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ABSTRACT 

 

This study examines Hamas’ policies and opinions on women’s rights and participation in the 

public sphere from a perspective of Islamic feminism. A theoretical framework of Islamic 

feminism is developed in this thesis and can be applied to other Islamist organisations and 

parties. The study shows that Hamas’ policies and statements on the topic of women’s rights 

and political participation have changed from not qualifying as feminist at all to showing 

tendencies of an Islamic feminism in line with the Legalist model presented. This is partly due 

to the democratic elements of Hamas, which points towards that this might be a possible 

future for other Islamist parties which have gained power democratically, such as from the 

Arab spring. 
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1. Introduction 
The rise of Islamism in many Middle Eastern countries as a result of the Arab spring raises 

many questions, and the discussion about women’s rights in the Middle East seems more 

relevant than ever. What does the future for women endure if these kinds of parties and 

organisations gain more power and influence in society? What chances do women have in 

affecting their situation when in an Islamist context? This thesis will review the work of 

established theorists of Islamic feminism and use this to develop a theoretical framework 

consisting of three models of Islamic feminism, and then apply this framework on the case of 

Hamas. Hamas came to power through democratic elections and has been in power much 

longer than many of the Islamists now gaining influence in other countries. This makes 

Hamas an interesting case to examine since it allows for a more long-term study of the topic. 

This study will show that Hamas attitudes towards women’s rights and political participation 

have changed from not qualifying as feminist at all, to presenting influences of Islamic 

feminism according to the Legalist model developed in this paper. 

 

To work with a feminist agenda within the concept of Islam and Islamism provide strong 

arguments within Muslim societies since the arguments used are based on the holy texts. This 

is why this approach might be the one that works in providing women with enhanced rights in 

these communities, since religion is so present in all aspects of daily life. By using Islam as a 

foundation for the principles of women’s liberation this quest has become more valid and 

legitimate in these societies (Roald, 1998, p. 20). While this is true, it is also very important 

not only to regard this approach as a pragmatic means to gain power and rights in Muslim 

communities, but also to recognise that these women; theorists and activists, firmly believe in 

Islam, its basic values and their own interpretations of the texts. One needs to be very careful 

not to fall into the traps of an orientalist approach (see Winter, 2001), regarding Middle 

Eastern Muslim women only as victims of their environment, rather than active participators 

who believe, struggle and make progress in women’s rights in Islam and Muslim societies. In 

order to avoid an orientalist approach as much as possible I have chosen to use specifically 

Islamic feminism as a theoretical basis for the analysis. The majority of these theorists on 

Islamic feminism are themselves from the Middle East and therefore they have a deeper 

knowledge than most Western feminists might have of the topic. The models of Islamic 

feminism developed in this thesis can be used for analysing other Islamist parties or 

organisations and their stance on women’s rights. 
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1.1 Aim and Research question 

The aim of this thesis is to provide a theoretical framework that can be used when analysing 

Islamist politics and statements regarding women’s rights. It also aims to contribute to the 

research on Hamas and its relationship to women’s rights and women’s role in the public 

sphere. There is an acknowledged lack of scholarly work and a need for more research on the 

topic of Hamas and women (Gunning, 2007, p. 169; Brenner, 2012). The Hamas Charter 

document is often used to describe Hamas’ stance on women, but this was written a long time 

ago and circumstances change. This thesis will regard statements by Hamas’ representatives 

as well as implemented actual politics that concern women in order to chart Hamas’ views 

and opinions regarding women in the public sphere. Due to the Islamist ideology of the party 

the models developed in this thesis are models of Islamic feminism specifically, and these 

models will be used in order to establish whether or not Hamas has shown any tendencies of 

Islamic feminism in their statements and politics regarding women’s political participation 

and if so, what kind of Islamic feminism.  

 

The research question that this thesis answers is hence: What are Hamas’ policies and 

opinions concerning women’s rights and the role of women in the public sphere, and how do 

these policies and opinions relate to the models of Islamic feminism?  

 

1.2 Disposition 

The main thoughts of Islamic feminism will be reviewed in order to provide the reader with 

sufficient knowledge about the topic to understand the development of the theoretical 

framework and models used in this thesis. Based on these main issues three models of Islamic 

feminism will be developed. These models are named Contextualists, Revisionists and 

Legalists. One model called Rejectionist will also be developed, but this is rather a critique 

against the Islamic feminism, hence not a version of Islamic feminism. It is none the less 

important to mention due to its presence within the region, but Hamas is not expected to fall 

within this model since Hamas is an Islamist party. After this a brief background on Hamas 

will be given, and their policies and politics regarding women and women’s rights will be 

reviewed and discussed in the light of the models of Islamic feminism. Each subtopic will be 

concluded with an analysis. These analyses will then be tied together in order to place Hamas 

within or outside one of the models of Islamic feminism. A discussion about the implications 

of the results in a more general context will conclude this thesis.  
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2. Definitions 
Feminism is in this paper defined simply as an activity that is founded on the belief that 

women are unfairly treated in society and that this needs to change (Svensson, 1996, p. 8). 

The reason for using this quite broad definition is that many of the women described in this 

thesis would not necessarily label themselves as feminist, but agree with the statement above 

that women are unfairly treated which is a situation that needs to be changed. Feminism is in 

many situations regarded as a Western concept, which makes especially Islamist women 

reject the term. Within this thesis I will therefore use the term feminism in a similar way that 

Margot Badran does when discussing Islamic feminism. She uses the word feminism in a 

descriptive way and applies it to the women who might not define themselves as feminists as 

well as to women who do, the criterion being an aim to change the present situation for 

women to the better (Badran, 2005, p.15-16).  

 

Islamic feminism will be defined as follows: “Islamic feminism is expressed in a single or 

paramount religiously grounded discourse taking the Qur'an as its central text” (Badran, 2005, 

p. 6) In other words; activists working for enhanced women’s rights using arguments built 

upon the Qur’an are defined as Islamic feminists.  

 

Patriarchy will be used in accordance with Amina Wadud’s discussion in her book Inside the 

Gender Jihad. She describes patriarchy as a hegemonic presumption of male dominance and 

superiority, including both the presumption of the man as the normative human being and the 

tendency to include women in the concept of humanity only in functional juxtaposition to that 

norm (Wadud, 2006, p. 96). 

 

Ijtihad is the re-reading and interpretation of religious texts. It is a method of using 

independent juristic reasoning with the aim to provide answers to questions that the Qur’an 

and the Sunna does not provide directly. Ijtihad is considered one of the sources for Shari’a 

and this in itself implies that Shari’a is not static but evolving (Mashhour, 2005, p. 565-566). 
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3. Discourse 

3.1 The Islamic tradition & Shari’a 

The Islamic tradition is not easily reviewed. It is based on several sources; the Qur’an 

(considered the Word of God revealed to the Prophet Muhammad), the Sunna and the Hadith 

(the sayings and practises ascribed to Muhammad), the Fiqh (jurisprudence), the Madahib 

(schools of law) and Shari’a (code that regulates all aspects of a Muslims life) (Hassan, 1990, 

p. 93). When discussing Islamist parties and women’s rights one of the fundamental aspects to 

understand is the concept of Shari’a. Shari’a is often understood simply as Islamic law which 

Islamists want to implement to rule all aspects of life and society. Shari’a is Arabic and means 

“the path to be followed” and its primary source is the Qur’an, followed by Sunna, Qiyas 

(analogy), Ijmaa (consensus among Muslim scholars) and Ijtihad. The first two sources are 

considered divine while the other three are human-made, consisting of interpretations of 

different kinds (Mashhour, 2005, p. 565-566). The discussion about the human sources of 

Shari’a is outside the scope of this paper and hence will not be included. The main argument 

here is that Shari’a might not be as static and written in stone as is many times believed. It is 

very important to understand that Shari’a is not a blueprint for government. It does not consist 

of laws ready to be implemented in society. Rather it holds values and general principles that 

need interpretation and need to be complemented with civil laws. This makes statements such 

as ‘as long as it does not collide with Shari’a’ difficult when talking about women’s rights as 

it is very hard to know what it really entails.  

 

3.2 Islamic feminism  

Before defining the three models of Islamic feminism, which will be used to analyse the case 

of Hamas in this thesis, it is important to provide a general knowledge about the principles 

and fundamental questions within Islamic feminism. The main issues will be described and 

discussed below in order to provide the reader with enough knowledge to understand the 

formation of the models. This includes descriptions of historical as well as theological aspects 

of the concept of Islamic feminism.  

