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A re-shaping of gender activism in a Muslim 
context - Senegal 

Rizwana Habib Latha 

abstract 
Patriarchal power and male privilege are prevalent in Senegal, with strong alliances between the political and religious elite 

The women’s movement is characterised by its determination and activism, as discriminatory customary norms such as female 

circumcision and violence against women are still widespread The situation IS exacerbated by malecentred interpretations of 

religious precepts in this predominantly Muslim country The Family Code, which came into force in 1973, strengthened the 

legal position of women to a limited extent As a result of the efforts of the feminist group, Yewwu-Yewwi. additional reforms 

were introduced However, feminist successes in Senegal have proven to be limited and the objectives of gender activism are 

therefore being continually revised At present the battle for women’s rights is being spearheaded by women’s associations 

such as the Reseau Siggel Djigeen, which are firmly rooted in this West African socio-cultural and religious milieu and guided 

by the principles of African-Islamic womanism The Reseau Siggel Djigeen focuses on challenging gender inequities by reaching 

out to women in all sectors of society to try to effectively tackle cultural and religious doctrines which subjugate women and 

impede formulation of new reforms and implementation of existing ones 

keywords 
Senegal. feminism, African-Islamic womanism, politics. religion 

Introduction 
Although Senegal is a secular state, religion is 
heavily entwined in national and local politics; 
95% of Senegalese are Muslims, and politicians 
have continued the pattern of cooperation with the 
powerful Sufi Muslim brotherhoods. Despite the 
fact that women move freely from the household 
to the fields or the marketplace and elsewhere, 
they face many challenges such as a prevailing 

caste system based on inherited traditions, a 
poor economy, as well as the poor high school 
and university graduation rates for women - 
15% and 3% respectively (Adigbli, 2008). French 
colonialism reinforced subservient roles for women 
in Senegalese society. As Rosalind O’Hanlon (in 
Loomba, 1998: 21 9) comments, colonial history 
reveals a pattern whereby colonial officials and 
native men came to share very similar language 
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and perceptions on the significance of women and 
their proper duties. 

In this article it will be argued that Senegalese 
gender activists are re-examining the place of 
feminisms today and are trying to promote 
women's social, political, economic and religious 
empowerment by taking cognisance of the specific 
demands of the West African sociwultural and 
religious milieu of Senegal. As Mohanty (1991: 
5) points out, "Male violence must be theorized 
and interpreted within particular societies, in order 
to both understand it better and to effectively 
organize to change i t".  Due to the limited success 
of feminists, who were often perceived as being 
too urbanised and elitist, the new movement 
towards African-Islamic womanism focuses on 
challenging traditional class and caste hierarchies 
by reaching out to women in all sectors of society, 
especially in rural areas, to facilitate positive 
changes. Their strategies include working closely 
with government agencies and the powerful male- 
dominated religious organisations. 

Colonial officials and native men came to share 
very similar language and perceptions on the 

significance of women and their proper duties 

In a country which is dominated by authoritative 
Sufi brotherhoods and their influential leaders, 
the marabouts. this type of pragmatic approach 
is essential. The situation is exacerbated by the 
recent rise in the number of lslamist groupings in 
Senegal, which share the desire to 'purify' Islam 
(Creevey, 2006: 157). Shaheed (1995: 79) makes 
a distinction between a state that is Islamic, i.e. 
ordained by religious scriptures, and one that is 
Muslim (comprised of people who are Muslim). He 
adds: "This distinction is particularly important when 
religious idiom is increasingly colouring the political 
discourse in so many Muslim communities in which 
ever more strident claims and counterclaims over 
who is the only true mantle bearer of Islam compete 

for popular support and political power". 
Women are often wedged between 

these competing religious discourses. As the 
foundation of real power in Senegal is based on 
the maintenance of strong relations between 
the religious and political elite, gender activists 
have acknowledged that the most efficient way 
to negotiate better prospects for women is to 
recognise this reality and to try to work within its 
parameters to a judicious extent. 

