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F a t i m a S a d i q i

Comparative Perspectives Symposium: Islamization

The Impact of Islamization on Moroccan Feminisms

T he relevant meaning of Islamization for this essay is the political ma-
nipulation of Islam. This meaning is country specific and depends on
both history and immediate realities on the ground. The story of

Moroccan women and Islamization is unique in at least two ways: not
only is it linked to the success of multilingualism and multiculturalism in
a country where only one religion, Islam, dominates, but it also explains
the paradoxical situation where a very high level of female (and male)
illiteracy coexists with a spectacular achievement of the Moroccan feminist
movement, a very progressive Family Law.1

Islam was introduced in Morocco during the Arab conquest of North
Africa in the seventh century. The way Islam has been implemented from
the seventh century onward has consistently been geared toward serving
and consolidating patriarchy by imposing a strict space dichotomy wherein
men relate to the public space and women to the private space (Aı̈t Sabbah
1984; Ahmed 1992; Sadiqi 2003). Muslim political rulers have sought

I acknowledge with gratitude the help of the following people who, in various ways,
made the realization of this article possible: Fatema Mernissi, Karen Alexander, Mary
Hawkesworth, and Moha Ennaji.

1 The Family Law (or the Mudawana) is the body of rules, practices, and beliefs that
govern the home. Its policies govern all aspects of family life, from courtship and child rearing
to spousal violence, divorce, and inheritance. Because of its centrality not only in the socio-
cultural fabric of Morocco but also in the overall Moroccan judicial system (most other laws
depend on it), the Family Law has always constituted a pool for women’s struggle for more
rights. The first Family Law in Morocco was promulgated in 1957–58 and was called Statut
du Code Personnel (Statute of Personal Code). This law was heavily based on the Maliki
Islamic school of law and presented the Family Law as a sacred text. This first Family Law
was very detrimental to women, who were legally considered second-class citizens. The first
reforms of the Family Law took place in 1993, and although they were minor, they had the
merit of lifting the “sacredness” from the Family Law. The second reforms of the law took
place in 2004 and made of the law an ordinary text that the parliament could discuss. The
last reforms were very important and included the items listed in the appendix.
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the support of religious leaders to maintain the status quo for fourteen
centuries. It is true that the age of Enlightenment in Europe, the reforms
of Christianity and Judaism, and the Industrial Revolution brought about
some fresh rethinking in Islam. The great reformers of the nineteenth
century, Jamal Eddine Al-Afghani, Rachid Redha, and Mohammed Abdu,
made genuine attempts to reform Islam and give more public space to
women in the Arab-Muslim world. However, the painful experience of
colonization put a heavy brake on these attempts, pushing Muslims into
a search for identity, which led them back to orthodox Islam. Islam became
the state religion after Morocco’s independence from French colonizers
in 1956.

Moroccan women have engaged with Islamization at various stages in
modern history. This engagement has resulted in significant changes in
Moroccan women’s political consciousness and power negotiation.
Women’s changes of consciousness have been triggered by three factors
that interact in complex ways and that chronology alone cannot explain:
first, feminist political consciousness that comes with urbanity and edu-
cation; second, global synergy consciousness, which is usually an extension
of local feminist consciousness; and finally, democratization consciousness
and awareness of the intriguing role of religion in the (political) power
game.

These three types of consciousness kept a strong, albeit invisible, link
not only between legal demands of (literate) feminists and illiterate women
but also between feminists and the state rulers. Women’s issues and their
marginalized mother tongues (Berber and Moroccan Arabic) became state
issues (a means to fight Islamists) while retaining their feminist edge, which
allowed women to problematize the centuries-old Islamic practices on
which the state itself is based. The clever use of cultural and symbolic
Islam by Moroccan feminists blocks the road in the face of radical Islamists,
rallies illiterate women to women’s issues, and forces the state to satisfy
women’s legal demands. Women’s multifaceted and fluid involvement with
Islamization has turned out to be a central element in Morocco’s overall
postcolonial policy wherein ideologies of modernity, Islamism, democ-
ratization, feminism, and global synergy constitute an interesting blend.

