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Abstract 

 

 

This research builds upon Islamic feminism as an alternative mean to the typical Western way of perceiving feminism, 

when looking into the situation of Muslim women in Sweden through a qualitative field study. Moreover, this is 

linked to the discussion of gender equality and diversity which is on the agenda in the West due to contemporary 

migration flows. Semi-structured interviews are conducted for the purpose of highlighting Muslim women's own 

religious and cultural experiences concerning identity, freedom and gender roles, which are later connected to the 

academic debate regarding women in Islam and Islamic feminism. Additionally, interpretations of often discussed 

verses from the Qur'an on this topic are made during the interviews, also connected to the core of this research which 

is to explore the possibility of an identity formation with feminism and Islam coexisting among the interviewed 

women in Sweden, constituting the research gap. Hayward's theory of de-facing power is further applied to the 

findings and examples illustrate a tension between the different value systems when comparing the women's earlier 

experiences to current ones in Sweden, but that feminist understandings are visible and practiced to some extent. 

Summarized remarks include that further research is necessary and particularly with more interviewees which would 

enable more of a generalization, yet underlining that the situation among and for Muslim women differs. 

Nevertheless, it is through facilitating to meet each other and involve women in the society it is possible to achieve 

progress of a mutual understanding.  
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1. Introduction 

 

Within the European Union (EU), one country after another is closing its borders and signaling that the 

current refugee crisis is too hard to handle. Sweden is now yet another country in the club, even though 

considered as one of the main humanitarian actors and one of the last countries resisting to fall into the 

line. However, e.g gender equality has been a subject which is argued to have become political means 

by far-right extremists all over Europe to utilize in the debate against Islamic culture and oppression of 

women, and even though Sweden is in the top regarding diversity and acceptance compared to its 

neighboring countries, it is facing the same struggles with integration (Siim, 2013). 

 The common idea about Muslim women from a, what is typically defined as, Western point of 

view seems to be that they are under oppression, thus not having an own voice and need to be 

influenced by “Western” values, or even rescued from Islamic structures. (Minganti, 2015; Bouachrine, 

2014). Moreover, the term Muslimwoman introduced by Cooke (2008) is an illustrating example which 

explains the prejudices concerning Muslim women as victims without agency, further stating that “So 

extreme is the concern with Muslim women today that veiled, and even unveiled, women are no longer 

thought of as individuals: collectively they have become the Muslimwoman” (Ibid:91).  

 

1.1 Research Problem 

 

Much research has been done on Islamic feminism, mainly in form of highlighting interpretations of 

the Qur’an and revealing patriarchal patterns, with many accounts concluding that feminist re-readings 

are needed. Nonetheless, there seems to be a research gap regarding Muslim women, their creation of 

identity and impacts in daily life connected to these interpretations, especially in a Western country 

(McGinty, 2007:475). Thus, this study is connecting Muslim women's earlier and current religious and 

cultural experiences with regards to identity, gender and freedom, and Islamic feminism permeating the 

different part of this research to facilitate the relevant discussion. Moreover, it is suitable to analyze 

Sweden in this context, since there is an obvious lack of studies on Sweden and it is a good example of 

not only a Western but a welfare country. This enables a specific touch on the discussion concerning 

gender equality vs diversity.  
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1.2 Research Objective 

 

The objective with this research is to enhance women’s own experiences and especially other views on 

gender equality, by incorporating Islamic feminism throughout the thesis. What will be highlighted in 

particular is gender roles and empowerment of women no matter where she comes from, what she 

believes in and how she dresses, but recognizing the various views on doing so. The emphasis is on 

having the women's own words as a frame, since what also is attempted to avoid is to perform this 

research and wonder what views they hold themselves (Bhavnani, 1993:42). Moreover, the tension is 

presented with the differing visions concerning religion vs culture and tradition with regards to 

women's oppression. Nevertheless, the purpose is not to determine where women's oppression is 

actually deriving from, but to use this and connect it to the women's own words, showing different 

power relation-scenarios in the Swedish society which has to be addressed to reach a mutual 

understanding. As the main method is qualitative interviews to generate findings to the research 

questions stated below, this will result in deeper knowledge and recognition of this pressing social issue 

in our society, and how to address and further enhance integration. 

 

1.3 Research Questions 

 

The main overarching question to be answered with the help of this research is the following: 

 

 Is it possible to identify oneself as feminist and Muslim woman in contemporary Swedish 

society? 

 

Sub-questions to this research question include subjects which will occur throughout the study, 

including identity, freedom and power. Gender roles will be something permeating all questions, 

connecting them to the academic discussion circling this topic. These subjects are thus represented by 

the following questions: 

 

 If yes, how are feminist understandings visible and practiced in Sweden among Muslim 

women? Are there any clashes with regards to previous perceptions concerning gender roles?  

 What do Muslim women in Sweden put into their identity as women and Muslims? 
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 How can the experiences of Muslim women concerning gender roles be connected to power 

structures? How is this affecting possibilities for integration? 

 

1.4 Analytical Framework 

 

The analytical framework includes a literature review and different branches of feminisms explained, 

where the choice of using Islamic feminism as a main tool is justified and further presented with a 

background chapter. Moreover, a conceptual frame is presented and the theory which is applied in the 

last part of the analysis to take a closer look at the findings is Hayward's theory of de-facing power. 

This theory departs from the earlier perception of attaching certain attributes, in other words a “face” to 

the concept of power. De-facing power moves beyond this, and is simply explained as: “Power’s 

mechanisms are best conceived, not as instruments powerful agents use to prevent the powerless from 

acting freely, but rather as social boundaries that, together, define fields of action for all actors. Power 

defines fields of possibility. It facilitates and constrains social action.” (Hayward, 1998:1). These 

social boundaries can be illustrated with the example of hudud, meaning limits (Bouachrine, 2014:58) 

or “penal code” (Wadud, 2006:200) within Islam, acting as a social framework to Muslims on 

appropriate behavior, which will be discussed in the analysis. Furthermore, de-facing power also brings 

forward the terms of freedom and identity formation, which is applicable to the research questions 

above.  

 

1.5 Methodology 

 

This research is an abductive, qualitative field study. The topic is qualitative and suitable for a field 

study since research questions are of an open-end kind and focus on personal experiences from Muslim 

women themselves, enabling an in-depth study. This results in primary sources and the body for the 

findings, generated through semi-structured individual interviews with 4 participants. With this number 

in mind and the type of research, this is a micro and exploratory research. Why the interviews were 

semi-structured was to be able to prepare questions which are thought through, with some framework 

to direct participants with regards to the subject, but also leave room for discussion and a casual 

meeting. Additionally, interpretations on two often discussed verses in the Qur'an about women in 

Islam were made during the interviews by the participants. Furthermore, it is important to work with 
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”prejudice”, and taking one’s own interpretations and background into account when doing this kind of 

research (Danermark et al, 2005:159). This is certainly applicable in this case, which will be discussed 

further in chapter 2.  

 

1.6 Limitations, Delimitations and Ethical Considerations 

 

1.6.1 Limitations 

 

Limitations include a language barrier, with which a translator was first thought of as to enable a good 

understanding during the interviews, since the level of Swedish, or English, was not known prior to the 

meetings. Not speaking the same first language can also have impacts on the ability to express one’s 

thoughts and in turn affecting the content of answers, which was especially experienced with one 

woman. However, overall a basic understanding was met. Language is also a limitation in the context 

of the literature accessible, with regards to Arabic being the main language of Islam and thus much of 

the material in the debate is not known to the author. Lastly, the number of participants is also 

something to consider here. Important to note is that this is only a limitation if there for some reason 

would not be as many women to interview as was thought from the beginning, with factors not in the 

researcher’s hands. This was a fact during this study as the result was 4 interviewees, but at least 6 

participants were desired and this is evaluated later.  

 

1.6.2 Delimitations 

 

Delimitations are to focus on one country of analysis, in this case Sweden, and just one area with the 

interviewed women in mind, namely Växjö. The sample group of 4 interviewees is not a delimitation 

since more participants was wished for originally. Moreover, this research will focus on certain parts 

and views of feminism. Additionally, it can be argued that paying attention solely to gender, and then 

only focusing on men and women will in fact exclude other structures and explanations of for example 

class, sexual orientation and a broader spectrum of gender. Nevertheless, even if this is essential to be 

aware of, delimitation here is needed to narrow down the topic and find specific relevance and a 

research problem. 
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1.6.3 Ethical Considerations 

 

There are several factors to be considered regarding ethics in this research. Since the topic includes 

how specifically one group of Muslim women personally perceive gender roles and equality from own 

experiences as well as other Western and Islamic aspects respectively, this is argued to be a sensitive 

matter. Important ethical considerations thereby depart from the idea of doing no harm to interviewees. 

Some examples which was thought about beforehand was to think about conducting interviews in a 

calm, safe place and be aware of other people nearby during the interviews, which could be men or also 

women who may affect the participants’ answers. Also, to clarify to the women that the interviews are 

voluntary, they will be anonymous throughout the whole process and the purpose of the research is 

understood. For example, emphasizing to explain the study as a learning experience for the researcher, 

coming curious and open-minded. Additionally, records from interviews will not be kept but destroyed 

afterwards. A factor which is particularly vital is to be aware of one’s appearance as a researcher in this 

situation, which is discussed later. In sum, questions asked, language and behavior need to be carefully 

considered to receive the desired information, but keep away from being insensitive and cause any 

distress (Bryman, 2012).  

