
Aïssa KHELLADI
Is M an tfie Future of Woman?

Translated f rom French 
by Hannah DAVIS

T V  L eague 
of the Cail to 

Islam mobilizeâ
on December 17, 1989, a mass gathering of "Islamic" women in 
front of the National Assembly. The response to this 
mobilization aroused stupor and consternation among 
democrats. For the first time in our history, several hundreds of 
thousands of women marched through Algiers, banners flying, 
heads veiled...

This first, gigantic démonstration by Algerian women 
(according to the FIS, it was one million strong) was ignored by 
the French-speaking intelligentsia who didn't identify with the 
event and so rejected it. This silence was reproduced by the 
Arabic-speaking intelligentsia, who were embarrassed by the 
challenge to their most radical demands. Islamist logic is an 
extremist logic: why be satisfied with being Good Arabs when 
you should really be Good Muslims !

But the fact remains: women in great numbers went out 
into the Street to express political positions. Disagreement with 
these positions doesn't diminish the importance of this 
extraordinary event...

The télévision caméras often show us impressive 
deployments of veiled women in crowded stadiums. Don't kid 
yourself, these women are not représentative of a given social 
category or political party, this is the people, an extremely 
important segment of the people as a whole. To explain the 
presence of these women in Islamist meetings by arguments of
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parental constraint or political immaturity, is both sexist and 
mistaken. (...) Above and beyond long-standing adherence to 
Islam itself, women are affiliating with a new political idea 
proposed by the followers of Islamism... which, they are 
convinced, offers the best route to émancipation.

The level of development reached by our country means 
that the question of justice is felt more strongly than that of 
liberty. The religious revival in général may be explained as a 
quest for justice, an idéal of great importance in the Koran. (...)
Algerian women's organizations have developed a complicated 
discourse in which the notion of women's libération is 
privileged to the detriment of the notion of justice. Subtle 
arguments explaining that an even greater justice for women 
will be achieved through libération clash with accepted ideas 
and traditions. Such arguments upset men and women alike. If 
such discourses are expressed in a Western mode, in the French 
language, that is ail it takes for them to be rejected.

(...) It is impossible to oppose the Muslim religion from the 
outside using secular arguments. Those who claim to be 
Muslim and yet to be situated outside of Islam are immediately 
suspect, condemnable, and not at ail credible. (...) In theory 
Algeria is a démocratie country, but in the popular imagination, 
the theocratic model is taking over. (...) It is no longer possible 
to act and to be an activist except within Islam. (...) Démocratie 
women, like the rest of us, must read and learn the Koran and 
ail the religious texts, become experts on the subject, in Arabie 
of course, and then present the institutional and religious 
powers with feminist claims through these texts.

These demands must be made not so much in the name of 
liberty as in the name of justice. (...)

Of course, IJTIHAD (religious exegesis) is practically 
forbidden for the "profane." Only religious scholars are 
authorized to interpret religious texts... This is a way of 
defending against the appropriation of the Koran by those who 
would make claims that disturb the established order of Muslim 
thought, comfortably founded on the submission of women. But 
this doesn't have to be an obstacle. A rétrogradé system of 
thought can be fought with its own weapons. The Koran offers
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an infinité number of possibilities: a few examples suffice.
The Koran, in the Surah of Women (IV.34), authorizes men 

to hit women and sanctifies women's inferiority since it is also 
said "Men have authority over women since God prefers certain 
among you." Under these circumstances, how can a battered 
woman appeal for légal help?

Can Islamic Justice give ear to such an appeal, in spite of the 
fact that the Koran is completely explicit on the subject?
...Ascha Chassan, an Islamic scholar settled in Holland and 
author of a book entitled "On the Inferior Status of Woman in 
Islam," explains that certain verses of the Koran should be seen 
as an expression of a specific epoch (Arabia of the 7th century). 
Islam is a religious system including both faith and law. The 
faith is the belief in one God, the law is a sériés of religious 
obligations (prayer, fasting, pilgrimage...) and religious 
prescriptions. The debate and criticism should focus not on the 
faith nor on the prescriptions, but only on the laws concerning 
social life. There is no reason that these laws should be 
immutable in space and time. Social life evolves, so should the 
laws; or else, one would have to apply the verses on slavery, 
stoning of adulterous women, or the amputation of the hands of 
thieves. Chassan says that one cannot eternally justify the 
Koranic verses on testimony, inheritance, and polygamy.

