3 The Muslim female heroic Shorts or veils?
Introduction: sport, politics and religion When Nawal El Moutawakel from Morocco took the 400-metre hurdles title at the 1984 Los Angeles Olympics, hers was the first gold medal to be won by a woman from the African continent. Nawal had made history. Her achievement was especially remarkable because she was simultaneously the first Arab woman and the first Muslim woman to win a gold medal. For different reasons, and in different contexts, Nawal El Moutawakel was hailed as heroic. Disregarding the reality that the category 'Muslim' is heterogeneous and that attitudes to women's involvement in public sport vary from country to country, she was reported in the Western media to have triumphed over a unified, restricted 'way of life' that normally excludes women from sport. Her success was celebrated as a fundamental break with tradition, a signal of courage, new possibilities, changing attitudes and newfound freedoms. In Morocco, she was a figure of national triumph and Arabic pride, a sign of radical womanhood made possible by forward-looking government. It was unprecedented for a Muslim woman to be conspicuous in 'global' sport and in the global sports media and, more broadly, Moutawakel's gold medal signalled a momentous symbolic victory for Muslim women across the world. But eight years later, in 1992, when Hassiba Boulmerka from Algeria arrived home for a heroine's welcome after her victory in the 1500 metres at the Barcelona Olympic Games, she was booed and jeered by a

Hargreaves, Jennifer (2013-01-11) section of the population commonly referred to as Islamic fundamentalists (Mackay, Guardian 8/5/98). Although Hassiba's success was also a significant landmark in the history of Muslim women in sport, it symbolized poignantly the struggles over women's bodies throughout the Muslim world and the powerful links between sport, politics and religion. Nawal El Moutawakel's story is unusual. In contrast to most other girls and young women in Morocco and across the Arab world, her parents were keen to encourage her athletic ambition. Although she trained in the United States for eight months before the Olympics, the bulk of her training had taken place at home in Morocco, and she also received sponsorship and public acclamation from King Hassan II. In an interview with me in 1994, she pointed out that, 'Although it is much easier in Morocco than in a country like Algeria, there is still a lot of conservatism. After all these years since I won the gold medal, there is no Moroccan woman to follow in my footsteps.' Moutawakel comes from a comparatively liberal, secular Arab state that gave her psychological and financial backing and nurtured her as a symbol of nationhood and progress. Most importantly, Morocco is keen to present an image of vibrant womanhood suited to the global world of the new century. This is a stance which takes issue with the popular Western perception of the backwardness of Islam and its discrimination against women. But Moutawakel is still exceptional. In all Muslim countries, the issue of female participation in sport is tied to strongly held beliefs about the female body embraced by culture, tradition, religion and politics. For women's bodies in sport, as in other areas of life and culture, the Qur'an has become the measure of right and wrong.1 But the words of the Qur'an are understood in different ways by different groups – by the ulema,2 politicians, 'ordinary' men and women, and athletes themselves. Hassiba Boulmerka explains how, as a result, the woman's body – her body – is the site of power and struggle: 'For Muslim women I symbolise freedom but, believe me, many people think it's not appropriate for women to take part in sport dressed in clothes that show parts of our bodies' (Mackay, Guardian 8/5/98). An Algerian sports journalist explains more fully:3 For democrats, women's sport is one way of furthering equality between men and women, as well as manifesting a degree of tolerance. For the conservative and religious leaders, sporting women become the first targets in the fight to halt progress, and that is symbolic of all that is bad in Algerian society. (Butcher, Guardian 11/1/92) The tiny number of successful, pioneering Muslim sportswomen, such as Nawal El Moutawakel and Hassiba Boulmerka, are perceived in Western thinking and by liberal Muslims as heroines who offer promise and possibility for their sex; or, conversely, in more traditional Muslim communities they are branded as sinful and decadent women who are distorting the truth of Islam. The struggles over their bodies have local and global dimensions relating to specific national, religious and political discourses, to global Islamic issues, and to the nexus between Islam and the West. This chapter explores the complexities of these struggles. While much of the discussion has relevance to Muslim women all over the world, its chief focus is the Middle East and North Africa – the 'heart' of the 'Muslim world'. The Muslim world It has been estimated that there are around 1.3 billion Muslims in the world (Colvin, Sunday Times 30/8/98), and that 'Islam today is the official religion of twenty-four world states and the religion of over 90 per cent of the population of Saudi Arabia, Egypt, Iraq, Iran, Pakistan and Bangladesh and the dominant faith in offically secular Indonesia and Turkey' (Nagata 1994:65). Most Muslim people live either in nation states which emerged when Muslim nationalists fought for independence from Western powers and where the official religion is Islam, or in multiethnic and multireligious countries in which Muslims are numerically dominant. But with population mobility there are sizeable Muslim communities in countries with other major religions – in predominantly Hindu India, for example, there are 112 million Muslims, and in dominantly Christian states throughout the whole of the West there are large Muslim populations. In Western Europe there are between six and eight million Muslims:4 in France and England, Islam is the second most important religion and it is predicted that a similar situation will soon prevail in several other European countries (Gerholm 1994:190). Altogether there are Muslim populations in about 50 countries in the world, extending to communities as far-flung as Argentina, the Balkan States, Indonesia, the Philippines and South Africa. Islam is the world's fastest-growing religion, with a genuinely global character (Gerholm 1994:2; Ahmed and Donnan 1994b: 1). 'The World of Islam' describes a vision of unity connecting all Muslim people across the world. It includes 'transnations' of diasporic communities which have been constructed through the desire to maintain links with the land of birth and/or origin and with other diasporized people with similar roots in other countries of migration. Diasporic communities are essentially hybrid ones, existing marginally 'between cultures', and embodying instabilities of cultural identity. Muslims who find themselves in often hostile 'host' environments choose to practise cultural and religious traditions linked to their countries of origin. They do so as a way of 'centring marginality' and actively constructing meaningful identities for themselves. Bromley (1998:2) mentions the 'connectivities and deterritorializations made possible by the new technologies of the so-called global age in which identities can be simultaneously local, national, and transnational'. So, although the influence of Islam varies from country to country, and within countries, Muslim culture tends to be treated as homogeneous, as normative Islam, as absolute truth. Islamism In Western analyses, it is argued that Muslim culture has become a legitimation of Arab racial pride and that it has increasingly taken a fundamentalist form (Gellner 1994: xii), associated with the desire to