 

1.7 Disposition 

 

The structure of the thesis looks as follows; chapter 1 introduces the reader to the topic and provides a 

background on Muslim women and Sweden from a bigger perspective, with regards to the intensified 

debate in Western countries about gender equality and multiculturalism due to increased immigration. 

Moreover, the aim of the research and the means of conducting it are presented. Chapter 2 presents the 

methodology concluding semi-structured interviews, interpretations by the interviewees, and other 

reflections and clarifications regarding positionality and sources used. Chapter 3 brings forward the 

analytical framework which includes a literature review, conceptualization, background on Islamic 

feminism and Hayward's theory on de-facing power. Chapter 4 provides a comprehensive analysis 

categorizing the findings, which are then further analyzed with de-faced power in Chapter 5, where the 

research questions ultimately are answered. A conclusion with summarizing reflections and future 

research forms chapter 6.  
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2. Methodological Framework  

 

This chapter presents the methods used for the thesis. In short, semi-structured individual interviews 

with 4 Muslim women was conducted, and interpretations of two often discussed verses from the 

Qur’an was performed during the interviews by the women. The women are named F1 - F4, with F for 

female, instead of their actual names due to the matter of their anonymity being one of the key ethical 

considerations. With regards to the research design, there is not really specific means on how to 

perform this type of study, not to mention the lack of previous research in this specific topic 

(AbdelGani, 2004). The concept of ”voice theory” as a main idea of a methodological framework, 

which means to give space for the interviewees' own voices (Ibid:18) is used in this research as the 

purpose is to focus on the women’s own experiences and connect this to the academic debate 

concerning gender roles and religion vs culture. In other words, this study will have the women's own 

words as a frame, since what is attempted to avoid is to perform this research and wonder what views 

they actually have themselves (Bhavnani, 1993:42). This is also in line with the objective and is done 

through the different means explained below.  

 

2.1 Semi-structured Interviews 

 

The interviews are individual to emphasize what was previously brought up, the individual voice. Some 

generalization is of course made when analyzing patterns and differences among the women in this 

group, to add the theoretical perspective, but throughout the process of planning and writing the 

women's own words have been central to highlight. One option could have been to have focus group(s), 

but with every method having its pros and cons the focus of this study was to go away from the 

“Muslimwoman” phenomena (Cooke, 2008). This specific type of interview, namely semi-structured, is 

also considered to be favorable among feminist theorists, due to the opportunities of shaping the 

interview more freely but at the same time have the topic in mind to tie it together (Bryman, 2012). 

 The interviews lasted for approximately 1 hour on average. They were conducted in the City 

Library of Växjö, a public place but relatively calm and which had the possibility to use a group room, 

in which 3 out of 4 interviews were held due to the privacy. The first interview was in a more open 

space, and a few people passing by, also men which could have interrupted or affected the talk, but this 

woman seemed to speak anyway even about what can be considered as very private information, for 
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example personal life and own thoughts and experiences of oppression. Furthermore, the advantage of 

having qualitative interviews in person with the women is clear. Many factors make the meetings and 

in turn the data more multifaceted, compared to a quantitative method. Thereby, other observations 

such as dressing and body language from the interviews are taken into account. Also, the possibility to 

explain through hand movements, showing physical text paragraphs, searches in dictionaries and 

writing words on a piece of paper due to some pronunciation difficulties helped a great deal. 

 Questions asked during the interviews went into areas such as religion, culture, identity, 

integration and gender equality. The dilemma with gender equality or feminism was whether to put 

these in the questions. As will be discussed further below, one can define these concepts differently and 

it is subjective what to one will put into these definitions. If the interviewees were asked to mention 

what feminism or gender equality is for them, for starters choosing one or the other of these might 

result in different answers, there could simply be varying perceptions attached to these words and 

generate varying meanings. Islamic feminism was the most relevant to directly ask for due to the 

subject and specific niche of this research, but both gender equality and feminism was brought up 

during some interviews as explanations and synonyms in the more casual discussions. Returning to the 

main research question then, feminism is however included in there, but in the context of feminist 

understandings and mainly referring to Islamic feminism. This discussion is further addressed in 

chapter 5.  

 

2.1.1 Interpretations 

 

One question during the interviews included two of the most debated verses of the Qur’an, namely 

Surah An-Nisa 4:34 and Surah An-Nur 24:31 (Hidayatullah, 2014; Bouachrine, 2014; Barlas, 2002 

among others). The aim as a researcher here is not to interpret the Qur’an directly, but let the women 

themselves comment on these verses which in turn generates valuable perceptions to consider in this 

study, also having the research objective in mind which is weaved into the whole thesis and especially 

permeating the chosen methodology. Again, the researcher here is only in the position of drawing a 

generalizing conclusion from their words to further this important debate. The two verses are:  
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Surah An-Nisa 4:34 

“Men are in charge of women by [right of] what Allah has given one over the other and what 

they spend [for maintenance] from their wealth. So righteous women are devoutly obedient, 

guarding in [the husband's] absence what Allah would have them guard. But those [wives] from 

whom you fear arrogance - [first] advise them; [then if they persist], forsake them in bed; and 

[finally], strike them. But if they obey you [once more], seek no means against them. Indeed, 

Allah is ever Exalted and Grand” (Quran.com, 2016a). 

 

Surah An-Nur 24:31 

“And tell the believing women to reduce [some] of their vision and guard their private parts and 

not expose their adornment except that which [necessarily] appears thereof and to wrap [a 

portion of] their headcovers over their chests and not expose their adornment except to their 

husbands, their fathers, their husbands' fathers, their sons, their husbands' sons, their brothers, 

their brothers' sons, their sisters' sons, their women, that which their right hands possess, or 

those male attendants having no physical desire, or children who are not yet aware of the 

private aspects of women. And let them not stamp their feet to make known what they conceal of 

their adornment. And turn to Allah in repentance, all of you, O believers, that you might 

succeed” (Quran.com, 2016b). 

 

Indeed, by presenting these verses in this way, the reader also makes an own interpretation which might 

color the rest of the research. However, what is important is to outline the chosen methods for this 

study and have the women sharing their views on these verses, as examples of the most discussed ones 

in the Qur'an. Thus, in addition to having the opportunity for any reader to make an interpretation 

themselves, the reader also has the foundation including views from the different sides in the academic 

debate on women in Islam and Islamic feminism to see varying perspectives. Additionally, it is of 

course difficult to remain completely neutral in this type of study. Hence, it seemed a good idea to 

incorporate the complete verses as they are, to also clearly distinguish them from any unintentional 

written thoughts from the researcher's side. Furthermore, translations between different languages are 

of course a big part of interpretations, withholding certain biases. Also, as with any translation, some 

meaning will unfortunately be lost in the process, for example which might be the case with the online 

source above where these verses are retrieved in English, but the original ones being in Arabic. 

Additionally, some translations were of course necessary from Swedish to English when transcribing 

the interviews. However, this is not possible to change somehow more than being aware of this and 
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critical if it is concerning external sources. The sources from the Qur'an online above are for instance 

considered as an appropriate source.  

 

2.2 Interviewees 

 

Participants was reached through two different projects for immigrants, acting as meeting points for 

integration and cultural exchange in Växjö, Sweden. Immigrants, apart from for instance converts, are 

taken into account to enable the focus on personal experiences not only as Muslim women but also as 

immigrants and through their establishment in the Swedish society, this may generate a tension 

between different value systems for example regarding gender equality. Moreover, due to for instance 

the delimitation of area and limitation of the number of interviewees, it is of course essential to point 

out that this is a sample group to analyze and these women are thus not representative for Muslim 

women in Sweden. Rather, it is comparing the different experiences of the participating women, again 

highlighting that they are individuals. The study is drawing somewhat of a generalization; however, this 

is discussed more below. Additionally, more background on the women will be presented in chapter 4.  

 

2.3 Reflections on Primary Sources 

 

Here critical reflections regarding the primary sources and conduction of the semi-structured interviews 

per se are briefly discussed. The researcher is aware of positionality, appearance and interpretative 

prerogative throughout the whole process of the thesis, the latter brought up in the next part. This 

means that the personal features and background of the researcher herself as well as of the interviewees 

are considered in the different steps of the process. For instance, as a white, Swedish, non-Muslim 

woman performing this research, a certain appearance and positionality is present and important to be 

aware of in this context. The researcher may thus have had some impact on the conversation and 

answers. However, since this is difficult to avoid, if at all, and as measures were taken to eliminate any 

excess bias from neither part which in turn could affect the results, the findings are evaluated as valid. 

These measures include carefully concluded ethical considerations beforehand and discussions about 

appropriate questions to ask, and during the actual interviews being very clear about the purpose with 

the research and neutrality from the researcher's side to the women.  

 Concerning the interpretations during the interviews, the actual interpretation and the main 
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discussion about them were left with the women. Again, the aim as a researcher here is not to interpret 

the Qur’an directly. The language used and expressions made during the interviews on the behalf of the 

researcher when speaking about and explaining the thoughts around the verses, includes for instance 

the researcher being clear to say for example that “some say...”, “people mean that...” and presenting 

them as “these are some of the most discussed verses...”, and tries to remain neutral to responses. This 

is also stated during one interview, where the participant specifically asked the researcher’s opinion 

about them, whereby the researcher answers that the purpose is to remain neutral and the participant 

was content with the explanation. In other words, any rephrasing of these verses or other religious 

texts, whether spoken or written here in the thesis, is attempted to be avoided. 