 

3.2.1 The Qur’an, the ahadith and the view of women 

The basic principle in Islamic feminism is the understanding that Islam does not oppress 

women (Wadud, 2006, p. 97). Since Islamic feminism is based on the holy texts of Islam, the 
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first thing one need to understand is how the argumentation is based on the texts. The Qur’an 

is considered to be the main source of knowledge about the values and principles of normative 

Islam, and the ahadith (plural of hadith) is mainly considered “the lens through which the 

words of the Qur’an have been seen and interpreted” (Hassan, 1990, p. 93-94). The ahadtih 

describe what Muhammad said and did during his life, and these narrations have been passed 

on between people through history, which make the verification of their authenticity very 

important. The founders of Islam developed methods to verify the authenticity of the ahadith 

as a result from the acknowledged fact that people could easily claim that the Prophet did or 

said something that would benefit them in any given situation (Mernissi, 1991, p. 46-47). The 

same verification methods are used by feminist scholars. The method consists of identifying 

and researching everyone in the chain of narrators. According to Fatima Mernissi, one of the 

most well-known scholars on Islamic feminism, there are more false than authentic ahadith 

circulating, so for each hadith it is necessary to check the identity of the person who uttered it, 

in what circumstances the person did it and with what objective in mind. It is also necessary 

to know the chain of people who passed the hadith along (Mernissi, 1991, p. 3). Islamic 

feminists focus on the more women-hostile ahadith which are circulating, and one important 

thing in the process of verification is the comparison of the values of the hadith to the values 

of the Qur’an. Since the Qur’an generally is considered the primary source of normative 

Islam, the ahadith that does not coincide with the values of the Qur’an are normally 

discredited.  

 

In the 1980s two Islamic scholars, Muhammad al-Ghazzaali and Adb al-Halim Abu Shaqqa, 

claimed that the present situation of oppression in the Muslim world is a result of ignorance of 

the ‘true Islam’. They performed ijtihad in order to promote equality between the sexes in the 

name of Islam, and reinterpreted the ahadith in two steps; first they verified the authenticity 

and then interpreted it in the light of the values of the Qur’an. Abu Shaqqa in particular 

claimed that many of the widespread ahadith talking about women in a negative way are 

forged (Roald, 1998, p. 23).  

 

Fatima Mernissi also uses the traditional method of verifying ahadith with the aim of 

discussing the position of the woman in Islam. People can have the wrong incentives when 

reciting ahadith and this, she claims, may have been the case in some of the ahadith uttered by 

a man called Abu Hurayra, whom according to her had a complicated relationship to women. 

Many of the ahadith he recited are on the subject of ‘polluting’ the essence of femaleness 
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(Mernissi, 1991, p. 70). ‘A’isha, one of the Prophet’s wives, is known to have corrected Abu 

Hurayra on several occasions for not being careful enough when repeating the words of the 

Prophet and many others has criticised the ahadith he has uttered (Mernissi, 1991, p. 70-79). 

Clearly Mernissi is using elements of the Islamic tradition in order to discredit Abu Hurayra 

and hence attempting to invalidate his statements on the role and status of women, claiming 

them to be un-Islamic.  

 

Riffat Hassan is another well-established theorist and theologian within Islamic feminism and 

also she mentions Abu Harayra when referring to ahadith that have had a formative impact on 

the Muslim view of the female being and its sexuality (Hassan, 1990, p. 102). Both Mernissi 

and Hassan claim that the main reasons for the view of the woman’s role and low status in 

Muslim societies today are patriarchal structures and traditions, and not Islam as a set of 

values.  

 

3.2.2 Feminist perspectives on the status of the woman 

In order to understand the role and status of women and (in)equality of the sexes within the 

Islamic society and how the Islamic feminists disagree with this interpretation it is important 

to go to the basics. Most Islamic feminists examine how the woman was created according to 

Islamic faith and traditions, and the perceived role of the woman within the Muslim 

community. The majority of the theorists also discuss the concept of hijab; the veil. These are 

the most important issues within Islamic feminism and will be reviewed and discussed below 

in accordance with some of the most well-known theorists within the topic in order to provide 

the needed knowledge for understanding the concept of Islamic feminism. 

 

3.2.2.1 The creation of the woman 

Riffat Hassan makes a theological and linguistic discussion about the Qur’an and its view on 

equality between the sexes. Traditionally women are perceived not to be equal to men, but 

men are ‘above’ or have ‘a degree of advantage’ over them (Hassan, 1990, p. 100). In order to 

determine the status of women within Islam she discusses the story of the creation in the 

Qur’an. How was woman created? She shows that one of the reasons for the current low 

status of women is that the woman is perceived as being created after and from the man (from 

a crooked rib). This story is not present in the Qur’an but derived from patriarchal traditions 

combined with different ahadith. The grammar used in the story of creation rather points 
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towards that humanity was created in a pair where both halves are needed for wholeness. The 

man was not created before the woman, but they were created simultaneously. According to 

Hassan the ahadith which are not consistent with these teachings and fundamental values of 

the Qur’an should be questioned and rejected. In the Qur’an the creation of human-kind is 

gender-neutral and Hassan’s conclusion is that according to the Qur’an men and women are 

created as equals by Allah, hence they cannot become unequal (Hassan, 1990, pp. 101-103). 

 

3.2.2.2 The role of the woman 

The traditional view that the woman was not only created from the man but even for the man 

is related to that men are the qawwamun of women in the Qur’an, which usually is translated 

to in charge (of women) or protectors and maintainers (of women). Hassan explains that 

linguistically the word means breadwinners and refers to that since women alone have the 

biological function of being child bearers it is the man’s responsibility to provide for her when 

she is bearing or nursing a child. This does not, according to Hassan, mean that women cannot 

or should not provide for themselves, but simply that they should not have to while carrying 

or taking care of a child. These two functions are complementary and none of them is higher 

or lower than the other. These functions are not ascribed to wives and husbands specifically, 

but women and men of the Muslim umma (community) in general (Hassan, 1990, p. 111-

113). Again, the traditional view of the woman or wife as being basically a servant for her 

husband, or the view that God is not pleased with a woman unless her husband is pleased with 

her, can be derived from ahadith and not the Qur’an. Once again the name Abu Hurayra 

comes up when looking at ahadith that concern the submission of women to men. One 

example is a hadith that insists on that a wife must never deny her husband sexual relations. 

The relationship between man and woman described in these ahadith is very different from 

that of the Qur’an; hence there is reason to be careful when reading them (Hassan, 1990, p. 

114-119). 

 

Another example of a feminist view of the woman’s role in society can be exemplified by 

Zainad al-Ghazali al-Djabili who created an Islamic alternative to the secular feminism in 

Egypt in 1936. Her organisation was of the opinion that the woman’s place in society firstly is 

within the home, building the basis for the Islamic society. Al-Ghazali is of the strong belief 

that Islam has granted men and women equal rights, but different tasks. A woman can be 

active in politics, but her first duty is to be a good wife and mother (Svensson, 1996, p. 60-
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61). Even though a wife’s first duty is considered to be within the home, as a Salafi woman 

puts it; “men should help women in the housework. Any man is not better than the Prophet 

who used to bake the bread and sew his own garment when cut.” (Duval, 1998, p. 63). 

According to this view men and women have equal but complementary rights and obligations, 

which explains the difference in inheritance rights; a man inherit more than a woman, but this 

also gives him the obligation to provide for his female family members (Pruzan-Jørgensen, 

2012, p. 8). 

 

3.2.2.3 Hijab – The veil 

The question of the veil is inevitable when discussing Islamic feminism and the role of 

women. It lies at the heart of the greatest dilemma confronting contemporary Islam (Hassan, 

1990, p. 121). The issue seems to be divided into two camps, where many feminists are of the 

opinion and conviction that the concept of the veil as we know it today is not prescribed in the 

Qur’an and is therefore the result of patriarchal structures and interpretations in the interests 

of men (Mernissi 1991, pp. 187-188). Riffat Hassan gives the example “If, for instance, the 

Qur’an had intended for women to be completely veiled, why would it have required Muslim 

men to lower their gaze when looking at them?”(Hassan, 1990, p. 122)  

 

Hassan makes a distinction between the simpler hijab and the type of Islamic dress that covers 

the whole body. She refers to the latter as being un-Islamic and a result from patriarchal 

structures, whilst hijab is recognised to have a possible positive function for women within 

the public sphere (Hassan, 1990, p. 122; Svensson, 1996, p. 138). Hassan’s view of the hijab 

connects to a slightly more conservative opinion on the veil held by some Islamic feminists, 

who see the veil as a means for women to engage in the public sphere. Adopting the Islamic 

dress does not declare the woman’s place to be at home but rather the opposite; it legitimises 

the woman’s presence outside it (Duval, 1998, p. 61). Although this opinion indicates a view 

of the female body as fundamentally different from the male since the body needs to be 

covered in order to be legitimate in public spheres, it also seeks to empower women and 

enhance their possibilities through the use of the Islamic dress. This aim enables this approach 

to be feminist, since it seeks to create legitimate public spaces for women, and hence regards 

women as being entitled to these spaces. When a woman is veiled she can do anything a man 

can do. 
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4. Theoretical framework 
Janine A. Clark and Jillian Schwedler have written about the opportunities for women to 

engage in Islamist parties. These opportunities depend, among other aspects, on how the party 

regards the religious texts. The Contextualists believe that the “application of Islamic teaching 

must be considered in the light of current social and political realities; focus is on the intended 

spirit of Muhammad’s message and not on the literal teachings” whilst the Legalists believe 

that the “application of the Islamic teachings must be based on a more literal legalist reading 

of the Qur’an and the teachings of the Prophet Muhammad; human-made law cannot usurp 

God’s law” (Clark & Schwedler, 2003, p. 297). I will use the terms Contextualists and 

Legalists and connect them to the theories described above in order to create two models 

within Islamic feminism.  

