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Resumo: O artigo apresenta o poder do feminismo 

movimentação originada no acesso à educação 
tem gerado desconforto ao patriarcado, mas 

mensagem de igualdade das escrituras sagradas. 

e Amina Wadud. Em seguida, é apresentado um 
contraponto com a visão fundamentalista, a resposta 

Abstract: 
movement which is shaking the patriarchal structure 
in the Muslim world, since women have largely granted 
accesses to education. Even though, the movement 
is not uniform, and it gathers many different voices 
even, sometimes, disagreeing of its fundamental 
goals. The essay states that the reinterpretation of 

perceived as a threat by the fundamentalist – and 

Furthermore, the essay grounds its analyses 

movement and among relevant authors and scholars 

presents the discussions from two different angles 
before stating the conclusion of the research.
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Introduction

This essay will argue that the fundamentalists, and those who are in favour of maintaining 
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opposite, and there are many different voices. Even the Muslim women themselves can be 

afraid of the outcome of reshaping the actual order and structure of the Muslim society.

Nevertheless, this essay focus on the fundamentalists as the primary response to 

the topic presented. Furthermore, it also recognises that the category of fundamentalism 

is highly problematic once the adversaries of the feminists can be also found in groups 

by Mernissi (2009: 207) “if fundamentalists are calling for the return of the veil, it must 

be because women have been taking off the veil.” This statement comes across with the 

view of the religion according to some key scholars, such as Fatema Mernissi and Amina 

threat by the fundamentalists and those who are in favour of maintaining the male-dominated 

rules and was shot in the head by a member of the fundamentalist group in Pakistan.

Esposito, 2019).

The slight access of women to universities comes during the 1800s (Esposito, 2019), 

and this movement has been increasing recently if we look into the generation of people. 

As a historical argument, this essay presents a study conducted by Pew Research, one of 

the most comprehensive ever made, shedding light on this issue. According to the analyses, 

the youngest generation of Muslim (born from 1976 to 1985) have more formal studies 

compared to the oldest generation (born from 1936 to 1955). Men still are more educated 

than women in the Muslim world. Nevertheless, women have made more gains than men, 
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Figure SEQ Figura \* ARABIC 1- The educational gap between men and women 

has been reducing in the Muslim World - Source: Pew Research Centre
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and Saudi Arabia, more women hold post-secondary degrees than men, reversing the 

Figure 2 - The gender gap has reversed regarding higher education 

in Gulf Countries. Source: Pew Research Centre

published in 2018, the percentage of female students in higher education in the Gulf states 
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Figure 3 - The percentage of female students in the UAE, Qatar, Kuwait 

and Saudi Arabia is higher than 50%. Source: UNESCO
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The same pattern has also been reported in some countries of MENA (the Middle East 
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Figure 4 - The percentage of female students in Algeria, Libya, Sudan 

and Tunisia is higher than 50%. Source: UNESCO
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Figure 5 - The percentage of female students in Lebanon and Palestine is higher than 50%. Source: UNESCO

These data offer an insight into female education in the MENA region. Although women 

are present in higher numbers at universities, from the other side, the unemployment rate 

and their access to the labour market.

gaps to look at. Two of those cases are Afghanistan and Pakistan. Proportionally, there are 

more boys at school than girls in Pakistan. The chasm between them is about 10% (Malik, 
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Figure 6 – The girls are less privileged in terms of access to education 

in Pakistan. Source: Pakistan Ministry of Education/BBC

of all higher education programs (bachelor, masters, and PhD). While men represented 

male and female, as this essay will shed light in the upcoming units.

 Figure 7 – The girls are less privileged in terms of access of education in 

Pakistan. Source: Ministry of Higher Education – Afghanistan 



MALALA, São Paulo v. 8, n. 11, dez. 202024

 ensaio 

Why are the data so essential to address the original statement given to this essay? 

to the men of the elite. The mass access to the universities reveals a shift of distribution, 

management, and utilisation of knowledge and information (F. Mernissi, 2009: 209) “and 

knowledge is power” (Mernissi, 2009: 209). 

Detailing these data, this essay intends to argue that access of women to education 

is one the main preoccupation of the fundamentalists since places such as schools and 

universities are the primary source of feeding knowledge for feminist resulting in critics 

and changes to the actual male-dominated structure. The education of women reshaped 

new scope that, perhaps, not all the fundamentalists know how to deal with and possibly 

would name it as (disorder) or portraying the well-educated generation of women 

gender marks, which could potentially lead to a misinterpretation of gender attribution. 

right to inheritance, independent property, divorce, right to testify and prohibits the violence 

against women and girls (Wadud, 2006: 202). 

be achieved within social structures which are constantly seeing the increase of social 

feminists are eager to see their agenda translated into material changes, they prefer rather 

to not disturb the regime on this topic (Ezzat, 2002).