 

 

2.4 Reflections on Secondary Sources 

 

Regarding interpretative prerogative, and indeed both primary and secondary sources, this can be 

connected to the sensitive debate on subordination of women claimed from scholars both with regards 

to religious and cultural aspects. As the researcher is an “outsider” in this sense, it was important to also 

have in mind the voices and interpretative prerogative of the women, not only the interviewees but the 

many academics and activists in this field from any side in the debate, especially Islamic feminist 

scholars and those being Muslim women themselves. Nevertheless, this research may also be perceived 

as in fact contributing to expanding the work but with different glasses to the topic. Additionally, it is 

important to point out to not seeing these factors as obstacles to performing this type of study. As a 

researcher, I can generalize to the extent it is possible, from a theoretical perspective and analyze 

different issues. Yet, it is important incorporate this discussion of awareness along the thesis process. 

 What would be considered as a disadvantage with secondary sources is of course the subjective 

impacts the authors may color their own findings with. On the other hand, this is also something that 

could be seen as appropriate in the context of this study, when the point to highlight different views in 

the debate and dealing with sacred religious sources indirectly. Also, some of the secondary sources, 

mainly books used for this research, already summarize background on and discussions among 

different scholars, commenting various religious sources. Examples of this type of book is Bouachrine 

(2014) and Hidayatullah (2014), and this is thereby the reason for using much of their work in chapter 

4. However, when an opinion of a specific author in these books is included as a source in this research, 

this will be noted in the referenced parenthesis. 



 

  16 

 

3. Analytical Framework 

 

What figures as the main cornerstones for this framework are different tools, which are helpful to 

explain more regarding relevance and the means used to sort out and analyze the findings. This to 

ultimately be able to grasp concluding answers to the research questions. First, a literature review will 

be given, placing this research in previous literature. Next, a conceptualization is provided, discussing 

key terms utilized. Different types of feminism are further accounted for, including radical, liberal and 

post-colonial feminism, and the choice of Islamic feminism as the main focus for this particular study 

is justified. Lastly, Hayward's theory of de-facing power is explained. 

 

3.1 Literature Review 

  

Reviewing the literature in the debate concerning women in Islam as well as Islamic feminism, what is  

most discussed is the veil, which appears more or less in all sources. This has indeed become an 

illustrating example clearly showing the tension between contrasting sides arguing for agency or 

oppression within the religion, respectively, and thus using this symbol in both lines of argumentation. 

In other words, is the veil an empowering mean among Muslim women and underlining the women’s 

own choice (Anderson, 2015) or is it a deeply rooted institution from misogynistic interpretations? 

(Bouachrine, 2014). This is where even feminist scholars’ words differ greatly. Regarding Islamic 

feminism in general, there is a lot to retrieve from this field of study (Hidayatullah, 2014; Bouachrine, 

2014; Wadud, 2006; Barlas, 2002 among others). Nevertheless, the idea with this research is to apply 

this perspective to personal experiences by conducting interviews with Muslim women in Sweden 

about their views on this; cultural and religious ideas mainly connected to gender roles, which as 

mentioned gives the new touch to this combination of topics but still fit into the religion vs culture 

tension in the academic debate. Furthermore, it is apparent that there currently is a limited selection of 

countries where the issue is being explored. Especially among Western countries. Thereby, choosing 

Sweden for this study is a good match since it builds upon earlier literature but contributes to further 

research about contrasting value systems especially in a Western welfare country. This because the 

topic is very accurate and will continue to play a vital role in future research about gender and 

development due to contemporary migration flows. There is of course the debate in Sweden but more 

notably in other forums. Previous studies include for instance reports in the field of honor crimes and 
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clashes between different value systems (Kakabaweh et al, 2016; Mohammad, 2015; AbdelGani, 2004). 

 

3.2 Conceptualization 

 

The context of key terms and concepts used in this study, which requires some discussion, will here be 

explained. This is to simplify for the sake of the reader and provide the basic and necessary 

understanding and background to follow throughout the text.  

 Feminism: One of the aims with this thesis is to highlight an alternative and specific branch of 

feminism, since “feminism” generally would be considered as influenced by Western 

perspectives on gender equality. It does not seem possible to look away from the fact that 

fighting for women's rights anywhere in the world is connected to each other and striving to 

achieve the same goal is a strength (Hidayatullah, 2014). Yet, there are also people choosing to 

call themselves e.g “womanist”, (Barlas, 2002; Moghissi, 2004), not directly associated with the 

Western women's movement. In other words, working to empower women but not necessarily 

for the exact same results or with the same means. In sum, in this thesis mainly gender equality 

will be used, but even in cases were feminism is, it would mean the same thing in theory. 

However, this is pointed out sometimes as not working in practice. Yet, even an essential force 

such as feminism needs to be more inclusive, and like any theoretical frame it is constantly 

challenged and improved. 

 Islam vs Islamism: The difference between these is crucial to clarify. Islam is the religion, and 

Islamism something which often is also called political Islam, justifying violence and 

misreadings in the name of Islam (Barlas, 2002:xi).  

 Gender equality: The concept of gender equality can be discussed as mentioned throughout the 

study, and even if the interviewees all believe it is something much needed in society, the 

aspects of what really constitutes gender equality to these women and other sources, especially 

how this will be achieved is still a question mark. Yet, gender equality when used in this 

research means the basic idea of women and men being treated with respect and rights. 

 Veil: This is a broad term which in this context will include any form of fabric covering hair, 

neck, chest and/or face. This is a generalization of simplification since there of course are 

different forms of veiling, but hijab or any other kind will be specified when this is seen as 

necessary.  
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 Social boundaries: Retrieved from Hayward's theory on de-facing power, and generally used 

just as any limit one may encounter in society. Hudud, also meaning limit or “penal code” 

(Wadud, 2006:200) is taken as an example of social boundaries to connect the theory to the 

research. However, it is clearly noted when used in the context of penal code, since these would 

be a grave violation to God in Islam (Bouachrine, 2014) and social boundary then can neutrally 

mean any limit.  

 

3.3 Feminisms 

 

Before going into more of the analytical framework and later Islamic feminism, first some of the 

different branches within feminism will be presented shortly and the choice of Islamic feminism 

justified. It is important to underline that they do influence each other and more nuances as well as 

combinations of feminisms are possible. Yet, for the simplicity of comparison and delimitation, these 

branches conclude the fundamental ideas and are stated here to be of somewhat contrasting approaches.  

 Radical feminism: Men and women are considered different by nature, and simply have 

contrasting characteristics biologically. Examples of associations with women include love, 

spirit and emotion, while those with men are of contrasting kind, including competition and 

power. Moreover, patriarchy constitute the very foundation upon which all inequality has its 

grip. The overall aim is thus to re-structure the society in order to give everyone the chance of 

embracing “values and attitudes that transcend traditional definitions of male and female, and 

reflect female nature” (Nes and Iadicola, 1989:13).  

 Liberal feminism: There are naturally varying aspects among people concerning the ability to 

strive for wants, and human capacity in general, which is what leads to inequality. “The issue is 

not oppression, but denial of equal opportunity and the freedom of individuals to choose their 

life course[...]and becomes a problem when there is too much” (Ibid). Thereby, this is also what 

is viewed as contributing to inequality between men and women. The solution is seen as 

women, in contrast to radical feminism pushing especially for men to change, must adopt more 

of the male characteristics which include for example an individualistic mind and which can 

tackle the inequality (Ibid). 

 Post-colonial feminism: Challenging feminism as influenced by Western perspectives, argued to 

sustain the views and norms of a “first world woman” as independent and “third world woman” 
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as victim, referring to “colonizing tendencies”. It emphasizes representation with regards to 

class, ethnicity, 'race' etc, meaning that women are not a homogenous group, thus arguing for a 

more nuanced picture (Chambers and Watkins, 2012:298).  

 

Why Islamic feminism is particularly chosen for this study is because it is the most relevant with 

regards to current intensification of the debate concerning gender equality and multiculturalism, due to 

its focus on women in Islam. Since the target group for the external debate as well as this research is 

Muslim women, and this branch of feminism is working for women's rights within the framework of 

Islam, it is important to incorporate because of the current fixation with feminism and Islam not being 

compatible, thus widening this perspective. However, it is still a discussion and does not seem possible 

to locate if this is true or not. Nevertheless, liberal feminism does not seem to recognize patriarchal 

structures at all, whereas this is the only thing radical feminism is focusing on. Post-colonial feminism 

is indeed advocating representation as a main problem due to that “women” is mainly referring to 

Western women, but with the particular focus of this study with delimitation as well as objective in 

mind, Islamic feminism is the most suitable option. Yet, this is not to say that just because the 

interviewees here are Muslim women this is what is appropriate for them, they did not even hear about 

this perspective beforehand. Nevertheless, a main point was to highlight the tension between different 

value systems when combining gender equality with integration, as well as the debate focusing on 

Islam and feminism. This will give an in-depth insight and more unique touch to the research. 

 

3.4 Islamic Feminism 

 

This chapter will bring some background on Islamic feminism overall and how this theoretical 

perspective contributes to this analytical framework as well as other parts of the study.  