possess and practise a unique, uncompromising religious truth and tradition (Gellner 1992). The development of Muslim women's sport in countries all over the world is inextricably linked to the discourses surrounding Islamic fundamentalism or 'Islamism' in different parts of Africa, Europe and the Middle East (Halliday 1994:93). Although relatively few Muslim women throughout the world live directly under the umbrella of Islamic fundamentalism, they are all influenced in the ways they think and feel and in the ways they live their lives and use their bodies by its global effects, described here by Nagata (1994:64): Islam as an ideology of renewal has been gathering momentum in the Middle East and North Africa since the mid-nineteeth century, but the Islam that strikes chords in the world today is associated with the socalled 'resurgence' which moved to centre stage in the 1960s and 1970s. This marks the point at which contemporary Islam seriously became a player in the international political domain, seeking power both as an end in itself and as the means of spreading an Islamic way of life. Since the advent to power of Ayatollah Khomeini in Iran in February 1979, his condemnation to death of Salman Rushdie in 1989 after the publication of The Satanic Verses, and the Gulf War in 1991, the Muslim world has been shaken and transformed.5 Fundamentalist movements have grown, notably in Afghanistan, Algeria, Egypt and Jordan, and millions of Muslims living in the West have been more outspoken and organized about their Islamic identity. Modern Islamization arose in opposition to European colonialism, and has condemned 'Westernization' and the effects of modernization and secularization. For Muslims across the world there is a conflict in the way in which they live their lives between the Islamic tradition and the pervasive influence of Western culture. Since sport insinuates Westernization, it presents women with particular cultural and bodily uncertainties. Islam is claimed to be 'as strong now as it was a century ago' and, in some ways, 'probably stronger' (Gellner 1992:5). Islamic faith is rooted in the idea of 'divine command', based on Allah's revelations to the Prophet Mohammad in the seventh century and recorded in the Qur'an (Gellner 1992:6). The Qur'an provides a basis for a moral order and way of life which has become both doctrine and divine law. Gellner (1992:7) argues that, because the religious current is predominant in Islam, theologians have become the 'monitors of political rectitude – whether or not they have the power to enforce their verdicts'. The strong Muslim concept and practice of community facilitates the translation of Qur'anic ideals and commands into social life. Although there are different Islamic sects, existing alongside different sectarian and cultural traditions (Ahmed and Donnan 1994b: 6), there is a common focus (for or against) arguments for doctrinaire, 'high' and 'correct' interpretations of the Divine message – a supposed return to early Islam (Gellner 1992:15). Discourses around fundamentalism are tied to the quest for identity, itself a response to social and political processes – notably, urbanization, political centralization, wider markets, labour migration and other global influences. Whereas the postmodern Western world promotes a culture of change, youth and consumerism, embracing noise, movement and speed, traditional Islam discourages change and emphasizes calmness and stability (Ahmed and Donnan 1994b: 12–13). Fundamentalists express fierce concerns about the likelihood of Western-style changes causing a shift in, or even a replacement of, everything that is worthwhile and pure in Islamic culture and traditions. Although relatively few Muslims in the world zealously adhere to doctrinaire forms of Islam, at a political level anti-American ideologies have strengthened in recent times and the beliefs of Islam have been selectively interpreted and transformed into politics. According to Colvin, there is little open opposition from the moderate face of Islam, and the Qur'an is being used increasingly to challenge Western capitalism in the absence of Marxist alternatives (Sunday Times 30/8/98). In its fundamentalist forms, Islam has become a total system enabling religious control over culture and life, propagating the belief that Islam is a superior alternative to the perceived corruption of capitalism and the obvious failure of communism. Islamism today plays a dominant role in political and social life through the twinning of secular power and religious truth; it transcends social divisions and national cultures, appealing to different classes and sectors of different communities. Halliday (1994:94–5) argues that control of the state is the central concern of Islamist movements, expressed through revolt against secular trends of the state; the use of Islam as an instrument of state power; and the use of Islamism in a multiethnic and multireligious context to articulate their interests and identities. Islamist sympathizers of all persuasions create networks that work with and through the apparatuses of the state (Karam 1998:74), effectively influencing personal and cultural consciousness. The Islamization of political discourse reflects a general and growing conservatism and anti-secularism, based increasingly on aggressive and violent means of control (Colvin, Sunday Times 30/8/98). The sense of being a Muslim in both Islamic and multiethnic states is tied, as well, to images of the East in the West and the West in the East, and to local and global tensions between Muslims and non-Muslims. With the rise of the extreme Right in Europe there is growing Islamaphobia and demonizing of 'The Muslim' (Mahl 1995:14; Runnymede Trust 1997), which poses a dilemma for liberal Muslims who oppose the fundamentalist line but do not support Western antagonisms. Mahl (an Algerian woman, here using a pseudonym for safety) explains that: Fundamentalists promote not only their version of 'Muslimness', but also impose on us all a single forced identity at a time in history when we would rather stand for our multiple identities and gender, class, race, nationality, politics, and so on. In the same way many in the Western Left fail to acknowledge that a significant percentage of people born in Muslim countries and communities may not accept religion to be an essential marker of their identity. (1995:14) Women and Islam Women occupy a special place in Islam, and the alignment of politics with religion has had a marked and often negative effect on their lives. It has been alleged that in places where Islamic jurisprudence (Shari'ah) is practised, women's rights have been reduced (Weiss 1994:129; Whitehorn, Observer 19/6/94) and that the influence of Islamic fundamentalists, even when not in political control, has resulted in coercive forms of control and made women fearful of victimization (Mahl 1995; Tohidi 1991). Mahl (1995:14) argues that the control of women is essential to fundamentalist politics, because of 'the focus on identity and subsequently