Feminist consciousness has never been the sole prerogative of literate
feminists in Morocco. The rich literature in French (Mernissi 1987; Daoud
1993) and Arabic (Bennouna 1987; Abouzeid 1989) that characterized
the 1960s and 1970s coexisted with an older, often anonymous, oral
literature (Sadiqi 2003; Sadiqi, Ennaji, and Nowaira, forthcoming). Oral
feminist literature has been conveyed by the two mother tongues. It is
important to note, however, that the feminists who used writing had much
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more impact on decision makers such as the king, the government, the
religious scholars (ulemas), and especially the media than the feminists
who used orality.

These pioneer feminists, who were very active in the 1960s and 1970s,
may be termed liberal insofar as they chose to articulate their legal and
emancipation demands in terms of liberalizing society and did not con-
centrate on religious texts per se. They used literate languages (French
and written Arabic) and addressed issues of legal rights and emancipation.
These women often belonged to the urban upper classes (Sadiqi 2003;
Ennaji 2005). It is interesting to note that liberal feminists never de-
nounced Islam as a religion. On the contrary, attacks on patriarchy have
been supported by Islam’s ethical ideals, wherein men and women enjoy
the same rights. Faced with modernity issues, such as definitions of in-
dividual and collective identities in a fast-changing world where religion
is assuming a bigger role, as well as a delineation of women’s new roles
in public space, liberal feminists sought to play down the narrow religious
aspect of Islam. Vis-à-vis international feminisms they sought in Islam a
characterizing identity and a strategy of liberation that standard Western
explanatory frameworks, often based on egalitarian and individualistic as-
sumptions, do not include.

Liberal feminists were conscious of the use of Islam by patriarchy. They
challenged patriarchal discourse by problematizing the separation of and
opposition between the private and public spheres that constitutes the
cornerstone of patriarchal Islam. This approach allowed liberal feminists
to politicize the private sphere and attack the theological discourse that
deliberately ignores women’s real issues. Fatema Mernissi states in this
regard:

One of the functions of theological discourse on women is to slide
the debate on real economic, political, and social problems into
religious debates. Thus, instead of debating the obstacles to rural
girls’ schooling, the causes of women’s absence in the food industry,
the theological discourse moves the debate into “Is such a law or
measure authentic?” “Does such a law or measure conform to tra-
dition in Mali or is it an innovation?” This movement of real prob-
lems toward problems relating to Fiqh, or religious debate, during
the rare meetings about women that have occurred in Arab coun-
tries, may be considered one of the hemorrhages that have aborted
the skilled potential of public administrators, political parties, as-
sociations, and intellectuals who have tried to reflect on women’s
condition in these societies. (1987, 92; translation mine)
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Similarly, Fatna Aı̈t Sabbah notes, “If the dominance of one human being
is to succeed, it must be justified, legitimated; that is the function and
raison d’être of ideology. It is the objective of the patriarchal discourse”
(1984, 45).

Liberal feminist scholars understood the central role of women in the
discourse of Islamization and endeavored to use their share of this dis-
course. They were aware of the fact that Islam provides Muslims with
powerful tools for social analysis (see Eickelman and Piscatori 1996), and
they wanted to use those tools to reinforce their own demands. As such,
Islamization for liberal feminists was a continuous rethinking process in
which their voices needed to be well positioned in order to be heard.
These feminists knew that they had to continuously negotiate their po-
sition in Moroccan Islamic discourse and package their demands with the
right dose of Islamic intensity.

The voices of the pioneer liberal feminists resonated well with the then
very popular leftist ideology of the political opposition to the government.
Pioneer political women such as Nouzha Skalli and Rabea Naciri easily
espoused the ideas of liberal feminist scholars and used them in their
political campaigns. The state, which was very authoritarian in the 1960s
and 1970s, constituted for them the antithesis of their demands. In the
view of these liberal feminist activists, politicians and political ideologues
used cultural ideas—those related to Moroccan cultures not necessarily
identified with Islam—in the service of their political aims. For example,
women and their sexual purity were often linked with the honor of men
and families, and this discourse was legitimated through its connection
with Islam. For these activists, this linkage was meant to control women
by men and their surrogates (other men and antifeminist women). This
control was often manifested in fathers and older brothers imposing a
certain code of dress on daughters and younger sisters. Similarly, lower-
class husbands sought to impose the same restrictions on upper- and
middle-class wives.

Women and the global context: A re-Islamization process?