 

Carolyn Osiek discusses feminist theology based on the Bible when distinguishing five 

approaches to the holy text; loyalist, revisionist, sublimationist, rejectionist and liberationist 

(Oisek, 1985, pp. 960-966). I will use two of these; revisionist and rejectionist, for the 

creation of two models that can be used in the discussion of Islamic feminism. The reason I 

am using only revisionist and rejectionist is that the loyalist definition basically equals the 

Legalist model in my framework hence some of Osiek’s insights on this will be used within 

the model of Legalism. The liberationist approach is quite similar to the rejectionist approach 

in the way it reconstructs the religious texts (Roald, 1998, p. 19), and since reconstruction of 

the texts is very unlikely for Islamist parties, the liberationalist approach will be disregarded 

as covered by the rejectionist model. The sublimationist approach provided by Osiek mainly 

concerns religious symbolism of femaleness, which certainly can be present within an Islamic 

context as well, but not as an approach to Islamism in the political meaning of the word, 

which is what is mainly being regarded in this thesis.  

 

These four terms will be slightly modulated in order to fit the theory of Islamic feminism, 

since Clark’s and Schwedler’s definitions originally concerns Islamist parties in general, and 

Oisek’s definitions are developed as feministic approaches towards the Bible. The theorists’ 

definitions of the models will be used and matched to the theories of Islamic feminism 

described in the discourse above. The theoretical framework of this thesis then consists of 

three models of Islamic feminism, ranging from liberal to conservative, and the Rejectionist 

model that mainly represent the critique of using Islamic sources as a tool for women’s 

liberation. These models should be regarded as ideal types, but in reality the lines between 
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them can be blurry. Ranging from very liberal to very conservative the models of Islamic 

feminism would be arranged as follows:  

 

    Very liberal        Very conservative 

     
   

 

 

 

4.1 Rejectionists – a critique against Islamic feminism 

Rejectionists regard the religious texts as so permeated by patriarchal ideas that they have to 

be rejected totally. Some would go so far as to reject not only the text but also the whole 

religious tradition (Oisek, 1985, p. 960). This model is present within the Middle East 

feminist movements, but it is irrelevant in the case of Hamas since they are an Islamist party 

and hence will not reject the holy texts as basis for their politics. Neither does it qualify as a 

type of Islamic feminism due to its total rejection of the Islamic texts. It rather criticises 

Islamic feminism for being trapped in patriarchal structures. One rejectionist is Bronwyn 

Winter who sees all religious texts as oppressive to women (Winter, 2001, p. 12). Shahrzad 

Mojab would also fall within this model. She critiques Islamic feminism for not demanding 

universal rights for women and discusses problems of using Islam as a basis for women’s 

emancipation, once example being that Islamic feminism excludes women of other religions 

(Mojab, 2001, p. 139). These critiques are very important to remember while discussing 

Islamic feminism, but due to the limited scope of this paper it is not possible to discuss them 

in depth.  

 

4.2 Contextualists 

Contextualists believe that the “application of Islamic teaching must be considered in the light 

of current social and political realities; focus is on the intended spirit of Muhammad’s 

message and not on the literal teachings” (Clark & Schwedler, 2003, p. 297). This reasoning 

can result in some rules of the Qur’an now being invalid, which makes this theory very radical 

and controversial. This model would include Fazlûr Rahman who made a difference between 

the laws of the Qur’an, which he believed were bound to the specific time when they were 

revealed, and the moral rules, which are valid forever. The group Sisters in Islam would also 

Rejectionists Contextualists Revisionists     Legalists 
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fall under the title of Contextualists. They explain the presence of now invalid rules in the 

Qur’an by claiming that these rules were revealed in order to solve a time specific problem, 

and today that problem may not exist, thus a situation that invalidates the rule. One example is 

their approach to the Qur’anic verse that states that two female witnesses are needed to equal 

one male witness. The Sisters in Islam claims that this is due to the low education and 

knowledge among women during the early Islamic era, and since this it not the case in the 

same way today, the ‘rule’ is considered invalid (Svensson, 1996, p. 75-79). The determining 

aspect for this model is hence the fact that the Contextualists claim that there are rules within 

the Qur’an that are not valid today. 

 

4.3 Revisionists  

Revisionists believe that the patriarchal framework present in Muslim societies today is 

cultural and traditional but not theological. The revisionist way of reading the text involves a 

search for positive roles for women and an interpretation of the text from a feminist point of 

view. The tradition is regarded as capable of being reformed (Osiek, 1985, pp. 963-964) 

which explains the revisionists’ use of the method of ijtihad; the re-reading of the holy texts 

from a gender perspective. These feminists consolidate their arguments on these findings and 

challenge in this way the traditional roles of women. The Qur’an is regarded as the word of 

God but it has been misinterpreted over the years and hence the process of ijtihad is needed. 

This model rests on the strong belief that total equality between the sexes is a fundamental 

value of the Qur’an and hence of Islam. Based on this the theorists within this model have a 

sceptical attitude towards some ahadith that contain a totally different view on gender 

relations compared to the Qur’an. Ahadith that contains values that contradict those of the 

Qur’an are hence declared un-Islamic. Women are considered to have a special biological 

function as child bearers, but that is the only difference between women and men. Because of 

the women’s child bearing functions men have gotten the responsibility to provide for women 

when they are pregnant or nursing. This does not mean that a woman cannot or should not 

take care of herself, only that she should not have to while bearing or nursing a child. Women 

do not need to be veiled in order to have legitimate access to public spheres, and especially 

the full-covering veil is regarded as un-Islamic. It is patriarchal structures, traditions and 

personal interests of men that have created the views on women that we see in these societies 

today, and not the true religion in itself. This is the view carried by Fatima Mernissi and Riffat 

Hassan (although parts of Hassan’s opinions on hijab rather qualify as Legalist).  
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4.4 Legalists  

Legalists believe that the “application of the Islamic teachings must be based on a more literal 

legalist reading of the Qur’an and the teachings of the Prophet Muhammad; human-made law 

cannot usurp God’s law” (Clark & Schwedler, 2003, p. 297). To some extent the practise of 

ijtihad is used, but not as radically as in the Revisionist model. Also the ahadith, here referred 

to as ‘the teachings of the Prophet Muhammad’, are included in the Legalists primary sources, 

which leads to a slightly different view of the role of the woman compared to the Revisionist 

model. The sympathisers of this model claim that there is a fundamental difference between 

the man and the woman, but seek to empower women within their role in society. A woman’s 

primary responsibility is regarded as the home and family, but when she has provided for their 

needs nothing hinders her from engaging in politics. With means as for example the hijab and 

the Islamic dress these feminists reclaim the public sphere, and they believe that a veiled 

woman is capable of doing anything a man can do. Through being veiled the woman attains 

the possibility to mix with men if necessary, though mixing of the sexes is generally regarded 

as perilous if not within a safe, public context with a clear purpose. These women might not 

be comfortable with identifying themselves as feminists since feminism many times is 

regarded as a Western concept, but due to their recognition of the systematic oppression of 

women and their aim to change this, according to the definition used in this thesis this does 

count as feminism. In this model the belief is that Islam, not feminism, is the solution to 

women’s problems (Svensson, 1996, p. 59). Zainab al-Ghazali al-Djabili would belong to this 

model, and Riffat Hassan’s positive view on hijab would also qualify as a Legalist approach. 

 

5. Methodology 
This section discusses the material used to answer the research question of this thesis. In order 

to decide where within the developed theoretical framework Hamas should be placed, I have 

looked at earlier scholarly work as well as Hamas’ own statements and implemented politics 

that concern women’s rights and women’s engagement in the public sphere. This section also 

described the operationalisation of this thesis. 
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5.1 Operationalisation  

The operationalisation of this thesis is derived from the models presented above. The main 

characteristics of the models have been narrowed down and concretised in order to make the 

distinction between the ideal types clearer. This allows for a clearer application of the models 

on real cases.  

5.1.1 Feminist 

In order to determine whether or not some of the politics and policies of Hamas can qualify as 

feminist it is necessary to look at statements about a needed change when it comes to the 

rights and status of women. Statements that acknowledge that women are not treated or 

respected or do not have the rights they should have, and politics suggested or implemented 

that try to enhance these rights for women are regarded as signs of feminism. Examples can 

be statements about equality of the sexes or politics implemented to enhance the chances for 

women to find work. Statements and politics in the opposite direction or about wanting to 

keep status quo with regard to gender will be regarded as being non-feminist.  