First, rather than focusing on the theory of Islamic feminism in itself, testing it and examining it more 

thoroughly which would conclude a deductive approach (Bryman, 2012), it is shaping different areas 

throughout the research. The Islamic feminist approach is mainly argued to consist of the following 

tools: 

 ijtihad: critical thinking of Islamic sources (Hidayatullah, 2014) and 

 tafsir: interpretation and comments on the Qur'an (Áhmadi, 2006). 

Many Islamic feminists and Muslim women using these concepts tackle previous understandings 
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permeated with ”men's experiences, male-centered questions, and the overall patriarchal societies in 

which they lived" (Badran, 2002 cited in Áhmadi, 2006:36). Important to note is that the researcher will 

not use these methods to analyze religious texts, but interpretations are performed by the interviewed 

women as presented earlier. Moreover, these means figure in the context of arguments presented from 

the different sides in the debates concerning gender roles, and especially women in Islam. These tools 

form the foundation of methods which most Islamic feminists use and in turn draw their arguments 

from, yet the results may of course differ greatly even among these scholars since it is a matter of 

subjective understandings (Áhmadi, 2006). In sum, these means are presented in this thesis only to 

introduce the base of which the varying comments among different scholars included in this research 

are built upon. However, many scholars also argue that no matter these feminist interpretations, it is the 

religion withholding these power structures in itself and is in fact not able to coexist and nurture 

women’s struggle for liberation (Bouachrine, 2014). This debate will be returned to and discussed later 

on, as work connected to Islamic feminism also will help to highlight the line of argumentation from 

these different sides in chapter 4.  

 The theoretical perspective of Islamic feminism is considered as to have emerged around the 

1980s, mainly through a first generation of Islamic feminists countering a backdrop of Islamism in 

many Muslim-majority countries (Hidayatullah, 2014:7). Islamists argued for going back to a more 

controversial and political social frame of Islam, including to deprive Muslim women of agency, stay at 

home and obey etc. However, this was also a seed which enabled the Islamic feminism to grow, as 

women started to use these same sources to oppose this, thus claiming their right to do their own 

interpretations (Ibid:39). The main point of carrying through with rereading these sources with feminist 

glasses is that it ”Emphasizes individual agency, proclaiming women’s right to a direct relationship 

with God with no human (cleric) mediators” (Ibid:36). This really underlines a fundamental issue, as 

different scholars already argued, that misinterpretations were made and still continues to enforce 

oppressive structures which control the lives of women, and which will be discussed in the end.  

 

3.5 Hayward’s Theory of De-Facing Power 

 

Some terms which often appears in this debate is agency and freedom, and especially women's agency 

in Islam and cultural contexts. Islamic feminism was chosen as a tool to highlight this debate, and this 

will later be connected to the interviewed women's own experiences. Islamic feminism is emphasizing 
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the right of the Muslim woman to make her own understanding of the religious texts that she is reading, 

and practice her religion in a way she finds appropriate; that simply has to be between her and God 

only. Yet, what more is there to these statements? A term found regularly in this discussion is hudud, 

which is an Arabic word for lines or boundaries. It constitutes a guiding framework within Islam, on 

how to be a good Muslim. The central dilemma here is that it seems to be extremely difficult to 

distinguish between which hudud have religious or cultural and traditional influences, but which 

whatever are particularly affecting women. The facts are that Muslim women are frequently subjects of 

research and the debate is about mapping misogynistic norms to liberate the women from. Yet, this 

study will of course not be able to resolve this dilemma, and thereby this simply must be dropped. 

However, this research has more of an exploratory aim and the theory of de-facing power will be 

applied in the last part of the two analysis chapters, to explore the hudud and power relations with 

different examples departing from the women's own words in-depth. Here the theory itself will be 

outlined thoroughly. 

 

“Power’s mechanisms are best conceived, not as instruments powerful agents use to prevent the 

powerless from acting freely, but rather as social boundaries that, together, define fields of 

action for all actors. Power defines fields of possibility. It facilitates and constrains social 

action.” (Hayward, 1998:13).   

The author departs from earlier studies of power in the field of political science in particular, 

recognizing many different scholars' work as creating the foundation of empirically analyzing the 

concept of power. Their contributions are all part of what Hayward (1998) claims to have generated the 

previous perception of “power-with-a-face” (Hayward, 1998:2), meaning that the focus has long been 

on narrow definitions by ascribing a “face” to the concept, for instance the definitions including key 

mechanisms as instruments to intentionally further a motive and the specific relation between powerful 

and powerless in the quote above. Hence, Hayward's theory is challenging this view through “de-

facing” power (Ibid). Social boundaries are defined in this context as “laws, rules, norms, institutional 

arrangements, and social identities and exclusions that constrain and enable action for all actors” 

(Ibid). These social boundaries are what is later linked to hudud in Islamic practice, and the examples 

which will be analyzed from the interviewed women's own words in chapter 5.  

Tracing back to the emergence of these first perceptions of analyzing power structures, one can find a 

function stating that: “A has power over B to the extent that he can get B to do something that B would 

not otherwise do” (Dahl, 1957 cited in Hayward, 1998:3).  
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 Moreover, the idea with the analysis of power prior to Hayward, was for instance to keep the 

view of individual choice and social impacts separated. This was made through the claim of different 

types of power, namely “human powers” and “social powers” (Ibid:7), the former meaning actions 

from the individual's real motives and wants, and the capacity of natural agency; having a free will. The 

latter on the other hand in fact includes that political mechanisms affect all actors and not just 

something the powerful has and is capable of exercising over the powerless (Ibid:10), which in turn 

equals that what is considered a powerful actor decides to do, is not just one's own choices motivated 

by something from within and ultimately impacting the powerless. In fact, the choices of the powerful 

are also deriving from other sources and actors outside of this case (Ibid:8). Hence, Hayward (1998) is 

arguing that these two kinds of powers are indeed immensely influenced by each other, thus making it 

extremely hard to separate (Ibid:19). Moreover, the author actually states that de-facing power is not 

about distinguishing these but to embrace the broader perception, a network, of looking at power 

structures and realize that everyone and everything withholds power in one way or the other.  

 Hayward (1998) explains further that identity and freedom are concepts which thus are in need 

of new considerations, when the problem of distinguishing free action and social power influencing 

action is now established. Giving these illustrating examples of the different ways of thinking about 

power, will also help later on with analyzing concrete samples from the interviewed women, which can 

clearly be connected to these two concepts. Furthermore, starting with identity, the author simply 

means that external power relations are contributing to defining one's identity formation.  

“The way people act – how they conduct themselves, think, feel, perceive, reason, what 

people value, how they define themselves in relation to communities to which they 

experience themselves as belonging, and to those to which they experience themselves of 

not belonging – are in significant part the effect of social action (Hayward, 1998:11f).  

 

Moving to freedom, the author concludes that the previous perception of analyzing power and ascribing 

it a face would look at freedom as the core which was describing human powers above, namely that the 

individual is to some extent capable of acting sovereignly. Nevertheless, as de-facing power recognizes 

the social boundaries as mentioned earlier, freedom would be the “capacity to act upon the boundaries 

that constrain and enable social action, for example by changing their shape or direction”, and this 

ability in turn derives from and is more or less affected by the social boundaries themselves (Ibid:12).  

In sum, Hayward (1998) concludes that the new definition of de-facing power, moving beyond the 
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function by Dahl in 1957, would be:  

“Students of power de-faced re-conceptualizes the power relation as any relationship involving 

two or more actors positioned such that at least one can act within or upon power's mechanisms 

to shape the field of action of the other” (Hayward, 1998:15).  

In other words, to be powerful would be for anyone to bend the frames constituting current 

possibilities, and shaping new ones with the help of any of the different social boundaries mentioned 

previously. However, to again clarify between the two different ways of analyzing power, the author 

further states that when studying the earlier perception of power-with-a-face it is common to ask 

questions like “'How is power distributed?', 'Does A have power over B?' or, 'Which agent(s) use, or 

direct, social power?'” and students of de-facing power would ask something like:  

“'How do power's mechanisms define the (im)possible, the (im)probable, the natural, 

the normal, what counts as a 'problem'?' 'Do fields of social possibility vary 

systematically, for example, among groups or across social settings?'" (Hayward, 

1998:16).  

These questions will then, together with the main points brought up throughout this chapter, act 

as a guidance in this particular thesis when analyzing the women's own experiences mainly 

regarding gender roles and religion vs culture.  

 

 

 

4. Comprehensive Analysis 

 

In this chapter, the findings from both primary and secondary sources will be presented and briefly 

analyzed, by categorizing them around key quotes which are the interviewed women's own words. The 

4 women's names are coded to F1-F4, due to their anonymity being one of the main ethical 

considerations. Moreover, these quotes will thus act as concluding themes, chosen as representative 

statements for different relevant discussions, because they fit the analytical framework and can be 

linked to the different fields of the research questions; freedom, identity and power, with gender roles 

permeating all of them. Together with other observations made by the researcher during the interviews 

and relevant additions from the academic debate, the women's words will be put into a larger context, 

with the help of the main pillars of Islamic feminism. The additions from secondary sources are placed 
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in their own sub-categories to simplify for the reader in getting a clear overview to compare. As this 

chapter is more of a comprehensive analysis, this material will be looked at more closely in chapter 5 

by applying de-facing power and ultimately answer the research questions there.  