Women and the Sufi brotherhoods 
In The Status of Women in Islam: a Modernist 
Interpretation, Rahman (1982: 285) affirms that 
while secularism insists on reform without 
reference to Islam, Islamic modernity expresses 
an approach to social reform through a new 
interpretation of lslamicsources, sincewomen have 
been adversely affected by the interpenetration of 
diverse cultural traditions. He contends that the 
social objectives or moral principles explicitly 
stated or strongly implied in the Quran must be 
taken into account to promote reform. 

Unlike many of the lslamist groupings, the 
influential Sufi brotherhoods do permit women 
to have an independent space to express their 
spirituality and to play significant roles in the public 
sphere (Bop. 2005: 1 102). Traditionally, a girl belongs 
to the same brotherhoods as her father and, later, 
when she marries, she becomes the disciple of 
the brotherhood to which her husband belongs. 
Within these brotherhoods, women are very active 
in the daaira, a religious association in which the 
disciples of a particular marabout assemble regularly 
to organise religious activities (Rosander, 1995: 8). 

Women's increasing empowerment in 
the religious sphere is evident in the fact that 
the number of female - dominated daairas is 
growing. As Sieveking (2007: 34) points out: "The 
frameworks of widespread and socially accepted 
religious practice allows women to develop agency, 
expand their room for negotiation and redefine the 
boundaries of traditional social structures without 
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explicitly putting them into question." Through 
their financial support of marabouts, women 
strengthen both their religious leaders and improve 
their own financial and political situations. In 
addition to the female-dominated daairas, women 
are involved in practices that include divination, 
dream interpretation and prayer sessions, which 
play a vital role in politics, economics and the 
dady life of most West Africans. \Within the 

brotherhoods some women also act as spiritual 
leaders and religious teachers (Bop, 2005). At 
present two powerful marabout women, Ndeye 
Meissa Ndiaye and Coumba Keita, whose work is 
publicly recognised, work in Dakar, the capital of 
Senegal (Gemmeke, 2009: 136). 

Within the daairas, members include wealthy 

businesswomen who provide financial support as 
well as political backing to candidates with whom 
they identify. It is through this exchange of influence 
that women have been able to utilise the status quo 
to enhance their positions in society (Dunbar in Bop, 
2005: 1122). Thus, women's associations play a 
large role in enabling women to develop agency and 
empowerment. Rodander (1 995: 6) explains: 

"Women's associations are fora for work (party 
preparations) and for social, economic and 
religious activities. In the villages, all women 
participate in the female associations; those 
few who don't will be considered socially non- 
existing and completely isolated by the others. 
In the cities the social control is less strong, 

A reshaping of gender activism in a Muslim context - Senegal 57 

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

B
ro

ug
ht

 to
 y

ou
 b

y 
U

ni
sa

 L
ib

ra
ry

] 
at

 0
1:

17
 2

0 
Ju

ne
 2

01
3 



Q) and women may be less strictly integrated into 
u female associational networks. Nonetheless, 
.I 

- 
s- 

women need their associations to be able 

(P to realize themselves as social persons and 
to finance their ritual and party activities in 
relation to the rites-de-passage.” 

Most women in Senegal do not belong to issue- 
based organisations, but many rural women 
do belong to women‘s promotional groupings. 
By 1987 there were 2500 of these women’s 
associations (Callaway et al, 1994: 67-68). They 
can receive loans from the government (or other 

agencies}, they can act in social gatherings, and 
they frequently have economic power (ibid., 69). 
Thus, identifying an association as traditional does 
not mean that its form and structure are opposed to 
the transformation and ’modernisation’ of society. 
On the contrary, they have to be considered as 
important elements in the process of social change. 

Women’s associations play a large role in 
enabling women to develop agency 

and empowerment 

Traditions in this context refer to organised actions 
which occur and are enacted during important 
family ceremonies (like weddings, baptisms, and 
burials) as well as within the structure of religious 
networks (Fall/Gueye in Sieveking, 2007: 34). 