 

5.1.2 Rejectionist 

If an organisation or a party is to be considered Rejectionists statements and politics that 

disregard the religious text as a source for legitimate politics need to be observed. Within this 

model the entire text is rejected for being patriarchal. This model is not included in the 

Islamic feminism-framework and since Hamas is an Islamist party this model is irrelevant 

here and will not be further discussed in this thesis. In short:  

 Rejects the whole religious text as patriarchal in itself. 

 

5.1.3 Contextualist 

For an organisation or party to be entitled Contextualist there is a need to find statements or 

politics that claim that some of the religious rules, in the Islamic case from Shari’a, are invalid 

due to its historical context. Statements that argue that circumstances have changed and 

therefore something that is prescribed in the holy text is irrelevant and invalid today are signs 

of an organisation or party being Contextualist. It is impossible to give concrete examples of 

Contextualists’ exact standpoints in specific questions, since these standpoints will depend on 

the argumentation about which rules are valid or invalid. Contextualists theoretically can have 
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any opinion in an issue; what makes them Contexualists is the will to declare some of the 

religious rules as invalid and this way support their standpoint. In short: 

 Declares certain religious rules invalid and this acts as a foundation for the 

argumentation for women’s liberation in various issues.  

 

5.1.4 Revisionist 

Characteristic for the Revisionist model is the firm belief that the Qur’an is the primary 

normative source of Islam, and that the Qur’an stands for total equality between the sexes. 

Other sources, as ahadith, should be interpreted in the light of this fundamental message of the 

Qur’an, and when the values do not coincide the Qur’anic message is regarded as the valid, 

true Islamic one. Typically Revisionist feminists are against the use of the Islamic dress and 

hijab, claiming that it is not prescribed in the Qur’an. A woman does not have to be veiled in 

order to be among men, this interpretation is only a result from patriarchal traditions. In other 

words, if an organisation does not promote hijab at all or argues against it using the argument 

that it is un-Islamic, this is a sign of it being Revisionist. This view of the hijab also connects 

to the issue of mixing of the sexes. Mixing of the sexes is not a phenomenon seen as un-

Islamic or wrong. In order to decide whether or not Hamas can be considered Revisionist one 

can look at female representation within the party, specifically if women in politics are 

regarded as representing the women or the people. Revisionists would claim that women 

should be involved in all kinds of politics and should not only work specifically with 

‘women’s issues’. The last criterion to take into consideration is the opinion on what is a 

woman’s responsibility. Due to the Revisionists’ firm belief that the Qur’an promotes total 

equality of the sexes the Revisionists does not regard a woman’s primary responsibility to be 

the home and family. This responsibility should be shared. In short:  

 Equality between men and women  Equal responsibilities  

 Against hijab 

 Mixing of the sexes is permitted 

 

5.1.5 Legalist 

In order to entitle an organisation or party as Legalist there are a few aspects to take into 

consideration. First, similarly to the Revisionists the Legalists regard the Qur’an as the words 

of God and its message is forever valid. The Legalists tend to apply this approach to ahadith, 

referred to as ‘the teachings of the Prophet Muhammad’ as well, hence defining the role of the 



 16 

Islamic woman differently than the Revisionists. The woman is regarded as different from the 

man, and her first responsibility is considered to be the home and the family. The Islamic 

dress and the hijab are regarded as tools to legitimatise a woman’s presence outside the home 

and within the public sphere. A veiled woman can do basically anything a man can do. 

Women’s political participation is accepted or even encouraged, but women tend to work with 

‘women’s issues’ rather than politics in general, as a result of the Legalist view of mixing of 

the sexes combined with their view of the woman as different from the man. Elements to 

consider in order to define Hamas as Legalist is their approach to hijab as a tool for women’s 

emancipation and political participation and their attitude to a woman’s role as differentiated 

from the man’s. Legalists find mixing of the sexes as wrong, especially if the woman is not 

veiled. In short:  

 Women’s primary responsibility is the home and the family 

 Promotes the use of hijab as a tool for legitimising women’s presence in the public 

sphere 

 Scepticism towards mixing of the sexes, especially if the woman is not veiled. 

 

5.2 Methodological problems 

Finding resources which tell about Hamas’ policies, spoken or practised, towards women and 

their role in society have been challenging. Due the lack of available information in English 

on behalf of Hamas itself I have been forced to rely a lot on secondary sources for 

information. The scarcity of earlier research in the area of Hamas’ views and policies 

regarding women and their political participation has made a wide selection of material 

necessary. The material used in this thesis consists of work by established scholars and 

researchers on Hamas combined with news articles and statements from Hamas’ 

representatives. This material is then used to chart Hamas’ politics concerning women and 

their role in society and the public sphere. I have chosen to include statements by Hamas’ 

representatives which can be biased to some extent. This is a common issue when using 

interviews made by other scholars, it is hard to know exactly how the interviewees might have 

changed or modified in their answers depending on who did the interview. In order to make 

up for this I am also using other scholars’ work and conclusions regarding Hamas’ politics 

and standpoints towards women’s rights, and news articles reporting on the topic. The use of 

interview material and statements from Hamas’ representatives fills a function even if it is 

sometimes hard to judge as totally objective. The aim of this thesis is to investigate the 



 17 

opinions of the organisation, which is impossible to do in any other way than to include 

statements on the subject.  

 

6. Background – Hamas and its political ideology 
Hamas has its roots in the Egyptian Muslim Brotherhood, which was founded in 1928, and 

the Palestinian branches of the Brotherhood have been more or less active since the 1940s. 

After the defeat in the Six-Day war in 1967 the ideology of Arab Nationalism was discredited 

and a political space for the re-emergence of Islamism and Palestinian Nationalism was 

created. In this fertile political soil the movement grew and in 1973 the Islamic Centre was 

created, followed by the Islamic Association in 1976. Both of these centres focused on charity 

works and social and educational welfare activities in needy areas as refugee camps and poor 

urban neighbourhoods, and this gave the organisation a large support base. In 1981 the Young 

Women’s Islamic Association was created, which helped increase Hamas’ continuing 

popularity among women (Gunning, 2007, pp. 28-30). 

 

Hamas was officially founded in December 1987 during the second Intifada and by then it 

already had a large popular support from its grass-roots network of charity works and social 

activities. Hamas is an acronym for Harakat al-Muqawama al-Islamiyya which translates as 

The Islamic Resistance Movement (Milton-Edwards & Farrell, 2010, pp. 5-6). In its charter, 

which is the document on which the organisation is founded, Hamas states that Islam is the 

system, the way of life and that all the actions of the movement are judged on the principles of 

Islam (Hamas, 1988, article 1), but equally important is the struggle for Palestine as an 

Islamic waqf (trust), a Muslim holy land that no one has the right to bargain away (Hamas, 

1988, article 11). This kind of nationalism is described as an important element of the 

religious package (Hamas, 1988, article 12). In 2006 Hamas participated in the Palestinian 

national elections for the first time, and won. This victory can be considered in many ways a 

turning point for Hamas. From being an opposition they were now a party expected to govern 

(Hroub, 2006, p. 6). 

 

Hamas’ states in its charter that it seeks to establish an Islamic state in historic Palestine, but 

due to its heterogeneous constituency it is hard to know what this would really entail 

(Gunning, 2007, p. 56). Hamas’ political ideology has been thoroughly investigated by Jeroen 

Gunning and he describes the organisation as fairly democratic, at least in comparison to other 
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Islamist parties. The Qur’anic phrase “my community shall never agree on error” serves as an 

important basis for Hamas’ view on democracy, were the ‘community’ is interpreted as the 

population as a whole and not only the Islamic scholars, which is the more traditional 

interpretation of the text. Since the population as a whole cannot participate in all decisions, 

this task falls on the representatives they have chosen (Gunning, 2007, p. 60-61). The popular 

mandate is in other words an important base for legitimacy according to Hamas. In the very 

heart of Hamas’ political theory is a dual contract, one with the people and their elected 

representatives, and one with God. God’s law (Shari’a) provides the morality needed for the 

greater good and balances the individual’s choices that risk to be egoistic in a way that can 

harm society. Gunning compares this philosophy to Locke, according to whom freedom is not 

liberty to do whatever one wishes, but rather to learn to choose the greater good (Gunning, 

2007, p. 70). In other words, according to Hamas the people’s will is an important source for 

legitimacy, but in order for real freedom and justice to exist and to protect the little man, a 

morality need to be present, and in Hamas’ case that is the divine law. This can be 

exemplified with the following statement from one of Gunning’s interviewees:  

“Take for example the Congress of the United States of America. No one can 

become Senator until they have money in the range of $250 million. The regular 

man from the street cannot reach that level, … and this money will of course give 

access to the media and to different centres of power. So it becomes democracy of 

the strong and the rich, not the democracy of everyone. … Under such 

circumstances, morals become abstract and everyone can rule over society in 

wicked, crooked ways. … [Regarding] the mechanism of achieving power, we do 

not differ on this: let it be democratic. But the problem exists when equality is not 

achieved. … The main objective is [thus] equality, not rulership” (Musa, quoted in 

Gunning, 2007, p. 75)  

 

The understanding of this balance between the law of man and the law of God adds to this 

paper by clarifying the tension that might allow for the advocacy for women’s rights to 

actually give results, even if some might believe that the proposals are irreconcilable with 

Shari’a. It also might help explain why some women take their traditional role very seriously; 

the duties one has in a society are to be performed for the greater good. It is not every citizen 

for himself or herself, but one has to take responsibility for the society as a whole.  