on women who are seen as the guardians of identity, of cultural and religious values, of the purity of the blood'. Separate development for men and women is crucial to the fundamentalist credo tying women to their homes, discriminating against them in law, education, health, and employment, and idealizing their reproductive and moral roles (Mahl 1995:15). Separatism is an ideology which has had crucial consequences for women's sport. Akber Ahmed (1992:33) argues that there is a huge distinction between the 'noble Islamic ideal' and the continuing oppression of Muslim women. He goes on: 'Where their [women's] lot is miserable and they have no rights, as is certain in tribal areas, it is to be attributed to male tyranny, not Islamic advice and is in need of urgent redress' (1992:43). In common with Hassiba Boulmerka, some Muslim feminists argue that harsh treatment of women is not supported by the Qur'an and that Mohammed offered far more to women than present-day implacable fundamentalists. Halliday (1994:96) describes Islam as like all great religions: a reserve of values, symbols, and ideas from which it is possible to derive a contemporary and social code: the answer as to why this or that interpretation was put upon Islam resides therefore, not in the religion and its texts itself, but in the contemporary needs of those articulating an Islamic politics. Put bluntly by Ahmed and Donnan (1994b: 14), 'Muslim women in particular seem to be squeezed between Islamic fundamentalism and modernity, and between modernity and postmodernity'. Although Muslim fundamentalism has a global constituency, and Muslim women throughout the world are influenced by it, the types and levels of constraint they experience and the opportunities they have to negotiate for changes and freedoms, vary greatly according to the countries and communities they live in. As we have seen in relation to sport, struggles are greater for women in Algeria than for those in Morocco. At one extreme are women in Afghanistan, who are ruthlessly controlled by the Taliban in every aspect of their lives, where girls' schools have been forcibly closed, and where women's sports have been prohibited (O'Kane 1998:37); in Iran, women are challenging barriers and negotiating new opportunities in sport within a theocracy; in Egypt, women have choices within the laws of the secular state, although many Egyptian feminists argue that, when it comes to 'the women's issue', the ideas of the state vary very little from those of Islamists and, in practice, the governing ideology is Islamist (Karam 1998:78, 127); in East Africa, where over 30 per cent of the population is Muslim, the traditionally liberal character of Islam has begun to change, closely influenced by and in part funded by fundamentalist movements from other Muslim countries (Anderson 1998:33), reducing opportunities for women's sport; in Malaysia, there is growing polarization between Muslim and non-Muslim, the officially secular state is Islamicizing, and women's sports are tied more and more to religious prescriptions (Nagata 1994); in Syria, there is a greater separation between Islam and the state, women have more opportunities in sport than in other Muslim countries, real attempts have been made to take account of women's demands, and it is mandatory for women to be represented in all sports organizations. Islam and the female body The social construction of women in Islam is linked to the power of symbol and control over the body. This lies at the heart of attitudes to women's sport in the Muslim world. Hijab (religious modesty) is fundamental and precious to all Muslims but, under the influence of fundamentalism, very narrow and rigid interpretations of modesty are being applied and fostered more and more. Helen Watson (1994:143) explains that The [Qur'anic] concept of modesty, sitr al-'aura (literally 'covering one's nakedness'), provides the basis for regulation of behaviour, the segregation of sexes, and proper dress. The Qur'an speaks of being 'modest in thy bearing' (verse 31; 19) and mentions Allah's reward for men and women who 'guard their modesty. … Specific instructions for women are set out in verses 24; 30–1: 'Tell the believing women to lower their gaze and be modest, and to display of their ornaments only that which is apparent, and to draw their veils over their bosoms and not to reveal their adornments save to their husbands and fathers.' Although the Qur'anic concept of modesty applies equally to men and women, in practice it has been used almost exclusively to regulate the attitudes to, and usages of, women's bodies – as a result, the emphasis on traditional female dress has become a pivotal feature of the recent resurgence of Islam (Watson 1994:144, 151). All styles of dress relate to hijab, but it is the veil that has become the most potent signifier of Muslim womanhood and, arguably, 'a basic requirement of Islam' (Karam 1998:135). The most extreme fundamentalist interpretation of the Qur'an demands that the entire female body, including the face, be concealed from public gaze. In this case, the purdah or curtain, literally as well as symbolically, separates the spaces, the lived worlds, of men and women. More typically strict versions require uniform black cloaks and veils, which cover the body, with the exception of the face; less strict interpretations, but which also require veiling, can in some cases allow women to wear trousers or skirts, blouses with long sleeves, and a headscarf; and liberal interpretations tolerate 'decent', non-provocative Western dress with no veil.6 The veil is a symbol of cultural difference. For non-Muslims it conveys the idea that Western women are liberated and Muslim women, by comparison, are oppressed. The veil represents the 'Otherness' of Islam and is condemned in the West as a constricting mode of dress, a form of social control, and a religious sanctioning of women's invisibility and subordinate sociopolitical status. In the eyes of a Western, liberal critic, allowing women to take part in sport freely and in modern sportswear is, in contrast to veiling, liberating and empowering. But, although many Muslim women who are forced to wear the veil feel angry, repressed and resistant, and are often fearful of showing opposition, they are also troubled that anti-fundamentalist sentiments will be interpreted as anti-Islamic ones and will be used to fuel Islamaphobia (Mahl 1995:14). Other Muslim women hold a positive view of hijab – for them, wearing the veil is a deliberate choice, a politicized act, rather than a reaction to male power – what Watson (1994:152) describes as 'a sort of feminism in reverse'. For them, exposing the female body in sport is immoral and the veil signals a rejection of arguably provocative and public displays of the body. Veiling has been revived by Muslim women