From the mid-1980s onward, important international events such as the
downfall of the Soviet Union in 1989 and the rise of the United States
as the sole superpower led to the hegemony of multinationals and cul-
minated in globalization. All these dramatic changes created a context in
which religious and gender identities arose and developed in relation to
one another. One of the tokens used in this respect is the wearing of the
veil. In Europe, for example, Muslim communities cling to Muslim dress
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as a way of expressing identity in a larger social and political environment
where they are not integrated. In Morocco, these same global develop-
ments facilitated the investment of the public sphere in women’s private
comportment within an increasingly hostile public space at a time when
unemployment and social and political crises were soaring and creating a
form of at least superficial re-Islamization. Yet in facilitating the appro-
priation of religious discourse by feminists, the veil also facilitates women’s
access to the public sphere.

However, the same period has witnessed advancing levels of education,
a greater permeability of political borders, and the rise of a new com-
munications media. More and more women participate in public debates
over issues of Family Law in relation to their role in society. Ideas and
practices that have long been taken for granted and understood as Islamic
are being confronted and challenged. Women’s participation in these is-
sues is part of public Islam (Eickelman and Piscatori 1996) whereby think-
ing about Islam is not limited to self-ascribed religious authorities.

The new “Islamic” generation of women is conscious of the burden
of patriarchy. Most of them are affiliated with Islamic associations, Islamic
political parties, or both and do not represent themselves as antiliberal.
Their relationship to liberal feminists has never been confrontational, as
the latter have not attacked Islam and have been consistently fighting
patriarchy, not Islam. There are indeed degrees of distance from and
involvement in feminist Islamic discourse: while liberal feminists did par-
ticipate in Islamic discourse by highlighting its cultural aspects and not
politicizing its outwardly religious aspects, younger Islamic feminists focus
on the outward aspects of Islam as a way of “legitimately” interrogating
legal issues from within religion.

Moroccan women’s re-Islamization, at least at the appearance level,
can be explained within a broader theoretical framework wherein tradition
and religion are not seen as fixed and regressive concepts that are fun-
damentally incompatible with economic development. From the mid-
1980s onward, researchers in the field have highlighted two things: first,
the increasing role of tradition and religion as dynamic concepts in the
overall global context and, second, a requestioning of the modernity versus
tradition dichotomy. Globally speaking, and contrary to the prevailing
theories of modernity and modernization of the mid-twentieth century,
religion plays an increasingly important role in politics and public life
(Eickelman and Piscatori 1996). This is very different from the period
from the 1950s to the 1970s, when academic and social modernization
approaches to the third world attributed the Muslim world’s lack of mod-
ernization to the pervasive influence of tradition and religion (Halpern
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1963; Almond and Powell 1966). The theories of that period were re-
inforced by the Marxist-Leninist belief that religion would disappear along
with the socioeconomic structures that had fostered it in the first place.

Interestingly, liberal and Islamist feminisms are expressions of the same
demands in different packages. The recent rallying of the thirty-five female
Parliament members, who belong to different parties, including the Is-
lamist Party, around the same women’s issues (demands for more civil
rights) is very significant. These women support their parties in matters
of policy making but show solidarity with other women in matters that
concern women’s issues. One issue that links liberal and Islamist feminists
to the larger human rights organizations is the promotion of mother
tongues.

Indeed, demands for cultural, especially language, rights started to
emerge toward the end of the 1980s. Language rights in this context
means the right to promote mother tongues, especially Berber. Proponents
of the promotion of Berber became more vocal on the political scene and
led to the creation of the Royal Institute of Amazigh (Berber) Culture
in 2001 and the introduction of Berber in schools. More and more tele-
vision programs in Berber and Moroccan Arabic have seen the light of
day in recent years. In encouraging the promotion of women and language
issues, the decision makers seek both to counter the increasing rise of
Islamism and to display a decent image of Morocco at the national and
international levels. Feminists were quick to understand this and joined
the ranks of promoters of Berber as part of human rights promotion.

At the same time, the unfolding of events from the mid-1980s onward
has shown that tradition and religion interact in deep but complex ways
with economic progress and modernity. Consequently, women are more
and more aware that religious beliefs and values play an increasing role
in thinking about self, society, and politics at the local and global levels.
Coupled with Islamization, globalization started to make sense for the
younger generations of Moroccan women. And globalization has had yet
another impact on Moroccan society: the beginning of democratization.