 

 



 19 

7. Results – Hamas’ policies and statements concerning women 
In order to determine whether or not Hamas can be said to have influences of Islamic 

feminism a review of the statements and politics of the party will be made below. Each 

passage will be concluded with an analysis connecting the material to the theoretical 

framework.   

 

7.1 Women’s rights 

How an organisation or party treats and values the topic of women’s rights is deeply 

connected to feminism. In order to decide whether or not Hamas can be said to show feminist 

influences and tendencies, their politics and statements regarding women’s rights, including 

women’s fundamental rights, women’s right to participate in politics, women’s rights to 

participate in the military and women’s rights connected to Shari’a will be reviewed and 

discussed below. 

 

7.1.1 Women’s fundamental rights 

Not to get killed or harassed for being a woman are rights which can be considered as 

fundamental. In the late 1990s Hamas worked together with secular feminists and Marxists to 

raise public awareness about, and condemned the prevalence of early marriages and honour 

killings, and honour killings were at this point explicitly denounced as un-Islamic (Gunning, 

2007, pp. 169-170). In 1999, Hamas’ admitted for the first time that women are oppressed and 

have reason to protest against discrimination and sexism (Allabadi, 2008, p. 194; The 

Guardian, 2006-02-18). 

 

In its Election Platform (the party’s programme for the election in 2006) Hamas stated it aims 

to “fortify woman by Islamic education, make her aware of her religious rights and confirm 

her independence which is based on purity, modesty, and commitment.” (Hroub, 2006, p. 14) 

The Election platform also includes introductions of new regulations and laws to protect 

women’s and children’s rights, it encourages work for women, and promises to support 

mothers through different special programmes (Hroub, 2006, p. 14). According to al-Shanti 

Hamas are working to show society that women are not secondary, but that they are equal to 

men (Bullimore, 2006). 
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7.1.1.1 Analysis: Women’s fundamental rights 

The statements above show Hamas’ acknowledgement that women’s position in society is not 

what it should be, and that something needs to be done in order to promote women’s rights in 

these matters. This qualifies as feminism according to the definition used in this paper.  

 

7.1.2 Women’s rights to participate in politics 

Jeroen Gunning has performed extensive fieldwork on Hamas in Gaza and almost all of his 

interviewees agreed on that women have the right to run for the Shura (consultative) Council 

and that they can occupy ministerial posts, but that they cannot be Head of State or 

Commander in Chief. These opinions were justified either by referring to a saying by the 

Prophet Muhammad or by claiming that women are physically unfit for the job. All citizens, 

including women, have the right to vote in elections (Gunning, 2007, p. 62). 

 

Around the election of 2006 the female ranks of Hamas along with the party’s election 

manifest were calling on women to increase their participation in politics (Gunning, 2007, p. 

168). Jamila al-Shanti is one of the most well known women within Hamas. She got elected in 

2006 after being third on the party’s list, and is considered a pioneer within the Muslim 

women activist movement in Palestine (Amayreh, 2010, p. 8). In her view Hamas is a 

moderate Islamic movement that, due to its foundation on Islam, gives women rights and 

dignity. Al-Shanti claims that Hamas has a wide support from women in the society, but she 

also recognises that women are formally underrepresented within the party. In 2006 six 

women were elected as MPs, three in Gaza and the rest in the West Bank (al-Shanti quoted in 

Amayreh, 2010, p. 9). She regards this as a problem today, but also said “we view this as an 

evolutionary and cumulative process, which means that we will continue to make progress 

toward a more equitable representation of women within the Islamic movement.” (al-Shanti 

quoted in Amayreh, 2010, p. 8)  

 

Part of the female political representation of Hamas is a result from the quota system present 

in Palestinian election law. In both the legislative and the municipal elections the quota for 

women is 20 percent, and in every local council two seats are reserved for women (Allabadi, 

2008, p. 188). It can be argued that Hamas simply has no choice but to put women on their 

lists and that they might not actually want to put women on its lists. Though this might be 

true, there are still women within Hamas that has been elected not only for being women. In 
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the West Bank municipal elections of the village Obadeiah for example, Hamas’ female 

candidates refused to run within the quota system, instead competing directly with the male 

candidates (Gunning, 2007, p. 168).  

 

There are conservative traditions in the Palestinian society that tells women not to engage in 

the political life, since that realm is considered as reserved for men only. Jamila al-Shanti 

describes these attitudes as problematic and with little or no justification in Islamic sources, 

and together with the women’s movement she took on the task of explaining to Palestinian 

women that these are mistaken points of view that do not coincide with Islamic principles 

(Amayreh, 2010, p. 9). Women have as much right as men to engage in political activism. 

“There are traditions here that say that a woman should take a secondary role – that that she 

should be at the back, but that is not Islam. Hamas will scrap many of these traditions. You 

will find women going out and participating.” she says (al-Shanti, quoted in Gunning, 2007, 

p. 168)  

 

7.1.2.1 Analysis: Women’s rights to participate in politics 

When analysing the issue of female representation within Hamas the observed trend is that 

women’s participation in politics seems to increase. This is an acknowledged trend when 

looking at Palestinian election results in general, not specifically at Hamas. In the election of 

1996 only 5 out of the 88 seats in the Legislative Council was occupied by women, and in 

2006 the number was 22 seats. The quota system mentioned above was implemented in 2005 

so this naturally played a part in increasing women’s participation in politics (Allabadi, 2008, 

pp. 188-189). The fact that the election of 2006 was the first national election that Hamas 

participated in makes is hard to tell if the number of formal posts occupied by women has 

grown or not. There are simply no other election results to compare with. One observation 

that can be done is that there are a significant number of women officially representing 

Hamas. These women have won their seats inside or outside of the quota system, a fact that 

needs to be analysed a bit further. Since the quota system is part of Palestinian election law 

and not necessarily something that Hamas would impose by itself, the number of women 

elected with support from the quota system might not say much about the view of Hamas 

when it comes to female representation. They might have chosen not to put any women of 

their lists if they had a choice. On the other hand there are, as mentioned, examples of women 

competing for seats outside of the quota system as well, which can be seen as a Revisionist 
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choice. Furthermore, once elected, Jamila al-Shanti and her colleagues appear to work hard in 

order to advocate for women’s rights in the name of the party without being silenced.  Even 

though their voices might not be representative for all members of the party, they are the 

members usually asked about women’s rights issues and hence they have the capability 

setting the tone of the party concerning these issues, thereby not saying that other forces will 

not have an influence.  

 

7.1.3 Participation in military actions  

When discussing women’s participation in politics and the case of Hamas it is impossible to 

ignore the aspect of Hamas’ armed actions. What is Hamas’ opinion about women who want 

to engage by military means and women who want to become suicide bombers? Although this 

paper is not discussing the violent politics of Hamas in particular, this aspect becomes 

important to address since the military is a sphere very dominated by men, and when women 

want to participate in these actions they really do challenge the traditions.  

 

Women’s right to participate in the nationalist resistance against Israel is mentioned by 

Hamas already in its founding document. Article 12 in Hamas’ Charter states the woman’s 

right to go out and fight the enemy without her husband’s permission (Hamas, 1988). Shortly 

before the election of 2006 Hamas lounged a women’s armed wing with the aim ‘jihad and 

resistance’, and the members were pictured with weapons of the campaign posters. When the 

female commander of the unit was asked about how the women in the group manage to 

combine the housework and educating their children with engaging in the military unit, she 

answered “We manage our time and know our duties, like every working woman.” (Milton-

Edwards & Farrell, 2010, p. 200; The Guardian, 2006-02-18). This answer implies an 

acknowledgement that the home and family is considered as a woman’s primary duty. When 

it comes to the even more controversial matter of suicide bombings there are slightly different 

opinions represented within Hamas. Sheikh Yassin, founder and spiritual leader of Hamas, 

made a statement saying that he preferred the men to become martyrs first and that the women 

were not needed as bombers yet. He regarded women as the second line, or as back-up in this 

matter. Sheikh Hassan Yousef, the Hamas’ West Bank spokesperson, on the other hand said 

that he believed that there was no religious precept prohibiting a woman’s involvement. “It is 

Muslim women’s right to fight against occupation, and no fatwa forbids them from joining the 

struggle”, he continues “We believe in the right of women to resist the occupation, side by 



 23 

side with men. We have no reservations.” (Milton-Edwards & Farrell, 2010, p. 196-197) 

Jamila al-Shanti concludes Hamas’ stance on women suicide bombers in these words; “If 

some volunteers, we will not stand against it, but it is not our policy to go and ask women.” 