living in Britain, France and Egypt, for example, 'as a way of coping with the challenges of contemporary life in those countries, and of emphasizing Islamic identity' (Ahmed and Donnan 1994b: 14). 'Unveiling' and taking part in sport is interpreted as a new form of imperial control (Kanneh 1995). Although Muslim women's subjectivities are constructed within a context of Islamic traditions and values which places the body in a focal position, the anxieties experienced by Muslim women about their bodies arise from the coupling of Islam and politics. Women's attitudes to sport – to ideas about participation or non-participation or about different modes of participation – are all responses to these anxieties. The pursuit of economic modernization and the inevitable shift towards secularization (which has occurred in different Arab states, for example) has provoked Islamist ideologues to use the control of women's bodies, especially by means of veiling, as a visible and tangible symbol of success. In stark contrast, athletic images of Nawal El Moutawakel and Hassiba Boulmerka running in the Olympics in vests and shorts symbolize a loss of control and a failure of belief. The female body in Islam is at the centre of cultural contest, scrutiny and meaning (Kanneh 1995:347), and Muslim women in sport encapsulate this contest. They consciously and unconsciously manipulate religious beliefs to negotiate their gender roles and the contradictions between tradition and modernity in sport. The way they do so varies according to the context. The case of Iran: background and politics Iran provides a clear example of the way in which the regulation of women's bodies has been tied to changing politics and to the relationship between the powerful and the powerless. During the 1930s, under the secularist ruler Shah Reza Khan Pahlavi (in power from 1925 to 1941), the compulsory wearing of the veil was abolished (Roberts 1980:875). Iranian women remember the sense of release and joy that they felt: 'There was singing and dancing because we were free; the black shroud had been removed from our heads'; 'We were athletic and joined sports clubs. We wore bikinis on the beach. There were no exceptions – men, women, brothers, sisters' (People's Century BBC 2, 4/9/98). After Reza Khan was forced to abdicate in 1941, and his son, Mohammed Reza Pahlavi became shah, the secularist state philosophy continued. Many middle-class and university-educated women adopted Western dress and enjoyed sports and exercise. But under the developing capitalist system the shah was seen as a symbol of the tyranny of Western imperialism and censured for neglecting the needs of the majority of Iranian people. There was limited legislation in favour of women's rights, but it did nothing to counteract the consequences of capitalist development which, for the majority of women, brought continuing or worsening exploitation. Women from poor and traditional families were prevented from entering school, college or employment, many becoming the subjects of cheap female labour, sexual harassment and degraded status at work and at home. As a result, there was a general feeling among women that Western dominant culture had nothing to offer, and there was increased alienation from commodified images of femininity and a return to more traditional ones (Tohidi 1991:256–7). The end result was 'resentment, distrust, and hidden hostility toward unveiled "modern" women' (1991:257). Sport therefore never touched the lives of most Iranian women, and in traditional communities Western-style sportswomen were decried as decadent. At the same time, the shah was systematically and ruthlessly repressing democratic and leftist organizations, and there were no popular women's groups. Fundamentalists were left to 'gain control by channeling people's frustration and anger into a familiar language, ideology and value system' (Tohidi 1991:258) – that of Islam.7 Islamic discourse motivated more and more women to wear the veil,8 which became a critical symbol of a shift towards fundamentalism and opposition to the shah.9 These two popular drives enabled Khomeini to take leadership of the revolution and then, only days after the shah's defeat, he announced restrictive measures against women based on Islamic laws (Tohidi 1991:252). Opposition was coercively aborted. Together with 'members of national ethnic minorities, popular and progressive organizations, workers and newly formed labour councils, intellectuals, journalists, publishers', women 'became victims of the waves of terror imposed by a theocracy that showed itself to be more and more regressive' (Tohidi 1991:252). From a modernizing Islamic state, Iran became a backward-looking Islamic republic, governed by ancient religious laws which were, according to some interpretations, deployed to subjugate women in ways that were worse than during the Pahlavi regime (Tohidi 1991:253). The civil code in Iran required all women, including non-Muslims and foreigners, 'to wear the veil and observe Islamic hijab'. The Ayatollah Khomeini commanded that 'no part of a woman's body may be seen except her face and the part of her hand between the wrist to the tip of her fingers' (Tohidi 1991:253).10 Step by step, all areas of Iranian society became resegregated by sex, including schools and universities. Laws and restrictions were implemented, supported by an ideological climate of fear, which inhibited freedom and independence for women. This was the set of social and gender relations of power within which Iranian women have struggled through the 1980s and 1990s for opportunities for girls and women to take part in sport. Islam and women's sport In common with women in other Islamic countries, the support of Iranian women for female sport is based on the idea that Islam is a religion of 'balance and equilibrium' (Abdelrahman 1991:10), which embodies a reverence and concern for the healthy female body. They argue that physical education should be an integral part of Islamic education and that Muslim women have a responsibility to exercise their bodies in order to fulfil their roles as wives and mothers. Although most women who are involved in female sport tend to operate outside any explicit political framework or intention, the work of other feminists who are politically aware and affiliated has helped their cause (Karam 1998).11 Since the 1979 revolution, women have been challenging gender discrimination in such areas as the family, education, culture, work and law (Tohidi 1991). Muslim women in sport tend to work within the parameters of Islamic thinking. If they were given a feminist label, they would be characterized as either Islamic or Muslim feminists (Karam 1998:9–12): both groups use the Qur'an in order to show that – within Islam – equity between men and women is valid (Karam 1998:10). Muslim feminists support the individual's right to interpret the readings of the Qur'an, but