The Egyptian thinker also argues that the conditions to legitimate the feminist discourse 

are restrictive and the law, as a bargaining instrument, has been abused by states and by 

of the regimes against the “fundamentalist” threat (Ezzat, 2002). The point here is to show 

and how a woman can be also against the movement.
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Nonetheless, this essay will stick with the original claim of the Muslim women 

public level, in the social sphere, or even inside the family, at the individual 

their glories, . . . for giving me a mind that understands, ponders and weighs 
thoughts and a heart that is full of his love and is desirous of his approval. . . 

the opposite. She starts thanking God for being part of the Muslim community, as a sign 

fact that the Prophet Muhammed was also resting in her lap when received the Revelation 

(Wadud, 2006). The importance of Aisha may not be well-highlighted by the men, especially 

the patriarchists and the fundamentalists. To the feminists, this is not randomly, and the 

Khutbah (sermon) in 
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landmark changing, which generated widespread criticism for breaking the patriarchal 

rules, she said: “The Qur’an never says that the imam cannot be a woman and must be a 

man. Whenever there is a difference in the ijtihad 

The occupation of spaces, before dominated only by men -- whether in politics, as 

issue of the feminist struggle. Mernissi (1997: 238) also conceptualised the idea of space by 

are made. Also, some men may resist sharing their power and, at the same time, they are 

defenceless since this ongoing process is happening within the legitimate dominant culture 

 (disorder) 

to the fundamentalists and a source of threat for those who are holding power. The topic 

2. Why is the Islamic Feminism Perceived as Threat by the Fundamentalists?

fundamentalists are and what are their goals. The fundamentalists are present in countries 

destruction of traditional beliefs and practices in their society and the increasing cultural 

of society to be built in a copy of the idealised past (Moghissi 1999: 69). To save and reform 

states under the Prophet Muhammad and the four godly khalifs (Moghissi 1999: 69). The 

the human life in private and public spheres and, hence, are anti-modernity, anti-democracy, 

and anti-feminism (Moghissi 1999: 70).

From this point, it is possible to foresee a collision course of ideals between 
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fundamentalists, there is a common sense to perceive a threat from the changes in gender 

establishing the authority of the patriarchal family are the primary goals in the fundamentalist 

utopia (Moghissi 1999: 72).

the patriarchal structure in the Muslim world. The threat is posed to the fundamentalists 

also by the fact that the movement is more vocal and more willing than ever to discuss and 

reform the identity (Wadud, 2006: 204). The feminists, at some degree, are also looking for 

light on building a prospective future. On the other hand, the fundamentalists are revisiting 

the past to impose it to present and to keep it to prospect, denying any possible further 

development regarding gender, democracy, or modernity. Revisiting the past, women are 

endeavouring to remove the moorings imposed by centuries of patriarchal interpretation 

and practices (Wadud, 2006: 204).

Those practices can also include the coercive use of the veil, imposed by the 

fundamentalists in some countries. This essay is not arguing that the use of the veil does not 

represent some source of empowerment to the women. To some of them, the adoption of the 

clear up on legislation and government ruling to make the use of the hijab mandatory, such as 

coercion and intimidation also can be found in Egypt and Jordan (Moghissi 1999: 44).  

The debate may also come accompanied by the idea of the veil as a protecting shield 

choose (Moghissi 1999: 46).
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To some fundamentalists, feminism, additionally, can be considered as part of the 

women as the central vision in preserving the moral character of a nation (Watt, 1989: 115). 

Therefore, this is the reason why the changes are shaking the foundations of the Muslim 

world, as argued by Mernissi (2011: 185), to the dismay of rigid conservatives desperately 

The Malala’s Case

2012, when she was 15 years old.

and started to impose a strict view of the sharia

2009, the Taliban lifted the restrictions allowing girls to attend the school on the condition 

2019). Three years later, she was shot in the head by a Taliban gunman on her way from 

home to school. She survived and in 2014 was the youngest winner of the Nobel Peace 

Prize (NobelPrize.org, 2019).

books, and knowledge, perceived as a threat by the heavily-armed fundamentalist group 

traditional system. Perhaps, likewise, the fundamentalists were also aware of the Malalaian 

Theory, that education is the best drone to attack radicalisation of people in underdeveloped 

who challenges the radical and theocratic mindset, emerging as the role models for the 
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for liberal or secular forces. No room for different opinions or criticism, which could be 

ending up in a death sentence. A nation where women would be banned from employment 

they would avoid family ties, would decide their future husbands, where to live, whether or 

will lose the sense of human values, and the family entity would be dissolved (William Watt, 

fundamentalist, who are afraid of those structural changes in terms of tradition.

her family – and started to broadcast messages encouraging men to go outside. Regarding 

challenge the male-dominated structure of the Muslim world. 

Conclusion

As this essay has shown through three units, the fundamentalists are those who are 

the patriarchal hierarchy imposed in some Muslim countries. Women are perceived as a 

threat by the fundamentalists since they can gradually be able to occupy spaces often, before, 

because, according to their views, the women can be read as “westernised” and a threat to 

Education also plays an essential role in creating the threat understood by the 

fundamentalists. The result of the education training and schooling of girls and women is 

a powerful tool to the feminists facing the patriarchal structures. “And knowledge is power” 

(Mernissi, 2009: 209). Occupying the schools, which in the past were dedicated to the male 

Friday Khutbah, as Amina Wadud did, can be translated as losing territories and power. Or 
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as an affront. Fundamentalists will never see those steps as progress since, for them, women 

have their role related to taking care of the house, the family and are seen as the face of the 

moral values. Any attempt to break this ideology can be translated into  (disorder).

who are also seeking power through their religious beliefs. Perhaps the scenario may 

change when a woman reaches the political power as a head of state and, hence, present 

bright, new, and powerful ideas towards the liberation of the Muslim women. This is not 

for further discussions.   
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