Islamization and democratization

From the mid-1990s onward, Morocco has begun to witness more po-
litical opening and more democratization: the first-ever socialist govern-
ment in 1998, a new and more open king in 1999, a quota system for
elections in 2001, thirty-five women in Parliament in 2002, a new Family
Law in 2004, and more women in the highest religious offices in 2004–5.
These developments are related in a complex way: one month after he

This content downloaded from 129.107.136.153 on Thu, 29 Sep 2016 12:24:31 UTC
All use subject to http://about.jstor.org/terms



38 ❙ Symposium: Islamization

took power, the new king said in his August 20, 1999, address: “How
can society achieve progress, while women, who represent half the nation,
see their rights violated and suffer as a result of injustice, violence, and
marginalization, notwithstanding the dignity and justice granted them by
our glorious religion?” (Le Matin 2003a, 1). This type of discourse reso-
nated well with the 1998 socialist government, which supported women’s
demands and encouraged the quota system, a measure designed to ensure
recruitment of women into political positions by imposing a 10 percent
share for them in the lists of candidates of each political party. Further,
the presence of thirty-five women in Parliament accelerated the process
of law reforms. During this period the veil gradually lost its political edge,
becoming multifunctional and fashion based, and it became clear that
liberal feminism had never jeopardized Islam as a religion. These devel-
opments helped to reconcile the views of liberal feminists and veiled
women in Islamic associations and political parties. Many liberal feminists
are veiled, and many younger religious feminists espouse liberal views.
Morocco is unique in the sense that one cannot really speak of Islamic
and secular feminisms as discrete categories. All Moroccan feminists,
whether liberal or religious, confront patriarchy yet do not put Islam as
a religion into question.

Today’s feminists, liberal or conservative, veiled or unveiled, are gen-
uinely interested in revisiting the sacred texts with the aim of gaining more
public power and voice. Feminist reinterpretation of the classic texts is a
new development that constitutes a sweeping challenge to the central
assumptions and presuppositions of academic political theory. Women are
more and more conscious that they have been deliberately excluded from
the sacred, not because Islam prescribed it but because Islam was revealed
in a heavily patriarchal society that managed to engrave a specific picture
of women in the Muslim unconscious.

Rereading sacred texts and reinterpreting them from a feminist point
of view is certainly opening new venues to Moroccan feminist scholars.
It is a means of addressing patriarchy. The story of women and Islamization
in Morocco is a story of constant rethinking. Revisiting the sacred is
certainly not the end of the story. A feminist rethinking of Islam will
always be accompanied by geospatial, economic, and political contexts,
as is the case in non-Islamic societies. The cohabitation of Islamization,
modernization, democratization, and feminism in Morocco is part of a
larger power negotiation in which patriarchy is still very strong.
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Appendix
The concept of equality in the 2004 reforms of the Family Law is attested to in
the following innovations:

Equality between spouses
• The legal age of marriage is eighteen for both sexes.
• There is equality in family legal responsibility: both spouses are legally heads

of the family.
• There is equality in rights and duties: the right to obedience in return for

financial support has been abolished.
• There is no guardianship for women over the age of majority.
• There are severe constraints on polygamy, making it almost impossible.
• Repudiation and divorce are in the hands of judges, rather than those of

women’s husbands. Judges also handle consensual divorce, compensation
divorce, and shiqaq (the impossibility of cohabitation without marriage).

• Girls and boys choose which parent to live with at the age of fifteen.
• Grandchildren from the daughter inherit in the same way as those from the

son.
• Accumulated property and benefits gathered during marriage are shared.

Guarantee of family equilibrium
• The public ministry automatically intervenes in any application of the Family

Code.
• Family courts have been established; twelve are already operational throughout

Morocco (royal letter addressed to the Ministry of Justice [Le Matin 2003b]).
• Reconciliation through family has been reinforced.
• A fund for family assistance has been created.
• Moroccan marriages contracted abroad are recognized according to the leg-

islations of the host countries.
Protection of children’s rights

• In the interest of the children, the right of the mother’s guardianship is not
lifted if the divorced mother remarries or if her residence is far from that of
the father.

• In the interest of the children, the judge may alter the order of the family
members eligible for guardianship: the mother, the father, the maternal
grandmother, and so on.

• The social status of the child is taken into consideration at the moment of
divorce: the standard of living should be similar to that which he or she was
accustomed before divorce, he or she should have a decent dwelling, and so
on.

• Paternity is recognized when the child is conceived during courtship, that
is, before marriage is formalized by a contract.

Department of English
University of Fes
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