are less pedantic than Islamic feminists, who believe that 'women are oppressed precisely because they try to be "equal" to men and are therefore being placed in unnatural settings and unfair situations, which denigrate them and take away their integrity and dignity as women' (Karam 1998:9). At the UN's Fourth Women's World Conference (FWWC, Beijing 1995), Islamists supported the use of the term 'equity' as a replacement for 'equality', which, Karam (1998:6) argues, 'seems to centre on affirming women's access to rights which do not necessarily equal those of men, as well as women's rights to differ from those of men without being subjected to any form of hierarchy'. The philosophy of equity is in general promoted by women activists in Muslim countries, and the provision of sporting facilities in single-sex contexts sanctions the idea of 'equivalent to', though not 'identical with', opportunities for men. The theory of equity provides spaces for female exercise and female modesty – an essential fundamental for women's sport to advance under Islam. Although traditionalist clerics have been consistently dogmatic about their desire to 'Islamicize' Iran in every way (Hirst, Guardian 5/1/98) and have opposed all forms of sport for women as 'un-Islamic', over the years 'sport feminists' have worked quietly and persistently, in separate spheres from men, to improve opportunities for girls and women in sport. But it has only been since the 1997 election, when Mohammed Khatami became President, that there has been a discernible easing of the strict controls on women's lives and greater potential for sport development for women. The activism of huge numbers of women has made it clear to all political candidates that the support of women is more important than ever before, and when Khatami promised to address questions about individual freedom, the intrusiveness of Islam, and the rights of women, more than 80 per cent of women voted for him (Shahid, Detroit News 26/5/97; Macleod 1998:29). Characterized as a 'modernist' pitted against the traditionalist clergy, Khatami was expected to create change. Cautiously he encouraged a more open, tolerant atmosphere and the popular push for a more secular, liberal society gained momentum (Hirst, Guardian 5/1/98). The position of women was high on Khatami's agenda: in 1997 he appointed the country's first ever female vice president and the first ever Director for Women's Affairs; had women in his cabinet; increased the budget for women's affairs; fostered the opening of a full debate on women's rights; took several steps to upgrade the cultural status of women in Iranian society, including creating a special fund for women's sport; and hosted an international women's sporting competition (Islamic Republic News Agency [IRA] 3/8/98; Macleod 1998:29). Since his inauguration, more and more women disgarded the long black chuddar and wore instead brightly coloured raincoats and headscarves (MacLeod 1998:29). Women were able to enter university, secure more senior positions at work, do work that was previously exclusive to men, achieve some power in politics, and increase their visibility in sport. Not surprisingly, the reformist policies of Khatami have been very popular among women and young people (more than half Iran's population is under 25) and, as predicted, he retained power at the election in February 2000. Women's sport has been a popular feature of the reformist movement in Iran. The most well-known advocate of sport for women is Faezeh Hashemi, daughter of Akbar Hashemi Rafsanjani, Khatami's predecessor. She is one of 14 women members of the Iranian parliament and Vice President of the Iranian Olympic Committee. As one of the most powerful women in the country, Faezeh Hashemi uses her position to lobby for advances for women in sport. She is a vociferous critic of the policies of Islamic hardliners, campaigns for women's rights, including improved rights under the law, argues that interpretations of the Qur'an have both political as well as personal meanings, and claims that the clerics who argue that sports for women are forbidden in the Qur'an do so for 'narrow-minded political reasons' (Macleod 1998:29). She has also campaigned for women to be allowed to bicycle in public (Longman, New York Times 26/5/98). Faezeh Hashemi points to the connection between sport and personal politics when she argues that 'It [sport] gives us more confidence and improves our social skills. If we push against tradition in sports, it will pave the way for reform in other areas' (Theodoulou, Times 29/8/98). Since Khatami came to power, women's sport has become a significant symbol of greater opportunities for women in all areas of social and cultural life and is now an explicit feature of domestic policy, illustrated here in this government statement: The Islamic government has initiated strong measures to bring women's sport into the mainstream of national development planning. The first step was taken by the establishment of a Sport Research Committee, in 1988, to study women's athletic needs nationwide. This committee provides a strong basis for planning women's sport activities … The next significant measure was the appointment of a woman as 'deputy director' of the National Committee of Olympics … Such steps brought women's sport into light. In 1991, the first Islamic Countries Congress for Women's Sport was held to provide the ground for women's participation in regional and international contests. … During recent years, Iranian women, including the handicapped, have taken part in many national and international contests, and proved their endurance and high potential. (http://salamiran.org/Women/General/WomenAndSports.html) Faezeh Hashemi argues that in many ways women are better off since the revolution than before, because 'the freedom that existed applied only to … maybe two per cent of the women in Iran. … Now we have the headscarf, but all women can comfortably take part in all social activities' (Amanpour, CNN World News 19/3/96). She stated in 1998 that roughly two million Iranian women participated in some form of sport, compared with 400,000 two years earlier and 10,000 before the Islamic Revolution (Longman, New York Times 26/5/98). In 1996 she accompanied her father, who was president at that time, on a six-nation African tour, and took the opportunity to promote Muslim women's sports. When she was in Sudan, she claimed that in Iran there were over 6000 women coaches and referees, 200 of whom had international certificates. Iran, she said, was willing to send coaches to train Muslim women in other Muslim countries and also to grant scholarships to Muslim women to study at the Iranian Sports University at Bachelor's, Master's and Ph.D. levels. Such advances for women in sport are used as reasons for Iran to proclaim itself as being a model of revolutionary Islam. Sport for women in Iran, as in other Muslim countries, represents an important cultural reform. There are obvious signs of changes and advances. More women are participating than ever before; they can now take part and compete in the same sports as Iranian men; and, so long as they are using indoor facilities where there are no men, they can wear shorts and T-shirts. Schoolgirls play soccer – a sport that was banned for women during the revolution, and there are clinics for women to train as soccer coaches and referees; there are mixed recreational sports in the parks, such as aerobics, jogging, table tennis, in-line skating and