(al-Shanti quoted in Milton-Edwards and Farrell, 2010, p. 199) 

 

7.1.3.1 Analysis: Women’s military participation  

The available statements concerning women within the armed resistance point towards a quite 

progressive attitude regarding this issue. Even though the use of violence in this way can be 

very much discussed, this is not the topic of this paper and hence the question will only be 

discussed in the light of women’s emancipation and the models of Islamic feminism. It seems 

that women are allowed to join in the armed resistance if they wish to, but women are not 

expected or asked to join in the same way as men are. This view is expressed as early as in the 

1988 charter when a woman is said to have the right to go out and fight the enemy without her 

husband’s permission. The choice to create a women’s military wing shows that Hamas does 

not consider it unsuitable for women to join the armed forces if they wish, but women are not 

required or expected to do this. This combined with the acknowledgement by the female 

commander of the women’s military wing that it is a woman’s responsibility to care for the 

home and family, but that she can engage in actions like these on her spare time, are signs of 

Hamas belonging to the Legalist model.  

 

7.1.4 Women’s rights and Shari’a 

In 1999 the Women’s Actions Department of the Salvation party, which is the former party of 

Hamas, arranged its second Women’s conference. At this conference Mahmud al-Zahar, a 

prominent leader in Hamas, presented a paper arguing that women, when it comes to all 

aspects of work, have equal rights to men as long as the work does not contradict Shari’a or it 

does not suit a woman’s characteristics or capabilities. He did not specify what these 

‘capabilities’ or ‘characteristics’ are, and what would contradict Shari’a is also very unclear 

(Jad, 2010, p. 47). Statements like these make it very hard to talk about equal rights since 

women’s rights obviously are restricted in ways which are very hard to predict. At the same 

conference a general statement was agreed upon. It stated “our approach to women’s 

liberation is Islam and not the universal conventions; however, we don’t reject any of these 

conventions as long as they don’t contradict the rules of Islamic shari’a and the specificity of 

the Palestinian Muslim society” (quoted in Jad, 2010, p. 51) The same opinion was expressed 
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by Intisar al-Wazir, also known as Umm Jihad, in 2006: “We must work to include women’s 

rights in the Palestinian constitution, in a way that will not clash with Islamic law.” (The 

Economist, 1994) 

 

7.1.5 Analysis: Hamas and women’s rights – and feminism? 

The topic of women’s rights ultimately decides whether or not Hamas can be considered to 

have feminist tendencies. There are examples pointing towards that they do, the clearest one 

being when Hamas in 1999 officially stated that women are oppressed and have reason to 

protest against discrimination and sexism. Another example is from the Election Platform 

where Hamas states it aims to “fortify woman by Islamic education, make her aware of her 

religious rights and confirm her independence which is based on purity, modesty, and 

commitment”. Here the words ‘purity, modesty and commitment’ could act as restrictions on 

the emancipation of women, defining what a woman should and should not be like. It is 

important to remember that these qualities are important within the Islamic tradition as a 

whole and not necessarily only for women. These qualities are mentioned specifically when 

referring to women though, a fact that makes the statement quite restrictive when it comes to 

women’s rights. Although it is important to remember that the definition of Islamic feminism 

implies restrictions derived from, or at least dependent on, the holy texts. The presence of 

epithets as ‘purity’ and ‘modesty’ could in other words in itself be a sign of Islamic feminism. 

This discussion also connects to the topic of the role of the woman, which will be examined 

more thoroughly below. The aim to make woman aware of her religious rights and to 

encourage and facilitate work for women and the acknowledgement that women’s 

independence needs to be confirmed also qualifies as being feminist approaches.  

 

The general trend that can be observed within the topic of women’s rights in the policies and 

statements by Hamas can be summarised as follows. The party seems to be willing to enhance 

women’s rights but only as long as it does not contradict Shari’a. The problem that occurs 

with this type of reasoning is that it is still very unclear what kind of work or emancipation 

actually would contradict Shari’a according to Hamas. The clearest example is the woman’s 

right to work, which is mentioned as an aim in several of the statements referred to above. 

This right to work although is restricted by the references to Shari’a and traditions. The 

references to Shari’a are less problematic than the references to tradition when regarding the 

issue from an Islamic feminist-perspective. If feminist theology manages to influence the 
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interpretation of Shari’a this restriction to women’s rights might not be as large as first 

assumed. Though, recently more reference seems to have been made to traditional values 

rather than Islam when implementing rules that restrict women’s rights (The Telegraph, 2010-

07-18; The Guardian 2013-03-05; BBC 2013-03-05). There is reason to believe this to be 

harder to refute with arguments based on Islamic feminism, but perhaps not impossible.  

 

The aim to enhance women’s rights as long as they do not contradict Shari’a does coincide 

with the definition of feminism used in this article, even if there is a ‘limit’ for these rights. 

These limits make more sense when looking at the definition of Islamic feminism. According 

to Islamic feminism a woman’s, and a man’s for that matter, rights are determined by God in 

Islam and hence they are regulated by Shari’a. If women’s rights would not be restricted or at 

least dependent on Shari’a on some level the feminism would not qualify as being Islamic. 

The real discussion hence becomes the interpretation of Shari’a. Hamas recognises Shari’a as 

a set of general principles that should be followed when legislating (Gunning, 2007, p. 57), 

but it is quite unclear exactly what implications this might have for women and women’s 

rights. The concept of ijtihad becomes an important tool for the Islamic feminists within 

Hamas to proceed in their struggle for women’s rights. If they manage to show that enhanced 

women’s rights are not contradictory to Shari’a their chances of progress within this area 

should increase.  

 

In which one of the three models Hamas should be placed cannot be answered by only 

looking at women’s rights, even though tendencies of the Legalist model have been observed 

in the discussion about women’s military participation and tendencies of the Revisionist 

model is presented by women refusing to run within the quota system. The promotion of 

women’s rights falls within every one of the models, and is important for determining if there 

at all are feminist tendencies within the party, and as have been showed the answer seems to 

be that it does. In order to decide within which feminist model Hamas should be placed the 

issues of the perceived role of the woman, the issue of mixing of the sexes and the use of 

hijab needs to be analysed.  

 

7.2 Women’s role 

In Hamas first official document, their Charter from 1988, the woman’s role in society is 

described in two articles in particular, article 17 and 18. In these articles the woman’s role in 
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‘the battle for liberation’ is described as equally important as the role of the man through the 

function of being the ‘factory of men’. Her role consists of training future generations for 

jihad, and her place is described as within the home. This should be considered when 

educating Muslim girls, making sure they attain the necessary knowledge in running a home 

(Hamas, 1988, article 17; 18). Though the woman’s role is described as important for the 

Palestinian cause, it is a very narrow description of a human being. This perception of the role 

of the woman seems to have changed over time. The Israeli newspaper Haaretz described the 

expanded role of women as one of the most prominent features of Hamas’ 2006 election 

campaign (Haaretz, 2005-12-11). According to Jamila al-Shanti women now have an 

advanced position within Hamas since they are considered a fundamental part of the 

movement (Amayreh, 2010, p. 8). 

 

The way a woman’s role is perceived is deeply connected with her rights and responsibilities. 

If a woman is considered different from the man she is likely to be ascribed different 

responsibilities than the man. According to Sameera al-Halayka, who is an elected member of 

the Palestinian Legislative Council, a woman’s primary responsibility is her home and family, 

and her political activism needs to exist side by side with handling her duties within the home. 

It is a balance that sometimes needs help from her husband, daughters and occasionally from 

day-care services (Amayreh, 2010, p. 5). In other words, the woman has the ultimate 

responsibility for keeping the home running, but she does not personally have to do all the 

work, it is possible for her to delegate the work to others if necessary. This view of the home 

being a woman’s primary responsibility has also been noted above in the discussion on 

women’s military participation. 

 

In its Election Platform Hamas stated it aims to “fortify woman by Islamic education, make 

her aware of her religious rights and confirm her independence which is based on purity, 

modesty, and commitment.” (Hroub, 2006, p. 14) The importance of purity and modesty 

referred to can be exemplified in a prohibition that was enforced in Gaza in 2010 that forbids 

shops to show women’s lingerie on display in the windows (The Jerusalem Post, 2010-07-29). 

Another implemented rule that reflects the view of how a woman ought to behave was 

implemented in Gaza in 2010 and prohibited women to smoke nargileh, the traditional and 

very popular water pipe. Hamas claimed that allowing women to smoke nargileh is against 

traditions and social norms and hence banned women from smoking it. It was also stated that 

the ban aimed to prevent divorces, since husbands would want to divorce their wives if they 
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were seen smoking nargileh in public (The Telegraph, 2010-07-18). Though, this ruling was 

retracted after protests from international organisations and human rights groups (The 

Guardian, 2013-03-05).  

 

7.2.1 Analysis: Women’s role 

Compared to the role of the woman described in Hamas charter as being ‘the factory of men’ 

the attitude appears quite different around the time for the election in 2006. Women are called 

upon to engage in politics and the growing role for women is pointed out to be one of the 

most prominent features of the election campaign. The arguments for women’s engagement in 

politics are made with reference to Islam, which implies a presence of Islamic feminism in 

Hamas that has been increasing over time.  

