResults.
htm?SearchID=22832826, accessed January 4, 2011.)

  2 For further details regarding Islamic Phone and women’s 
use of fatwā, see Minesaki, 2010.

  3 http://www.foreignpolicy.com/articles/2010/06/21/2010_
failed_states_index_interactive_map_and_rankings, 
accessed January 4, 2011.

  4 The standard work on this subject is Hedman et al. (1996).
  5 http://hdr.undp.org/en/statistics/gii/, accessed January 2, 

2011.
  6 On this subject, see Miyaji (2007), who was the first 

scholar to give much attention to the relationship between 
survivor and supporter. In this excellent study, she likens 
a traumatic incident to Ground Zero, in which numberless 
victims died without speaking. Only a few people speak 
to outsiders about the traumatic incident. Those outsiders 
are therefore asked to imagine and empathize with the 
multitudes living in silence.

  7 Even though supporters are without malice, sometimes 
their words hurt survivors emotionally. See for example 
Kobayashi 2010: 56-57.