soccer; and, exceptionally, in some private clubs, men and women sometimes swim together (Longman, New York Times 26/5/98). Although the law still requires that in mixed and public activities women must be clothed so that only their hands and faces are revealed, they can gain a sense of freedom and movement which, however limited in Western thinking, is a radical advance from the strict revolutionary female body disciplines of twenty years ago. Individual sportswomen are presented as symbols of radical Islam. Lida Fariman is an example. When she took part in the 1996 Atlanta Olympics, she became the first Iranian woman to participate in a summer Olympics since the revolution. A few Iranian women had taken part in regional competitions as well, such as the 11th Asian Games held in Beijing in 1990 when, as at the Olympics, they were only permitted to do so because their events (shooting) enabled them to be fully clothed (Pourhaddadi 1998:12).12 But Lida's participation was also significant because she became the first woman ever to carry the Iranian flag during an Olympic opening ceremony (Longman, New York Times 26/5/98).13 She said she was 'honoured to show to all the peoples of the world that a woman was chosen as the representative of Iran to carry the flag of my homeland', and to act 'as a representative of the Muslim women of my country with full consideration of Islamic attire'. As a target shooter, Lida can wear a scarf and coat in competition. Although she was the only woman in Iran's Olympic squad of 18, and she only came 46th out of a field of 49 competitors, she hopes to be selected to go to the 2000 Olympics in Sydney, Australia, and to be, again, a symbol of what's possible for women in Iran (Longman, New York Times 26/5/98). But Lida's vision of the possible is a limited one. She has elite connections and takes part in a sport in which she can wear traditional dress. The same is true for Elmira Mostajaboldaveh, who has to wear a scarf under her riding hat and a thigh-length coat over her jodhpurs in order to train with the national equestrian squad and compete against men in open competition. In 1996 in France, Lida finished second out of 84 riders. Kayaking, table tennis, mountaineering14 and skiing are other sports that Iranian women can compete in without compromising Islamic rules, but in popular sports – such as basketball, swimming, track and field, and volleyball – they are disallowed from entering mixed events, such as the Olympics, and can only take part in female-only competitions, like the Muslim Women's Games, where there are no men present. In national events, such as the annual 'Olympic Run', 'a distance race held in Tehran in the summer, when temperatures routinely top 100 degrees' (Longman, New York Times 26/5/98), women must wear coats, long trousers and scarves; and, in aquatic and winter sport events, they are prohibited from wearing what are characterized as 'provocative' skin-tight aerodynamically efficient suits. It is obligatory for schoolgirls playing soccer and basketball outdoors to wear full Islamic dress. Islamic militants are strongly opposed to greater freedoms for women in sport – for example, in 1996, 20 of them attacked female cyclists in a park. Two years earlier, militants had been critical of Faezeh Hashemi for pressing for women to cycle in public for the first time, even although the cycling paths are segregated, so fathers and sons go by one route and mothers and daughters go by another (Longman, New York Times 26/5/98). However, there are signs that the influence of the Islamic hardliners is fading and that a further separation of religion and the state is taking place.15 Issues of difference The advances that women have achieved and the difficulties they still face point to the complexities surrounding the development of sport for Muslim women. Muslim women are not a homogeneous group and different women in different contexts are struggling for different outcomes. Faezeh Hashemi, for example, challenges the system from within and has been described as an 'Islamic feminist'. She is both popular and despised – supported by most women who believe the only way forward is to work with respect for the traditions and beliefs of Islam, but criticized by secular feminists (Karam 1998:13), who believe that because she wears the black chuddar and supports segregation, any reforms are piecemeal and inadequate. She is also criticized by fundamentalists who want a return to stark gender divisions based on religious laws. Longman (New York Times 26/5/98) explains that [Hashemi] favors clothing that covers everything but the hands and feet of female Iranian athletes who compete outdoors, and she criticized the 'nudity' of women who competed in brief uniforms at Atlanta. She does not believe women should attend soccer matches until the 'moral behavior' of men at the stadiums can be improved. But other women have more radical views and are taking more radical action. Although the Ayatollah Khomeini had banned women from attending men's sports matches, even fully covered, when Iran got through to the World Cup Soccer Final in 1997, around 5000 women defied public segregation legislation, forced their way into Tehran's Azado stadium, and joined in the welcome-home celebrations for the national squad (Hughes, Times 20/6/98; Longman, New York Times 26/5/98; Macleod 1998:29). It was reported that 'Women tore off their black headscarves and danced alongside men in the street. In some towns, the Revolutionary Guard joined in the celebrations' (Borger, Guardian 20/6/98). In 1998, Iranian women were permitted to attend the World Wrestling Championships in Tehran, when a special viewing section was allocated to them.16 But, although there is an increasing radicalism among women, there is also fear of vicious reactions. A young handball player complained: 'We must play in these coats that tie up our feet and are very hot. And we are not allowed to freely associate with the soccer players. The morals police will arrest us and beat us with whips' (Longman, New York Times 26/5/98). Mahboobeh Soufaf, who has been an exile from her country since the revolution and is on the National Council of the Resistance, managed to get a ticket for the 1998 Soccer World Cup match between Iran and the USA. She claimed that all the 3000 tickets that FIFA allocated to the Iranian Football Association were in the hands of the country's Revolutionary Guard and in the crowd there were high-ranking officers of its intelligence wing (Hughes, The Times 20/6/98). 'We must show our anger', she said. It is why we must go to the stadium. I know people say sport and politics are separate, but sport is becoming more and more important to women and to the youth. It is a way of showing that we belong, that we care, and that we are angry with the mullahs.