 

4.1 Background 

 

The 4 Muslim women interviewed are from Afghanistan, Iran and Somalia. They are all in different 

ages between 20 and 40, and have been in Sweden for different periods of time, from 2,5 to 13 years. 

An interesting observation is that the woman who has been here for the shortest time speaks the most 

Swedish, and the one who lived here for the longest time the least. All of them more or less expressed 

difficulties with learning the Swedish language, and highlighted the struggles of finding something to 

do; work, internship or studies. Yet, they do study and try to practice Swedish, and some have a job. 

They are also taking part in two meeting places for immigrant women in Växjö, Sweden, and some 

knew each other from these projects. All interviews were conducted in Swedish, and they came to the 

interviews without translator. The knowledge of the language varied among the participants. They were 

open to talk about their experiences and current life here in Sweden. However, F3 was somewhat of an 

an outlier in her answers, which may be due to language difficulties, and which is important to have in 

mind. Furthermore, additional common factors were that the women stated they like it in Sweden 

which they see as an open and free country, and see many differences regarding the woman’s position 

in society and gender equality overall, comparing to their home countries or cultures. 

 

4.2 ”God knows more than me” 

 

They all compared their experiences in Sweden to contrasting situations in their home countries and/or 

cultures, with regards to the woman's situation and gave different illustrating examples of this. This 

paragraph thereby outlines these examples, which are mainly about the women’s own thoughts 

concerning God and social boundaries. 

 Speaking about women and men, and how they are to behave according to Islam, F4 gave an 

example, saying that one of the two verses in the Qur’an brought up during the interview, verse 21:34 

(see above), mentions women but that this also is the same for men. In other words, according to F4 as 

understood from this verse in question, both men and women are to refrain from looking at other 
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people of the same sex as their partner. She means it is not good for a relationship, and later simply 

states that: ”God knows more than me” - F4 (translated by author). Furthermore, Islam for F4 is 

simply what the Qur’an says. 

 F2 also gives one example of how her religion is affecting her work in Sweden. She previously 

worked in elderly care, and notes that Swedish women can take care of both men and women in their 

assignments. She did not do that because, as she explains it herself, she can not care for a strange man 

and his personal hygiene. However, F2 did state that this was fine with her work place and eventually 

she ended up only taking care of the elderly women. Additionally, F2 means that one may not listen to 

music when reading the Qur’an or thinking about the religion, because “God do not speak in the same 

way” - F2 (translated by author). She also means it is not a “must” to listen to music, one will not die 

from being without it. Moreover, F2 explains that the culture lets you do whatever you want, for 

example singing or dancing, but it is the religion which does not; clearly distinguishing between the 

two. However, F2 finishes with stating that Islam is freedom. 

 

4.2.1 External debate 

 

Barlas (2002:146) argues that the Qur'an is in fact anti-patriarchal, and claims that the only difference 

which God makes concerning human beings is between believers and non-believers, rather than for 

instance men and women, which is relevant in this case. Hidayatullah (2014) further emphasizes the 

debate concerning the view of the Qur'an and eventual marginalization of women in the process, when 

making literal interpretations. This results in a specific struggle for Islamic feminists, arguing to look in 

the Qur'an and making exegesis based on for example historical conceptualization. This means to for 

instance read religious texts and try to distinguish between descriptive and prescriptive verses, as well 

as universal and particular verses.  

 In other words, it is common that women do not dare to speak up, because they would be seen 

as questioning God, even if they consider themselves as true Muslims – which is something further 

discussed below. If the main division is between believers and non-believers, and such a harsh stigma is 

present for those, especially women, who read the religious texts and speak about their own 

understandings from them, who would not be careful with spreading one's own opinions?  

Additionally, Hidayatullah (2014) underlines the connection between interpretation and envisioning 

gender roles when stating that:  
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“The interpreter’s perception of woman and masculinity/femininity influences how the Qur’an is 

interpreted: thus clear distinctions are necessary to make between text and its interpretation. 

The Qur’an must be continually reinterpreted because its general principles are eternal and 

newly applicable in changing contexts, and thus its interpretation can never be final (Ibid:14).  

 

Moving this debate to Sweden, conflicts between value systems may emerge, which are visible through 

the beliefs that a man and a woman shall not sit alone in a room, a man not shake hands with a woman, 

and that women pray in separate rooms or behind the men when visiting the mosque. These are often 

explained as showing respect to one another, or simply for the woman. Some mean that all these 

boundaries are necessary: 

“In some cases, one needs to conciliate between the cultures, but sometimes this simply is not 

possible”, and “'[...]only God knows what might happen[...]The human is weak, in order to 

avoid all troubles it is simply for the best to follow the rules that exist'” - Gustafsson, 2007:102 

(translated by author).  

Boundaries, or hudud, will be explored further later on.  

 

4.3 ”Hijab is better for me” 

 

All 4 women wore some kind of veil, only covering their hair and under the chin, but had very different 

opinions about it. F1 did not mention anything about the veil, F3 stated that in Sweden one can dress 

more freely, referring also to covering but loose clothes in general. F2 brought it up as a must in her 

religion, and F4 says it is her own choice to wear it. As most of the women mentioned this symbol 

themselves and it clearly is an important one to bear in mind in this kind of research when looking into 

the academic debate, it will be incorporated as an own theme here among the findings and thereby also 

a matter to further discuss later on.  

 Something repeatedly brought up by F4 was situations of women’s oppression, also comparing 

Sweden and Iran, here related to the veil:  

“For example, I grew up in Iran. And everyone [there] is forced to wear hijab. But you do not 

believe in hijab, the women and girls to not believe in hijab. But you need to wear it[...]the 

religion says you need to wear it. But when I got here, oh, what is happening here? Many do not 

wear scarf, many Iranian [women] do not wear it because they do not believe in it. And they say 

no, we do not want to. But it is different, here you can choose for yourself, if you want to have 
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hijab or not. You cannot be forced[...]I think I became more religious here. When I see many 

different cultures, I choose for myself, and hijab is better for me” - F4 (translated by author). 

 

She further means that in her family she was not forced to do anything, for example wear hijab: “we 

knew we were Muslims but you choose what to wear.” - F4. She could find her religious belonging in 

other things. On the other hand, F2 stated that a Muslim woman must dress modestly, covering her 

body from hair, neck, chest and out to the hands, as the very first answer when describing what Islam is 

for her, making a sweeping gesture pointing to these body parts. 

 F2 further mentioned that she heard that people would have something against the veil in 

Sweden, but assured that she did not experience this herself. Neither the other women expressed 

concern over this matter. Nevertheless, F2 claimed that people in Sweden generally has a negative 

image especially of women from her own country. She explained that they are seen as lazy because 

they do not study or work, and only live on social money from the state. Yet, F2 continued by 

emphasizing that her home country has been in war for a long time, and the opportunities to study there 

is thus very limited for women. If a family has to choose between letting their girl or boy go to school, 

the boy is prioritized. Coming here to Sweden, F2 further explains somewhat of a vicious circle, that 

women’s main responsibility is to take care of the children and do not have so much free time, and 

claims that many have 5 or more children which takes up all the focus. Thereby, studying, learning the 

language or finding a job becomes difficult. And“how can you work when you do not know the 

language?” - F2 (translated by author). She even thought about going back because of the difficulty to 

learn Swedish. 

 

4.3.1 External debate 

 

The veil is indeed something which is immensely discussed. One special example is present in many 

Western countries, with feminists and right-wing extremists usually seen as being from very contrasting 

political sides, having different intentions yet the same ultimate goal of limiting or banning the veil, at 

least some forms of it (Okin, 1999:9). This can be a case of the double form of struggle which 

immigrant Muslim women may experience, due to being women and immigrants in need of protection 

or met with fear in different ways. In other words, even feminism in this sense is met with critique, 

instead promoting diversity and minority rights, but from which the multiculturalism/gender equality 
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debate emerges (Ibid).  

Furthermore, the perception that the free woman is undressed and the covered woman 

controlled prevails, however, “while some forms of veil are prisons, it is simplistic to assume a 

correlation between nudity and freedom/democracy, or between a covered body and slavery” (Barlas, 

2002:160). Nevertheless, Barlas (2002) means that many accounts defending that Muslim women must 

cover themselves, do not recognize the fact that the Qur'an for instance states that women, as well as 

men, are to cover their “private parts”, and instead choose to see for example the word “adornment”, 

and solely pointing fingers at women. The author further states that adornment is not explained in the 

Qur'an, so these people on their own initiative take the definition as very abstract, also referring to hair 

and face. In sum, the author speaks of an “obsession” with women and their bodies in this matter, and 

ignorance of what the Qur'an actually says, when men are completely forgotten in the discussion of 

how to dress properly. The same author is highlighting a key part of the Qur'an, saying: ”Let there be 

no compulsion in religion” (Verse 2:256 of the Qur'an cited in Barlas, 2002:55).  

Two examples of the debate in Swedish media concerning clashes between value systems, 

touches upon the subjects of clothing and separating gender. Mohammad (2015) means that ”religious 

forces” is the problem and its power getting a grip even here in Sweden, when a swimming house 

decided to offer separate times for women to come and swim, calling it that ”An evidence of power and 

ability among Islamists to be able to implement old frameworks in the new country” - Mohammad, 

2015 (translated by author). On the other hand, proponents to this decision argued that freedom is the 

right to choose, to have alternatives, which is possible when things like this are implemented. Rather, 

what is seen as oppressive to them is to say that all women with a veil do not have the choice. With 

someone, whether a man or woman, deciding for other women what to do and not do, what to wear and 

not wear etc. ”Where does the right to choose go then?” - Gencoglus, 2015 (translated by author). 