 

When analysing this topic in the light of the models it can be observed that Hamas should be 

placed within the Legalist model of the framework. Even though there have been a change 

from a view of women being vastly different from men in all aspects, only being described as 

important due to her function as a ‘factory of men’, Hamas still regards the role of a woman 

as different from the role of a man. The argumentation by Sameera al-Halayka that a woman’s 

first responsibility is within the home confirms this conclusion. This type of reasoning still 

qualifies as feminist due to the claims that a woman can delegate this responsibility and 

demand help from her family and the society in order to being able to take care of the family 

while engaging in politics. It is hard to tell whether this opinion is representative for the party 

as a whole or even for a majority of it, but due to the lack of material about this subject this 

statement will have to be assumed to be at least quite close to being representative of the 

party.  

 

7.3 Mixing of the sexes 

7.3.1 Mixing in society (private sphere) 

One controversial matter within the Islamic society is the mixing of the sexes. The issue is 

discussed in a paper presented at a workshop organised by the Women’s Actions Department 

of the Islamic Salvation party (the previous party of Hamas) in 1997. “Now we can see that 

Muslim woman was moved to prove herself in all aspects and fields of life. Islam allows 

women to meet men (‘abah’), and to exchange dialogue if she is committed to the ‘adab 
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shar’eia (the conventions of shari’a)” (quoted in Jad, p. 42). If a woman is adopting the 

Islamic dress and is maintaining respectable manners in line with religious customs, she is to 

be considered committed to these conventions (Jad, 2010, p. 42). In other words the mixing of 

the sexes were at this workshop presented as being accepted if the woman was veiled and 

respectable.  

 

A more recent statement on this comes from Sameera al-Halayka who explains in an 

interview that Hamas sees the mixing of men and women as only wrong when it can lead to 

immoral behaviour (al-Halayka quoted in Amayreh, 2010, p. 5). The problem in this type of 

reasoning becomes how to know when mixing can and cannot lead to immoral behaviour, and 

where exactly the limit for what counts as immoral behaviour is drawn.  

 

A large part of the news about Hamas’ real politics framed in media as concerning women is 

ultimately about mixing of the sexes. In 2013 Hamas banned women from participating in a 

marathon in Gaza due to the fact that the women would have to run together with men. This 

led to the UN, who were arranging the marathon, cancelled the event in protest (BBC, 2013-

03-05). Hamas has also issued a rule requiring gender-segregation in schools from the age of 

nine and prohibiting men from teaching in girl’s schools (Reuters, 2013-04-01), as well as 

prohibiting men from working as hairdressers for women (Reuters, 2010-03-05). The Israeli 

newspaper The Jerusalem Post (2010-09-20) claims that Hamas shut down a water park in 

Gaza after criticising them for holding parties were men and women sat together. 

 

7.3.2 Mixing in politics (public sphere) 

One question that needs to be discussed is whether women in politics work with all kinds of 

politics, or only politics concerning so called ‘women’s issues’. In other words, are the 

politicians working in a segregated or mixed way? This is important since it gives an 

indication of the view of the female politician; is she considered a representative citizen or a 

representative woman? In other words; are women regarded as fundamentally different from 

men or not? In the case of Hamas both views are represented. One example consists of the 

established Women’s committees that work with for example charities and health. These 

committees can be seen as a way of segregating the female representatives from the men, 

keeping the women from engaging in and affecting for example legislation. This is the case in 

the village of Beit Hanoun where the Mayor after pressure about female representation set up 
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a ‘women’s affairs unit’ that would be working with providing lectures for women to teach 

them about their rights in society and Islam (Milton-Edwards & Farrell, 2010, p. 202). In this 

particular case, the women get a chance to be involved, but only regarding questions that 

concern them as women, not as representatives of the people as a whole. Although the aim is 

to teach women about their rights in Islam, this can exclude women from the ‘real’ politics. 

The opposite view is represented by Aziza Abu Ghabin who won a seat in the municipal 

council of Beit Lahiya in 2005 and said that she would not only engage in women’s issues: “I 

am a Muslim and I want to play an active role in the municipality in all its affairs.” She claims 

that women can be decision makers. “This is our right preserved for hundreds of years. I 

know my rights in Islam.” (Abu Ghabin quoted in Milton-Edwards & Farrell, 2010, p. 201).  

 

In 1998 the first Women’s Conference arranged by the Women’s Actions Department was 

held. The highest leadership of Hamas was eager to participate in these conferences in order 

to show their support for women’s issues. While this presence can be interpreted as a sign of 

taking women’s issues seriously, it can also be a way of controlling the questions brought up 

to debate in the conferences, making the struggle for women’s liberation harder. One example 

of this was during a discussion about the penal code, which regulates punishments for 

adultery and domestic violence. In the conference of 2003 a suggestion to reform this code 

was attacked by the male leadership, claiming that the code was based on Shari’a and hence 

could not be reformed without violating God’s law (Jad, 2010, pp. 22-24). 

 

All but one of Hamas’ elected female candidates in 2006 were professionals or community 

activists. Only one, Miriam Farhat, seems to have been elected merely on the basis on being 

“the mother of martyred sons” (Gunning, p. 169; The Guardian, 2006-02-18). This implies 

that women are able to be seen as more than just specifically women, but also as doctors, 

engineers or teachers, coming closer to being seen as representatives of the people and not 

only of women. According to Islah Jad (2010, p. 14) this is a sign of women being elected 

mostly on basis of their merits of being educated activists, and not by connections through 

their husbands etc.  

 

7.3.3 Analysis: Mixing of the sexes 

The new rules and prohibitions implemented in the private sphere show a view within Hamas 

that is firmly against mixing of the sexes in social situations. This is not necessarily anti-
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women policies, for example men, and not women, were banned from performing their skills 

as hairdressers. The main point seems to be to segregate society in terms of gender. This can 

definitely become problematic for women if these policies, in order to segregate the sexes, 

tend to exclude women from traditionally male spheres, as politics for example. Though this 

does not seem to be the trend here, at least not when it comes to politics as have been showed 

above.  

 

When it comes to mixing in society Hamas seems to fall outside the model of Islamic 

feminism, even though the politics might not necessarily be hostile towards women as much 

as promoting gender segregation. If Hamas would have approved to mixing of the sexes as 

long as women were veiled, the party would have qualified as Legalist. This opinion has been 

expressed by a few people within the party, but when looking at the real politics performed 

within this matter these Legalist opinions does not seem to have much of an influence, at least 

not in the private sphere. One interesting aspect of these performed politics is that Hamas 

generally seems to refer to traditions when implementing these rules, and not to Islam. This is 

interesting since it confirms the patriarchal traditions and that these kinds of arguments and 

laws actually might not be that grounded in Islam as many Westerners might think.  

 

When examining the policies of mixing in the public sphere Hamas actually seems to be more 

acceptant towards women mixing with men. Hamas women are veiled while sitting in the 

parliament working together with men. This appears to be more accepted than private, social 

mixing, and this connects to the opinion represented by Sameera al-Halayka that mixing is 

wrong only when it can lead to immoral behaviour. In politics there is a clear, professional 

reason for men and women working together; at a party or social event the reason is not 

regarded as legitimate in the same way. In private spheres anything could happen, while in the 

political sphere there is an attitude of professionalism which makes mixing less risky and 

therefore accepted.  

 

Altogether the mixing policies of Hamas, at least when it comes to the political sphere, which 

is what is ultimately examined in this paper, seem to put the party within the Legalist model, 

with some members being of the Revisionist opinion that women can work with any kind of 

politics, not only ‘women’s issues’. The acceptance of mixing when it does not lead to 

immoral behaviour, in other words, when it is ‘safe’ implies that Hamas is close to the 

Legalist model in this regard. Though this question is dependent on the issue of hijab which, 
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in order to determine the placement of Hamas in the theoretical framework will be reviewed 

next.   

 

7.4 Hijab and veiling  

In the 1970s Hamas started campaigning about ‘restoring’ the hijab on women in Gaza who 

were not covering their heads. Hammami (1990) entitles this political campaign untraditional 

and oppressive for women, creating a new ‘tradition’ that really had nothing to do with 

Palestinian traditional dress, but rather came from a more Islamic tradition. Women affiliated 

with Hamas starting to wear long tailored overcoats and hijab, known as shari’a dress. This 

way the way women dressed became a political marker, and the unveiled women were 

assumed to belong to the secular or leftist factions. During the first Intifada the campaign to 

impose hijab on women not only in the work place but also in the private sphere, became 

more violent. Harassment of women not covering their heads became more and more 

common, and several different forces joined in the campaign simultaneously. This social 

pressure was an aspect of how the hijab became a marker of a woman’s commitment to the 

Intifada and the struggle of the nation (Hammami, 1990, p. 25-26).  