Breaking into stadia to support men's sport is still a huge step away from participating openly in sport. But it is a symbolic step of defiance, which has led to other reforms – for example, women's soccer is now allowed, the training of women coaches and referees began in early 1998, and permanent women's sections in major stadia have been set up. Also in 1998, Mahin Gorji, a 19-year-old reporter, became the first woman to cover a live football match (Borger, Guardian 20/6/98). Sport has become a metaphor for social change in Iran and it has been argued that the popularity of football has been a more powerful force than the ideas and censures of Iran's clergy (Bhatia, Observer 21/6/98). After the 1979 revolution, large numbers of Iranians emigrated to the USA, and particularly to Los Angeles, which became nicknamed 'Irangeles'. In the USA and other host countries, Muslim women with roots in Iran have a choice about whether or not, or in what manner, they take part in sport. Secular feminists are those who want similar choices – more complete modernization of sport, the opportunity to take part in mixed activities, and personal freedom about how they present their bodies. A woman who runs a gym in North Tehran voices her frustration to a visiting male journalist about the coercive constraints she faces as a woman : 'I'd like to be able to jog in the streets in my shorts and not to wear this', she says, tugging at her headscarf. And, because men are forbidden access, she adds, 'Wouldn't it be nice if I were allowed to invite you in to see my friends working out?' (quoted in Theodoulou, The Times 29/8/98). Although the participation rates for women in sport are rising, it is still the case that those from poor and traditional communities can (should they want to) do little to combat the laws and ideological constraints of their country, whereas women from privileged backgrounds can more easily forge opportunities for themselves. Western-style activities which focus on bodily images of perfection and sexuality are part of a growing leisure industry, popular among wealthy middle-class Iranian women. These women work out on the latest hitech Californian-style machinery in body-clinging Lycra leisure wear. When they are in private or all-women settings, they wear their hair free and put on tight-fitting jeans. In public, they wear designer scarves and colourful raincoats. They reveal preoccupations with appearance by wearing nail polish and crimson lipstick, coloured contact lenses, and undergoing cosmetic surgery. In common with women in the West, their bodies represent commodification and desire (Hargreaves 1993), in stark contrast to those of Muslim women in head-to-toe black chuddars. They are 'hidden' symbols of rebellion against the mullahs' vehement opposition to the freeing of women's bodies for sport.17 The situation in Iran illustrates how Muslim women's bodies in sport are always vulnerable, always 'in process' at the heart of the contest between Islamism and modernization. Many of the dilemmas, contradictions and complexities facing women in sport in Iran are also apparent in other Arab states, but vary in character and intensity with the political climate. While Iranian women have been freeing themselves for sport, Algerian women are facing harsher discrimination to keep them out of sport. The history and achievements of Hassiba Boulmerka illustrate poignantly the connection between Muslim women's bodies and the nexus of personal, political and religious ideologies. Hassiba Boulmerka and Algeria Hassiba Boulmerka grew up in Algeria during a relatively pluralist and secular period of its history. Algeria had gained independence from France in 1962, and for nearly 30 years afterwards moderate Muslim politics enabled many women to challenge religious laws and cultural traditions that they found restricting and discriminatory (Morgan 1998:347). In this climate, Boulmerka was able to develop her love and talent for running (Layden 1997:37), although with increasing difficulty because of the growing power of Islamic ideologues, reflected in an attempt in parliament to abolish schoolgirl sport (Hornblower 1992:91).18 In the 1988 All-Africa Games, Boulmerka won both the 800- and 1500-metre races, and she became the first Algerian woman to win a World Athletic Championships title when she took the 1500 metres in Tokyo in 1991. Together with fellow Algerian Noureddine Morceli, the men's 1500 gold medal winner, she was welcomed home as a national heroine – fêted at the airport by a cheering crowd, carried on a motorcade through Algiers, and presented with La Medaille du Mérite, the country's highest honour, never before awarded to civilians. The Algerian sports minister, who at the time was a woman – Madame Leila Aslaoui – declared that both victories were 'applauded by every single Algerian' (Butcher, Guardian 11/1/92). She was wrong. Unlike Morceli, Boulmerka quickly became a target of condemnation for militant Muslims (characterized as the 'more faithful'), who were encouraged by a strengthening of Islamism (Morgan 1998:347). In mosques throughout the country, fundamentalist imams who were affiliated to the Front Islamique du Salut (FIS)19 pronounced a kofr – a public disavowal of Boulmerka (Butcher, Guardian 11/1/92). 1992). The object of their condemnation was her body – they argued that because she ran in shorts and vest in public, she had broken the rules of the Qu'ran. Algeria had been one of the most liberal Muslim countries in the world, but the FIS had become a powerful force in the country taking an aggressive stand against the secular, modernizing, and allegedly corrupt ruling Front de la Libération Nationale (FLN). Opposition to new opportunities and freedoms for women was central to FIS philosophy. By the time that Boulmerka went on to win the 1500-metre gold medal at the 1992 Olympics, she had become thoroughly caught up in the growing opposition between state and society. After winning her World Athletic Championships title, she had described her cry of joy as, 'A cry from the heart for every Algerian woman, every Arabic woman' (Butcher, Guardian 11/1/92); by the time she had won her Olympic gold, she had taken an explicit stance against fundamentalism,20 talked openly about her suffering and forced residence in Italy in order to escape the threats on her life, and was appealing to other young Algerians to take a similar stance (Morgan 1998:347). 'I'm a danger to the fundamentalists', she is recorded as saying. 'I am a symbol to the young that women don't have to hide behind their chadors' (Hornblower 1992). In 1992, when she was 16, Miriam Hemdane, an aspiring athlete, claimed that 'Hassiba is

Hargreaves, our idol. We are in a hostile environment, but she gives us hope' 
. . . 