 Also, Schyman (2016) emphasizes that not just the veil but women's clothes and bodies 

generally speaking act as instruments for different purposes, enforcing patriarchal structures, and 

empowerment of any women which should be the focus is not fulfilled through forbidding it, rather 

through advocating for women to dress as they want. But is it voluntary? “The truth is probably that it 

varies. The truth is also that we can never know how it is if we do not listen. And to listen, we need to 

meet, however we are dressed” - Schyman, 2016 (translated by author).  
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4.4 ”You have to think for yourself” 

 

None of the women knew about Islamic feminism prior to it being brought up during the interviews. 

All but one stated they thought it seemed good, and F2 saying it is not forbidden but it would be hard to 

achieve, since mainly the men are reading the Qur’an. According to her, the women read only a bit, but 

may not spread their own understandings of the texts to men, only among women. On the other hand, 

F1 stated that she only accepted what her heart felt was right, when reading from the Qur’an and other 

religious texts. Moreover, many interpretations and translations are not right according to her, and what 

she said repeatedly was that “you have to think for yourself” - F1 (translated by author). For instance, 

she argued that one needs to think about time, and differ between messages thought for us here and 

now and to people back in time. F1 means that the society is constantly developing and it is not 

possible to have the exact same approaches now as were applicable before.  

Furthermore, she mentioned she had been married off when she was 16 years old: 

“I was a child then, and I could not decide. And it is okey, in our tradition and our culture, that 

girls are getting married when they are 13 years to 17 years, 18 years. With 18 years they think 

it is too old[...]You cannot decide yourself, parents decide, and that is not okey, I think. [...]Most 

people are forced to live with someone. They do not enjoy life. They only think about tradition 

and culture, and if I get divorced and get married again, perhaps the others think of me as a bad 

woman, or a bad man. But it is not like that in our religion” - F1 (translated by author).  

This example with marriage was one of the reasons she was fast to say that she did not like her own 

culture. F1 started reading the Qur'an on her own initiative after this, exploring what more there is to 

know about herself and seeking for explanations in general. She means that this is when she found 

Islam, and since then she took the religion close to her heart.  

 Female empowerment was also discussed, and different ways of interpreting the religious texts. 

F4 thinks there is a difference in interpretations when women and when men read the Qur’an. F1 also 

means that she is one of very few women who dares to speak her mind about what she reads in the 

Qur’an, but feels that it is easier here in Sweden than in her home country. Yet, she also notes that she 

has not and will not judge women that do not think the same way as her, but states that it is essential for 

more women to dare and speak up. Moreover, F1 means that the way of empowering women to do this 

and also in general is through the state, and she compared the situation of her home country and 

Sweden; pointing out that Sweden can provide greater support to women through a better social 

infrastructure, such as municipalities etc, while in her home country no one is helping the women. She 
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also expressed concern over the United Nations (UN), and underlined that they did not do anything in 

her home country either. 

 F3 emphasized that there is a difference between a “true” Muslim and one that just says he or 

she is. When asked to evaluate on this, she simply stated that it is about what the heart says and not 

solely the words. F4 clearly states that the way of not letting women work or go out as they want, hit 

them and treat them in any disrespectful way is not Islam. She also emphasizes that people can say they 

are Muslims but in reality, they are not and tells an illustrating story about an Afghan woman having 

some problems, and: 

“[she is] going to an Imam for help and he answered that 'you need to have sex with me. 

If you do not do it, I will tell people that you have burnt the Qur'an.' In Afghanistan, 

when you burn the Qur'an, that means that you are not a Muslim and unfaithful. This 

woman did not accept this[...]and people burned her and ran her over and threw her 

over the bridge. They think in a very old way. They follow this Imam, and if he is saying 

it is right then it is right.” - F4 (translated by author).  

In addition, some of the women also point out that there are people believing that the Islamic State (IS) 

are Muslims, but means that it is important to see the difference, F2 for instance emphasizing that war 

and fighting is forbidden according to Islam, and F4 that “for example the Taliban, they think like IS, I 

believe. They have a very old way of thinking” - F4 (translated by author). 

 

4.4.1 External debate 

 

Returning to the debate about different verses and their messages from i.e the Qur'an, “some of the 

greatest restrictions on women, causing them much harm, have resulted from interpreting Qur’anic 

solutions for particular problems as if they were universal principles” (Hidayatullah, 2014:70f).  

Furthermore, some scholars argue that even if the Qur'an brings forth situations where the man is 

dominant and at first sight exercises power over the woman, they mean it is important to differ between 

a descriptive and promoting message from a verse, as well as between identifying and defending 

patriarchy in general (Barlas, 2002; Hidayatullah, 2014). 

 Barlas (2002) also points out that many opponents to women claiming space in the debate on 

exegesis of the Qur'an and other religious sources, or anyone advocating a more modernist 

understanding of the texts, argue that they are biased. On the other hand, these same accounts 
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“embrace the religious knowledge produced by a small number of male scholars in the classical period 

as the only objective and authentic knowledge of Islam” (Barlas, 2002:24). It can also be argued that 

men simply deprive women of their agency in the name of Islam, but using patriarchal exegesis 

(Mernissi, 1991 in Bouachrine, 2014:58). This is also in line with the previous discussion about 

ignoring women's understandings and explaining it as unacceptable and offensive because one may 

violate the hudud. Moreover, Barlas (2002) emphasizes somewhat of a social hierarchy when stating 

that for new interpretations to be valid, need to go through specific institutions and even the state to 

some extent to eventually attempt to tackle persisting norms and practices. In addition, the author 

further notes the problematic scenario without people, especially women, having the freedom to do so. 

Nevertheless, not doing anything would instead mean to indirectly accept the current oppression of 

women as well as Islam (Barlas, 2002:89). 

 However, Bouachrine (2014) argues that it is essential to be able to criticize also the religion, 

and concludes that the approach of using the basic methods of Islamic feminism to fight women's 

oppression is not working, even giving false hope. The author states that the social framework of Islam 

and the religious texts which it is built upon, is simply not a match with feminist thoughts, and remains 

critical of the chance of actually reaching somewhat of a gender equal society. Some really 

fundamental changes need to be made to get there (Bouachrine, 2014:58). In fact, the author means that 

“the women who have suffered the most are made to defend the same institutions that have oppressed 

them”, giving an example of divorce and the woman lacking the same rights in this matter (Ibid:62), 

and further points out that Islamic feminism did not even manage to impact judicial systems to better 

benefit women and see to their rights in countries which are perceived as “less conservative” (Ibid:68).  

 

4.5 ”Gender equality is good” 

 

This last theme will focus on the interviewed women's comments on gender roles and gender equality 

in general. F2 means that women there can learn whatever they want and work. She points out that 

women and men are the same, can do and be the same, but at the same time mentioned that women 

tend to be more careful and weak. However, F2 stated can see more clearly that in her home country, 

men and women are not the same, explaining the traditional gender roles when meaning that the 

women are at home, giving birth to children and the men are working, but stating that “gender equality 

is good” - F2, (translated by author). Nevertheless, she notices a small improvement and says that 
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women now have a higher chance of working, yet, she also underlined that there is still no government 

helping girls to be able to go to school. F2 further means that the religion is saying that the man is to 

work and provide for the woman and the family. She also claims that women can not travel without 

permission from a man, but it remains unsure if she also meant this as something deriving from 

religion. However, she means that this is not good, and women do it anyway, admitting that she also 

does it herself. F4 states that ”In Afghanistan they say that women cannot work. But it is not the Qur'an 

saying this. But it is a religion that you think this way, that 'ah, a women is working, that is awful'” - F4 

(translated by author).  

 Also regarding typical characteristics ascribed to men and women, F3 interestingly mentioned 

that for both it is to have a good spouse and live together. Yet, she later says that the women are only in 

the home and with children. F4 on the other hand, means that men and women are just as powerful and 

equal. F4 referred to herself as being in a good place and her husband as keeping them equal. ”I can 

cook and he will do the dishes” - F4 (translated by author). She further mentioned that something 

typical for many men is that they would think they have power and authority, also over women, but 

when asked for an example when a woman is empowered, she meant a woman would become 

empowered in the same way as the man. Lastly, even though all women agreed that gender equality is 

seen as something good and refers to Sweden as being more gender equal, F2 brought up that even in 

Sweden, women having the same job as male colleagues, tend to earn less money than them but with 

the same level of education. 

 

4.5.1 External debate 

 

As the main points from these findings more or less concerns different examples and views with 

regards to gender roles and gender equality, here a debate about the concept of gender equality will be 

added. Metcalfe (2008) highlights, as mentioned previously, another way of looking at the relations 

between and rights of men and women especially within Islam, namely gender equity. This would mean 

to accept the distinct social roles that women and men have, but arguing that this does not mean that 

men and women are unequal, just different and promote a complementary view instead (Ibid:91). 