 

According to Islah Jad the veil and the new Islamic dress is many times seen as a signifier of 

modernity since it is different from traditional Palestinian dress, the thub. One of Jad’s 

interviewees from Hamas describes the function of the Islamic dress:  

“it is a unifying symbol to our followers and members. If I see a woman wearing it, I will 

immediately realise that she is ukhot (a sister). It indicates that we are educated and not 

like our mothers, who are mostly illiterate. It gives us heiba (respect) like the dress of 

our ulama (religious clergy). It is economic, simple and modest.” (Amira, Youssra (1-10-

2000, Gaza), Maysoon, Kholod, Interviews (11-1-2003, Ramallah) (quoted in Islah Jad, 

2010, p. 12).  

The veil also allows women to work and act within untraditional spheres. Jamila al-Shanti 

explains the view of Hamas in these words: “A woman can go out veiled and do all kinds of 

work without any problem.” (al-Shanti quoted in Allabadi, p. 184) 

 

Today Hamas argues that the hijab enables women to operate more freely in a male-

dominated public sphere, while at the same time averting social corruption. Hamas is actively 

promoting the use of hijab, but they are opposed to legislating on it (Gunning, 2007, p. 79, 

88). The elected Miriam Farhat, also known as Umm Nidal (mother of struggle) once was 
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quoted saying that she wanted to legislate on the use of hijab, but she later claimed that she 

was misquoted, saying that she wished for all women to wear hijab but that she did not want it 

to be imposed by law (Milton-Edwards & Farrell, 2010, pp. 202-203). Her first reputed 

statement was also firmly disarmed by Ismail Haniyyeh, the Hamas’ candidate for prime 

minister. He said that Hamas will never force women to wear the veil, but will seek to educate 

them about the virtues of Islam (Bullimore, 2006). Most women are against forcing the use of 

hijab on women, but they do not consider their own way of dressing, usually a black cotton 

skirt and a black or white shawl, as oppressing (Hammami, p. 25). A ruling forcing female 

lawyers to wear Islamic dress in court was once issued, but retracted after protests 

(Bloomberg, 2009-11-30). 

 

7.4.1 Analysis: Hijab and veiling 

Hamas’ opinion about hijab and veiling clearly places the organisation within the Legalist 

model. Even though there is no suggestion about legislating on the use of hijab, a strong 

advocacy is present within the whole movement. Hijab is said to give women legitimacy and 

more freedom to move and act within the public sphere, an argument that coincides 

completely with the Legalist model. The veil is not only regarded as a religious symbol, but 

also as a political one. Since veiled women, especially the ones wearing the tailored Islamic 

dress, are assumed to belong to or sympathise with Hamas, Hamas seems very unlikely to 

change with regards to this issue.  

 

8. Discussion and Results 
 

8.1 Hamas: a heterogeneous movement 

Hamas, like most parties, have different forces influencing it and the politics implemented by 

the party seems to be very much relying on its political ideology based on legitimacy from a 

popular mandate. The combination of a heterogeneous member base and an ideology that 

derives its legitimacy from popular support makes it quite difficult to distinguish were in the 

theoretical models Hamas as a whole should be placed. Members of different opinions have 

real possibilities to affect the policies and politics of Hamas. When some issues have been 

raised by the party and a new rule or law has been suggested, it has sometimes been 
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withdrawn after popular protests have risen against it. This tendency of retracting unpopular 

rules has also been noted by local political scientists in Gaza (Bloomberg, 2009-11-30). 

 

Sometimes when Hamas is implementing politics, it appears that the right hand does not know 

what the left is doing. It is quite unclear whether or not some actions are actually 

representational of Hamas. Sometimes the different forces within Hamas might act on its own 

without the full backup from the party. One example of this is that Hamas’ paramilitary 

executive forces came to a school to ‘show’ the way the girls could take to and from the 

school, this way separating them from the boys. When this action was questioned the head 

quarters claimed not to have any information about the edict (Milton-Edwards & Farrell, p. 

205). Another example is when girls were commanded to wear jilbabs in school, and the girls 

wearing jeans were sent home. The Education Ministry later said that these were unauthorised 

acts by individual school officials (Bloomberg, 2009-11-30). This lack of co-ordination and 

cohesion within the organisation makes it difficult to place the party as a whole into the 

theoretical model, but the general trends of the party have been identified above and these 

observations will serve as a basis for placing Hamas within one of the theoretical models.  

 

8.2 The Legalist tendencies of Hamas 

Islamic women are according to Islah Jad generally presented with two conflicting 

expectations; being a model mother and an obedient wife, and being a model political activist. 

This conflict is represented within Hamas’ contradictory gender ideology which on one hand 

encourages women’s role in reproducing the nation, and on the other hand seems keen to 

present ‘the new Islamic woman’ to society (Jad, 2010, p. 11). These conflicting expectations 

can be seen as reflected within one of the models presented in this thesis; the Legalist model 

were women are given the ultimate responsibility for home and family, but are also 

encouraged to engage in politics if they have the time.  

 

The Contextualist model is distinguished by the will to ignore parts of the holy text based on 

the argument that it is outdated and irrelevant in today’s context. Hamas does not show any 

tendencies toward this approach. When discussing female representation and women working 

with all kinds of politics, not only ‘women’s issues’, there are some signs of a Revisionist 

thinking within the party, but most of the material points towards Hamas existing within the 

Legalist model, with some influences from outside the feminist framework. The strongest 
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evidence for Hamas belonging to the Legalist model consists of the statements concerning the 

promotion of hijab as a tool for legitimising women’s engagement in the public sphere and 

politics, the statements that mixing of the sexes is wrong (only) when it can lead to immoral 

behaviour, and the opinion presented by at least one of the MPs that a woman’s primary 

responsibility is the home and family.  

 

The politics performed and promoted by Hamas when it comes to ‘women’s issues’ have 

changed over time and moved from a non-feminist approach in the early existence of the 

organisation towards a more Legalist approach around the election of 2006. This conclusion is 

supported by scholarly work from Islah Jad (2010, p. 27) who claims that Hamas strict gender 

policies have transformed and softened parallel with the growth of its popularity and this 

process have gained from pressure exercised by Islamic women. This observed process seems 

to have been continuous beyond 2000, which is the end point in her research, at least until the 

election of 2006. Around this time the emancipation of women within the party seems to have 

reached a kind of peak, with women occupying ministerial posts and arguing for women’s 

rights in the name of Hamas. 

 

According to Hamas’ political ideology democracy is important and the people therefore have 

a say. This can become problematic when people with very different views concerning for 

example women are supposed to agree on a political policy. It is very hard to tell in what 

direction it may go, but the trend is that Hamas has become more liberal towards women’s 

participation in politics over time. What can be seen as encouraging is the fact that some of 

the rules implemented that restricted the rights of women, for example the prohibitions for 

women to smoke nargileh in public and the rule imposing the Islamic dress on female lawyers 

have been retracted after popular protests, a fact that implies that the people and different 

organisations have quite a large say when it comes to these questions.  

 

There are forces within the organisation that are working against the feminists but there are 

also forces working for women’s rights within the party. It is then a later question how 

successful the women’s rights activists will be, and their success is depending on the strength 

of the conservatives working against the feminist movement. The observed pattern is that 

Hamas has gone from being very narrow in its view on the role of women in society based on 

its charter from 1988 to becoming more liberal in the Election Platform and with regards to 

demanding rights for women. Though the chances, the development and the future of the 
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feminists of Hamas are very hard to discuss without ending up in total speculation, and hence 

this will not be discussed in detail.  

 

9. Conclusion 
This thesis has provided an oversight of Islamic feminism as a concept and developed a 

theoretical framework of Islamic feminism that can be generalised and applied to Islamist 

movements and parties in other countries. It has also reviewed politics, policies and 

statements by Hamas concerning the issue of women’s rights and women in the public sphere 

and in politics. The analysis has shown that Hamas has moved from not qualifying as feminist 

in the beginning of its existence towards the Legalist model of Islamic feminism. Hamas is 

influenced by Islamic feminism, especially through its women representatives whom actively 

promote women’s rights and emancipation in the name of Hamas. Because of the democratic 

elements of Hamas it is difficult to anticipate in which direction Hamas’ politics towards 

women will go in the future, since both feminist and anti-feminist forces have a chance of 

influencing the performed politics. But the democratic elements have helped the feminist 

cause and the trend seems to be an enhanced acceptation towards women’s engagement in 

politics within Hamas.  

 

When comparing to other Islamist parties which gained power as a result from the Arab 

spring one has to remember that Hamas exists in very special circumstances. It has been in 

power much longer than the Islamist parties which gained power through the revolutions, and 

it exists under Israeli occupation. The nationalist struggle might be more present in Hamas 

than in other parties because of the occupation, and this could allow for women to play a 

larger role than they might be allowed in other circumstances. On the other hand the 

democratic tendencies of Hamas are similar to those forces that allowed Islamist parties to 

come to power during the Arab spring. If these democratic forces prevail, these parties might 

also be able to enhance women’s rights and political participation, assuming that is the will of 

the people.  
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