Conclusion There are three key questions that arise from this investigation of Muslim women in sport: Is the Muslim women's body in sport subject or object? Can only those women who have lived experience of a culture represent or speak about it? Are the heroines of Muslim women's sport those who are working within the Islamic framework or those who struggle for secularized sport? The predominant Western representation of Muslim women is that they are objects of oppression, subordinated within starkly uneven gender relations of power, and that, whether or not they take part in sport and what form the participation might take, is determined by tradition, religion and politics. The contrary view is that the West misunderstands Islamic culture and that Muslim women are active subjects, redefining their roles, setting their own agendas, and working for improved opportunities in different fields of life and culture, including sport. In this view, sport is just one of the increasing numbers of women-oriented and women-run movements, reflecting a rise in women's social power and changes in gender attitudes among men and women (Weiss 1994:129–30). However, the Western/Islam solution to the subject/object question sets up false oppositions which fail to take account of the great divergences within Islam (and also among Western interpretations of Islam) – 'between Muslims who are profoundly critical of the human rights records of certain Muslim countries and those who maintain that such criticisms are merely symptoms of Islamophobia'; 'between different interpretations of specific terminology, doctrines and injunctions in the Qur'an and Islamic traditions'; 'between the perceptions and experiences of women and men' (Runnymede Trust 1997:6). Between women, as well, there are huge differences in ideas and practices. Muslim women in sport are not a homogeneous group and Muslim women's sport is not unitary: some Muslim women quest for freedom but have none; others have been able to manipulate structures and relations of power to advance their cause. Muslim women's bodies are, therefore, both subject and object, unstable and in process, tied as they are to political struggle – not just at the level of the personal, but linked to state and religious ideologies which depend for their credibility on discourses about women and their bodies. Muslim women's sport is thus merged with identity and difference, reflected in the varied ways in which women speak about it, argue about it and analyse it. As we have seen, the leaders of women's sport in Muslim countries are Islamic feminists – they reject the stereotype of subjugated woman, embrace Islam, and use sport as a means through which they can express a specifically Islamic gender identity. Fatma Al-Hashimy, president of the Iraqi National Women's Sport Federation, established in 1992, and a member of the Iraqi National Olympic Committee, exemplifies the position. Under her presidency, the Iraqi Women's Sport Federation has worked to establish women's sports clubs and to increase participation of women in sport activities, and she was instrumental in the opening, in 1994, of the first College of Physical Education for Women in Iraq. She makes the link between women's sport and Islamic ethics clear when she says: We have in our Islamic religion the best ideal, Islam has respected the Woman and encouraged her to take her responsibilities towards her husband, her children and herself; taking care also of the house and the responsibility of employment requires her participation in sport activities. (Al-Hashimy 1997:38) The functional fit between traditional gender roles and support of female sport for health in the discourse of Islamic feminists makes it relatively easy for them to work within an Islamic framework to advance the

cause of women's sport. Their movement gets further legitimacy because women's rights in Islamic countries has become one of the most emotive of political issues, and there has been a spread of interest through the Arab world in the specific question of women's sport. The position for secular feminists is very different. They 'firmly believe in grounding their discourse outside the realm of religion … and placing it, instead, within the international human rights discourse', viewing religion as a private matter for individual women (Karam 1998:13). As a result, they are characterized as 'clones of the West, implementers of imperialist agendas, and – the ultimate deligitimizer – non-believers', and there is no point of contact whatsoever with Islamic feminists (Karam 1998:13). Women in sport with secular views – those who are angry at having to wear the veil and who want to take part in open events – have no voice, no legitimacy and, therefore, no power in official women's sport in Islamic countries, so we face the question about representation, about whether outsiders to Islamic culture can speak on their behalf or, more specifically, whether Western feminists can be representative in any way of their needs and desires (Karam 1998:7). There is no straightforward answer. Chow (1993:93) claims that it is untenable if 'Western feminism imposes its own interests and methodologies on those who do not inhabit the same sociohistorical spaces, thus reducing the latter to a state of reified silence and otherness.' But it can also be argued that Muslim women in sport who are forced to be silent in their own cultures should be able to secure some form of representation and support from outside without being reduced to 'the Other'. Muslim women who are opposed to the melding of sport and politics – however subtly this may occur – believe that Islamic feminists in sport are part of a dominant structure of power and control which is fundamentally oppressive. At the moment, the diverse views of Muslim women in sport are not openly expressed and debated and many Muslim women have no chance to determine their own sporting futures. Atlanta-Sydney (n.d.) argue that 'Demanding, through sports, an end to segregation or discrimination of which women are victims is exemplary for several reasons, and it is probably the most effective means of getting around the notion of national sovereignty and cultural differences.' The last question about Muslim heroines of sport is therefore also complex. The extent of diversity and the range of different opinions and practices suggest that the sum total of the struggles of Muslim women who are working, albeit in very different ways, for advances in women's sport has been surprisingly effective and that individual struggle has been heroic. There is more openness about women's sport than ever before and there have been achievements, which would have been inconceivable a short time ago, often linked to the energy and determination of individual women. For example, Sahar El-Hawary formed and funded an Egyptian women's national indoor soccer team, kitted the players out in cycling shorts under their football strip to avoid criticism from Islamists, struggled to developed a club infrastructure so that she could go on to form a full 11-a-side team that qualified for the African Nations Cup in Nigeria in 1998, after which the Egyptian Football Federation gave them some funding. Sahar El-Hawary's aim was for the team to take part in the Women's Soccer World Cup in America in 1999. She has spent most of her own fortune on women's soccer in Egypt; has wooed and won over bureaucrats who argued that women's soccer was a waste of government resources; travelled throughout Egypt staging games in the most rural areas to convince everyone that women play soccer well; and obtained official sanction from the Ministry of Sport for the first women's soccer league and national team of Egypt and to promote soccer to girls in school. She is the first African Egyptian Arabic woman on the FIFA committee. Sahar El-Hawary is just one of the women who are leading the movement for change in sport in Islamic countries. They do so in different ways and in different circumstances but, together, they are making it easier for the next generation to redefine more completely the uses of the female Muslim body. By doing so, they are changing public opinion – with which, Bhatia (Observer 21/6/98) contends, lies the greatest chance for change.
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