 Barlas (2002) admits that the Qur'an does treat men and women differently, for instance 

regarding testimony, rights in marriage and divorce. Nevertheless, the author challenges the dominant 

view that this automatically equals clear examples of misogyny and sustaining patriarchal structures. 
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Moreover, the author instead emphasizes that “treating women and men differently does not always 

amount to treating them unequally, nor does treating them identically necessarily mean treating them 

equally (Ibid:5). The author further argues that if one would treat them completely equally, and“if 

women have no special interests or legitimate grounds for their social being, men could speak for them 

as they had in the past' (Ibid:132). The point here being to “think of difference itself differently so as to 

de-link it from biology and also from social hierarchies and inequalities” (Ibid). 

 Looking to Sweden and gender equality, there is also a debate concerning gender equality and 

multiculturalism. Siim (2013) maps the similarities and differing aspects when comparing the impacts 

of migration and integration on the welfare states of Sweden, Denmark and Norway. Here the author 

concludes that Sweden has adopted the most open migration policies (Ibid: 615). Moreover, the 

“multicultural” Swedish model is presented as the “good” model (Ibid:620). However, these subjects 

are also argued to have become political means by far-right extremists all over Europe to utilize in the 

debate against Islamic culture and the oppression of women (Ibid:616). Moreover, it is argued that a 

tense issue on the agenda in particular is a clash between the different value systems when it comes to 

host country's perception on gender equality and structures with traditional influences viewed as 

challenging these among families immigrating, also regarding lack of representation of women from 

them in opportunities of reform “which influences the power to define gender equality and feminism, 

and has made alternative perspectives on gender and family relations invisible and illegitimate” 

(Ibid:623). Which in turn can also affect the younger generations when having role models in mind, 

and is not only applicable in higher levels but other places in society (AbdelGani, 2004:16). 

 

4.6 Summary 

 

The interviewees all said they believe in gender equality, although the specific meaning of this for them 

personally may of course differ. Moreover, they compared their new life in Sweden to their home 

countries or previous cultures, and concluded that the main differences are that Sweden is a more open 

and free country, especially for them as women and Muslims. However, they discussed gender roles 

and their religion and culture, and concluded that the women naturally care for the children and the 

house. Here in Sweden, it still follows with them and is what hinders them from going out, learning the 

language and finding something to do.  

 They also emphasized what it is to be a “true” Muslim and referred to the Qur'an or what the 



 

  34 

 

heart accepts from reading it as proof, giving examples of extremists committing wrong in the name of 

religion. One of them explained her views on interpreting the Qur'an, which is very similar with the 

main arguments in and the purpose of Islamic feminism. 

 Sweden has long been considered one of the most accepting countries, but there is a question 

mark regarding value systems on how to deal with both minority rights and women's rights, when 

facing new cultures and treatment of the woman.  

 The veil is one of the main debates concerning women in Islam. All interviewees wore some 

kind of veil, and the opinions about them differed greatly. However, while there are women forced to 

wear them and it can clearly be a tool of control, there are also many accounts arguing for the existence 

of free choice among Muslim women and the importance of female empowerment.  

 Lastly, there is one side arguing that Islam and the Prophet are not responsible for subordination 

of women, instead blaming men who did and still mainly do exegesis of the Qur'an and other religious 

sources, enforcing patriarchal structures. The other side means that the Islamic social framework and 

the religious sources it is built upon is simply not adaptable with feminism, thus Islam per se carries 

misogyny and Islamic feminism is not the right approach.  

 

 

 

5. In-depth Analysis 

 

This chapter concludes the deeper analysis of both primary and secondary sources. The different 

themes from the previous chapter are looked at through the lens of Hayward’s theory of de-facing 

power. Clear, concrete examples are taken from the interviewees and analyzed together with additions 

from the academic debate in mind regarding discussions on gender roles and the fields of freedom, 

identity and power, ultimately attempting to illustrate power structures. One example from each theme 

is chosen in order to enable in-depth analyses and keep this chapter relatively short and concise. Lastly, 

answers are given to the research questions.  

The key points used from de-facing power in these analyses constitute the core of Hayward's main 

arguments. Again, the aim is simply to explore these scenarios given by the women and shed some new 

light on their circumstances with the help of de-facing power, in order to answer the research questions. 

These points include the following, all from Hayward (1998, Passim):  
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 Social boundaries  

 Definitions of identity and freedom, as acting upon the boundaries. 

 And the question: “Do fields of social possibility vary systematically, for example, among 

groups or across social settings?” (Hayward, 1998:16). 

 

 “God knows more than me” 

 

Taking the thoughts from F4 in this theme about verse 21:34 (see above) from the Qur'an, she refers to 

God knowing more than herself, giving the example of a romantic relationship. Applying de-facing 

power to this scenario, one can see that there is obviously already a relation of power when F4 

describes her relation with God. She is just referring to God, but other social powers are possibly 

affecting this relation, and her own image of it. She explains herself that men and women are equal in 

this case and also the religion overall, yet other influences and power structures in culture and tradition 

which may shine through with differing subjective understandings of the same texts, are obviously 

present when considering perceptions both from primary and secondary sources. Again, the idea is not 

to determine the roots of patriarchal structures but to analyze power relations in a micro perspective. 

With religion in mind, and being a true Muslim as defined by the women, the want would be not to 

violate any social boundary as in the example above, to not look at other men, for the fear of 

punishment. In this sense, freedom as perceived by Hayward may not really be applicable in the 

context of religion. At least not the desire to achieve this kind of freedom, since the want is to remain 

within the given fields of possibility. Act upon social boundaries, or rather hudud, may be applicable 

when, for example, one is being aware of cultural and religious differences, for instance with other 

examples of how women are being treated. In sum, this power relation, even if affected by external 

powers, limits her freedom in this sense but mirrors her larger want.  

 

5.2 “Hijab is better for me” 

 

Here the veil and the discussion of free choice is taken as an example, namely the comment from F4 

stating her view on hijab and agency. This is a good example when analyzing how the social 

boundaries change from different scenarios as part of the before-mentioned question in de-facing 

power, in this case illustrating a comparison from her home country and Sweden. In Iran F4 explains it 
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as a must for Muslim women to cover themselves with a hijab. One can thus argue that there is indeed 

a transition for her when coming to Sweden, but the interesting part is that at first thought, deciding not 

to wear the hijab would be to act upon the boundaries and exercise power by being more active in 

creating her own identity. However, being in this new social setting, the norm among Swedish people 

would be not to wear it and here she can find her own desire to put on a veil. Then acting upon the 

social boundaries existing in this particular environment. The known agent here is just F4 but in two 

different scenarios, illustrating how her desire to dress this way comes forward in her decision.  

 

 “You have to think for yourself” 

 

Many of F1's answer were precisely in line with some of the main arguments by Islamic feminists. 

Thus, the example here is to explore her way of thinking compared to F2 which said that women 

claiming and spreading their own interpretations of the Qur'an also to men would be hard to achieve. 

Again, this is not to test Islamic feminism as a theoretical concept, only to build from in order to grasp 

a deeper understanding of these experiences and the social problem behind it, which it is highlighting. 

 Apparently, F1 and F2 are of very different views regarding women's interpretation of the 

Qur'an. Interesting to note however, is that neither of them, not even F1 which emphasized the need for 

women to speak up, did not mention their own role and possibility according to de-faced power, but 

relying on external agents in this case being the state for F1 and men for F2. Even if it of course is hard 

to do something alone, the idea with de-faced power would be to recognize one's own part in the bigger 

picture and that anyone or anything more or less withholds power. Comparing this to the first part of 

the analysis, F1 expressed her wish for herself and more women to dare and spread their own opinions, 

but F2 did not, and at least for F1 the field of possibility is limited to her and she would want to expand 

it, in contrast to F2 and also to F4 who in the first example wanted to stay within it. The difference 

between F4 and F2 would nevertheless be that they are also of differing opinions, in that the former 

generally clearly stated differences between culture and religion and the latter did not, which is an 

interesting factor. However, awareness also among the older women concerning their parts many times 

as role models, they of course also influence the younger generations. In sum, many interesting 

findings are noted from applying the theory, yet even if F1 highlights critical thinking and that she 

mostly tends to think for herself what she accepts, more needs to be done somehow to enhance 

women's empowerment and critical thinking, meaning more influence of social power for increased 
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agency and the greater good.   

 

5.4 “Gender equality is good” 

 

Since this part mainly brought forward the women discussing gender roles before, the view on the 

traditional roles including the woman as mainly caring for the children and home and the man working 

are explored, in the context of Sweden and the risk that these roles limits possibilities of finding an 

occupation etc, and thus analyzing an eventual change of setting referring to the question to de-face 

power when comparing it to their previous experiences. Here their relation to men is appropriate again, 

since either being indirectly or directly, aware of traditional gender roles and their consequences and 

by-standing would be enforcing the same structures, referring to both men and women. Again, linking 

this to the gender equality vs gender complementarity debate, as this is an illustrating example of 

primarily focusing on the typical tasks and behavior for women, one can argue that enforcing these 

roles carries a destructive power relation, even when departing from the view of treating women and 

men differently rather than unequal (Metcalfe, 2009). Especially since the women expressed their 

desires of facilitated opportunities for them to go out and find something to do etc. Again, this 

somehow shows the difficulty of agency and freedom. Even though one may of course want to be home 

and care for the family, in this particular scenario the want of becoming more involved in the society 

and fulfill one’s own visions gets neglected. Additionally, this would have to be looked into more and, 

whether or not religious or cultural beliefs is the external power, involve women more in the society.  