The Islamists take care to stress that Islam makes woman 
equal to man. In fact, there is no reason a woman cannot be a 
judge or a government minister, but her testimony will still be 
considered équivalent to half that of a man (Koran 11.282). The 
same thing is true of inheritance laws. The indemnization for a 
fatal accident is twice as high for a man's death than for a 
woman's death.

For those who say that in the 7th century women had no 
right to witness or to inherit and that Islam gave women these 
rights, Chassan replies, "in the end, it would have been better if 
she had not been granted such rights. Today, she would have 
them ail. Now the situation is blocked because if something is 
written in the Koran, it can't be touched. If woman today can 
work or become a government minister, it's because on these 
subjects there's nothing written in the Koran, no prescription.
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But in the other cases, it's an impasse, because it's written."
These are the kinds of questions that should be the concem 

of feminist activists. There is no reason to focus on polygamy 
which has practically disappeared through social évolution, nor 
on the veil which is just a symbol. Women's liberty to dress as 
they please should not obscure the deeper problem of inequality.
Women cannot deny the religious obstacles to émancipation and 
they must confront this in the only manner possible: as 
Muslims educated in Islamic texts. It's not a matter of 
convincing the Islamists, who already have their fixed ideas on 
the subject, but rather the rest of society, the people. If Islam 
has become a privileged means of being heard for the Islamists, 
then why should it not become so for women?

It's a question of communication. In the vast woman's 
movement that has appeared within the Islamic current, there is 
a reason for optimism, for women have moved from the status 
of total absence (which lasted almost thirty years) to a State of 
organization that the power structure, in the future, will have 
trouble denying. It is in extreme cases that Algerian women 
progress. Yesterday, during the war... tomorrow, perhaps, during 
the theocracy.

This will happen unless the women's organizations and ail 
the démocratie political forces décidé to really understand the 
authentic aspirations of the people, and to revamp completely 
their means of communication in order to listen to the people 
and talk to the people. There are two problems. First of ail, 
when one is French-speaking, one can only dialogue with 
intellectuals and certain marginal groups in society. Secondly, if 
one does not have mastery of Koranic culture, one cannot 
pretend, in the Algeria of 1991, to be a cultivated person. These 
two problems unfortunately seem to be unsurmountable, for 
psychological reasons. If women are on the move today, the path 
before them remains long: they are handicapped by the 
incapacities of their elite.

Womanhood has become a political issue, but women 
themselves are not yet political actors because of the 
marginality of those who claim responsibility for their 
aspirations. Impressively unanimous in their demagogy,
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everywhere men affirm that the woman question does not exist 
in itself but is linked to the future of man. Ail the leftist 
organizations say this. This kind of discourse is an attempt to 
salvage as many potential voters as possible now that the law is 
probably going to oblige women to vote directly.

Ail the beautiful intentions set forth in the platforms of 
political parties or women's organization cannot stand up to the 
simple position of the Islamists: put on the veil, vote for the 
"Islamist solution/7 and you will be reconciled with your 
husband, your brother, and, even better, your society. This can 
be verified instantly by any woman who wears the veil. Side by 
side with men, she can demonstrate, attend meetings, discuss 
things on an equal footing, and not be harassed in the Street.
Isn't her concession minimal in comparison with what she 
gains?

In a society made by and for men, what can she expect to 
gain by confrontation... when she is offered réconciliation?
Islam becomes for her the sure means of advancement, and 
since it's Islam, she knows that tomorrow, no matter what, no 
one will be able to challenge her gains.

(...) In the future, it will be said that in the 1990s, the 
democrats were not ready to understand the kinds of problems 
women faced, nor, furthermore, as the Islamist current develops, 
to understand the nature of problems faced by society as a 
whole.

If women are not political actors on the Algerian scene, 
precisely at the moment when "Woman" is a political issue, 
could this be because they have entrusted to man — to the 
Islamist man, to be précisé — the right to represent them?

The religious phenomenon has taken on such great 
importance in our country, that it is well on the way to 
becoming the inévitable route for feminine expression, and for 
ail expression.
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