 

 Answers to Research Questions 

 

This part will close the discussion above, putting the pieces together as far as this research goes and 

answer the 4 research questions one by one, the main research question last.   

 

 If yes, how are feminist understandings visible and practiced in Sweden among Muslim 

women? Are there any clashes with regards to previous perceptions concerning gender roles? 

 

One of the interviewed women expressed a way of thinking which is considered to be in line with the 

main argumentation from Islamic feminist scholars. One more participant was stating her choices of 
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action regarding to practice her religion, especially about the veil, and daily life since she came to 

Sweden and justifying them as her own will. The other women also stated that gender equality is 

something good and necessary, yet they did not believe in the eventual impacts of feminist 

understandings. However, critical thinking was discussed and linked to de-facing power, which 

highlights that even though there is possible for human agency, more notably in this case women's 

agency, power from external sources may be needed to further the strive for women's empowerment 

and enabling more individual interpretations.  

 In sum, yes they are visible and practiced to some extent. Moreover, according to these women, 

there were no apparent clashes between earlier and current perceptions concerning gender roles. 

Especially regarding clothing, but also an expanded field of action generally. Yet, overall they 

expressed that it is more convenient to practice their religion in Sweden, not specifically addressed as 

feminist, but illustrated through various examples and discussed in the context of Islamic feminism. 

 Nevertheless, this study also shows, with both of these perceptions about women commenting 

on for instance the Qur'an, that it is something still hidden and even in Sweden something one is not 

easily talking about even with other Muslims who might have contrasting opinions. Again, more of this 

kind of research would be needed and a larger group to generalize, however, only when meeting and 

sharing experiences and thoughts as well as working more inclusive of women in different processes in 

our society, one can form a proper understanding.  

 

 What do Muslim women in Sweden, whether newly arrived or more established, put into their 

identity as women and Muslims? 

 

To begin with, when looking at the women and their answers depending on their stay in Sweden, as 

newly arrived or established as proposed in the question, there is no connection between the number of 

years in Sweden and their level of integration or answers during the interviews. Taking the language as 

an example and important factor raised by themselves, the woman who has been in Sweden for the 

shortest time knew the best Swedish and the woman who lived here for the longest time knew the least. 

This is indeed a factor strengthening the need for in-depth analysis and multiple aspects that can have 

an impact on the process of identity formation as well as the results. However, it is important to point 

out that there were a small number of interviewees and thus a larger generalization from the different 

findings is not possible.  
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 For the interviewees, the main point about being Muslim to them personally, is that one has to 

be a good person and feel it in your heart. Nevertheless, when speaking about what being women is to 

them and in relation to men, there were obviously some differences with definitions. Some of them 

expressed that men and women are equal, but at the same time sharing that in Sweden it is very hard to 

find an occupation and especially practicing the language to become a part of society due to their 

expected role as women, showing a clash between value systems in this case.  

 It seems like, particularly when bringing in de-faced power in the analysis, these women 

expressed desires to become a part of society when speaking of what things they highlight from their 

own experiences and put into their own identity, regarding both subjects in the question, but were 

hindered and that external measures would have to be taken to facilitate this in order to meet the 

women.  

 

 How can the experiences of Muslim women concerning gender roles be connected to power 

structures? If yes, how is this affecting possibilities for integration? 

 

The varying experiences of the Muslim women interviewed concerning gender roles are indeed 

connected to power structures in several ways, whether deriving from religion or culture and tradition. 

Since the issue of gender was permeating all the research questions, de-faced power helped to analyze 

the 4 themes categorizing the findings and analysis, and from all of them are examples of gender roles 

connected to power structures presented above. 

 Integration has already been mentioned in the previous parts, and seems to have resulted in a 

major point of discussion when looking at the results. However, this would be interesting to do more 

research on and have more interviewees speaking about this matter, connected to their experiences of 

integrating in the Swedish society. Lastly, it seems important to note something when looking at for 

instance stereotypical gender roles. We should not assume that women, or anyone for that matter, 

coming from certain countries or practicing a specific religion, cannot contribute to our society, as one 

of the interviewees mentioned when speaking about experienced attitudes from Swedish people. In 

other words, when encountering someone, in this case a Muslim woman, whom one may have 

prejudices towards, see the individual. Hear her own voice. There are explanations, and whatever they 

are deriving from with regards to religion or culture, even if it can be stated that different influences of 

power are affecting agency to some extent, it benefits all of us to listen and work with these structures.  
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“The truth is probably that it varies. The truth is also that we can never know how it is if we do not 

listen. And to listen, we need to meet, however we are dressed” - Schyman, 2016 (translated by author), 

or due to other aspects which may form prejudices.  

 

 Is it possible to identify oneself as feminist and Muslim woman in contemporary Swedish 

society? 

 

When answering this last research question, it is first of all important to think about what one would 

put into the different terms of “feminist” and “Muslim”. For instance, what can be seen in Arabic as a 

synonym to feminism is nissa'ism, deriving from the word nissa, meaning woman (Moghissi, 

2005:50f). Moreover, feminism should clearly be fighting for all women, and men, but reality does not 

really seem to look like this. As one may argue that different definitions are understandable since they 

may carry varying meaning and origin when speaking of different women's movements, the 

terminology of ”Islamic feminism”  

“remains useful for resisting assertions that ”Islam” and ”feminism” are inherently 

opposed to one another, as well as for challenging the notion of any one group’s 

exclusive ownership of feminism” (Badran, 2009 in Hidayatullah, 2014:37). 

Meaning that, with all respect to all the definitions, it is important to remember among all the 

discussions on words that it is something which is supposed to unite. In this research, the Muslim 

women interviewed stated themselves that they believe in gender equality and experience something 

new with regards to more freedom in Sweden. However, they did not map any differences in definition 

themselves concerning feminism, Islamic feminism nor gender equality. Even though there is the 

tension between value systems occurring with integration or lack thereof, being Muslim, as defined by 

the interviewed women, includes mainly to be a good person and see that everyone should be equal, 

with them also having explained the opposite, of how different influences and power may impact 

people and e.g commit violence in the name of Islam, and are thus not true Muslims. In sum, yes, it is 

possible to identify oneself as being Muslim woman and feminist, although there is still a relevant 

discussion to continue with regards to the tension on various conceptualizations and future research on 

the topic of clashing value systems and feminism.  
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6. Summarizing Reflections and Future Research  

 

This research departed from the interviewed women's own experiences on religion and culture, identity 

as women and Muslims and gender roles in general, comparing scenarios and events prior to and while 

living in Sweden. Findings were presented and first briefly analyzed in different themes formed by the 

women's own words, raising subjects such as their own relations to God, the veil, critical thinking and 

traditional gender roles, which in turn was connected to the similar academic debates.  

 Applying Hayward's theory of de-facing power, it was found that in all but the first part 

including one woman's words that God knows more than herself about how to be as a Muslim, 

withholds a certain power relation which was not seen elsewhere. Namely, that in this context, there 

was no desire to act upon the social boundaries and claim her freedom, according to the definition of 

this theory. Nevertheless, other examples included scenarios where the women desired something else, 

when speaking for instance about obstacles to integration due to their limited field of action as a 

woman. Here it was argued that means, social power, can be implemented to enforce agency such as 

involving women in different processes in society, even though any agent can exercise power they 

work together as found. Anyone can take responsibility and take the chance of meeting one another, 

really seeing the individual, which also was the objective with this particular research. Additionally, as 

for this study, more interviews would have created a larger base for discussion and eventually 

generalizing the results in a different way, which is in some sense not really possible here. 

 Although, this generates a small piece and contribution to the current field and reality, and 

something for future research to build upon. The topic will be relevant for a long time ahead and only 

intensifies these particular discussions even more, which would require more studies concerning 

eventual clashes between value systems due to e.g current norms of gender equality and families 

immigrating and how societies keep developing.  
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Appendix 1: Interview Questions 

 

 

 Can you tell a bit about yourself? (Age, family, interests, background etc) 

 For how long have you lived in Sweden? 

 What are your relations with Swedes, and do you have opportunities to practice the language? 

 What are some experiences you have had so far with regards to the Swedish culture? How do you 

like it here? 

 What would be some main differences compared to your previous experiences/culture? 

 What is your image of Sweden when it comes to migration and asylum politics?  

 What is your image of Sweden when it comes to gender equality? 

 What is Islam to you, and being Muslim? 

 The media but also the community generally seem to present and discuss a special image of the 

Muslim woman. What are your thoughts about this image? 

 What is culture to you? Can you speak a bit about your culture? 

 What would you consider as typical feminine and masculine characteristics? 

 If yes, what importance does it have to separate them? Why/why not? 

 What is Islamic feminism to you?  

 Would you say that you are practicing/reflecting on this? How, why? 

 When and how is a woman empowered? Can you give an example? 

 Do you have an example when Islam as a religion and the culture in for 

example your home country is treating women differently?  

 What are your thoughts about some of the most debated verses of the Qur’an, including for 

example Surah An-Nisa [4:34] and Surah An-Nur [24:31]? 

 How do you perceive gender roles, both in the Swedish society and your previous culture?  

 Is there any particular difference between them you can speak about? 

 What is integration according to you? How and when is one considered as integrated? 

 What expectations do you have on the Swedish society? With regards to your rights, welfare, 

women’s rights etc? 

 To which extent are they fulfilled, and how can this improve? 
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 To you, what does the development of the Swedish society look like in the coming years? 

 