Customary norms such as the caste system 
which continue to prevail in Senegal indicate 
that these associations work in accordance with 
hierarchical structures. Nonetheless, since one 
of the basic tenets of Islam is that no person can 
claim any superiority over the other based on 
wealth, there is a link between women’s religious 
associations and a sharing of economic resources. 
As Filomeana Steady (2006: 128) states: ”Muslim 
women have very pragmatic views toward life 
and socio-economic development. Islam is an 
important religious resource for facilitating the 

achievement of some of their developmental 
goals. For many, an important motivation in joining 
these associations is to mobilise resources through 
group action that offers material support as well as 
moral, and religious solidarity.” 

Voice throwing: Women‘s activism 
in Senegal 
Mugo (in Kolawole.1997: 6) comments on the 
Senegalese traditional concept of intrusion or 
voice throwing known as Sani Baat, saying that 
“the act of throwing one’s voice can create an 
epistemic violence to discourse that will create a 
space for hitherto unheard voices”. The promotion 
of women’s rights in a predominantly Muslim 
socic-cultural context depends, to a large extent, 
on what Leila Ahmed (1992: 241) refers to as 
”an Islam reinterpreted to give precedence to 
its ethical voice”. However, as in other Muslim 
contexts, there is an absence of consensus about 
the understanding of particular Islamic laws among 
various religious organisations and affiliations. 

As An-Na’im (1995: 57) points out, “Sharia’h 
is merely a historically conditioned human 
understanding of Islam. By emphasizing this, 
advocates of the human rights of women can 
assert their own capacity to present alternative 
interpretations and participate in the development 
of modern principles of Islamic law in support 
of the rights of women”. In addition to religious 
considerations, the African customary context 
of Senegal gives rise to specific needs. Sani 
Baat is necessitated not only by disempowering 
explanations of the sharia by very conservative 
members of the clergy, but also by the pervasive 
acceptance and practice of specific customary 
traditions which often work in combination to 
subjugate women. 

Fortunately, the women’s movement in 
Senegal is known for its determination and strong 
activism (Bop, 2005: 1 103). In the 1980s the battle 
for gender equality was initiated by Yewwu-Yewwi 
(a Wolof term meaning ‘raise consciousness 
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for liberation'), a well-known feminist group 
which consisted of women who had undergone 
the acculturation process at French schools in 
Senegal. Their hybrid, multifaceted identities 
found expression in a mixture of Western, African 
and Islamic feminist ideals. Despite the criticism 
by conservatives that the reforms negotiated by 
Yewwu-Yewwi resulted in the Family Code being 
a "women's code", their activism did facilitate 
many positive changes. However, their project of 
advancing gender equality would seem to have 
benefitted only a limited sector of educated, 
urbanised women who were made aware of the 
Code. Thus, the rate of real changes in the status 
of the large majority of women continued to be 
slow'. 

The members of this group were accused of 
being elitist and of adopting an unrealistic 'ostrich- 
type' approach by refusing to recognise that they 
were isolating themselves from the rest of society 
and confining the struggle for women's equality to 
women alone (International Network of Women 
Living under Muslim Laws (WLUML), 1988). 
Despite their Islamic-feminist orientation, based 
on the ways in which patriarchal interpretations 
of Islam have disadvantaged Muslim women, 
there has been a growing belief among them 
that this strategy has been ineffective, since very 
few women are willing to actively seek a more 
profound knowledge about their Islamic rights. 
Consequently, they have increasingly turned to 
secular means to enhance their endeavours. As 
Dunbar (in Bop, 2005: 1124) notes, feminist 
groups, though composed of Muslim women, are 
focusing on objectives outside of and at times in 
opposition to the powerful religious associations. 

African-Islamic womanism 
With feminist successes in Muslim socio-cultural 
contexts such as Senegal proving to be limited, 
the perceptions and objectives of gender activism 
are increasingly being revised. A more recent 
project aimed at boosting women's empowerment 

Balancing act - woman in Dakar, Senegal. 

focuses on utilising strategies in which men and 
women work together to achieve peaceable 
gender relations. Waugh and Wannas (2003: 
33-34), whose research focuses on the emerging 
trend towards Islamic womanism among Muslim 
women in Canada, explain the move away from a 
feminist orientation: 

"While liberal Western feminists have critiqued 
Islamic feminism as an oxymoron because, in 
their view, Islam is inherently oppressive 
of women, Islamic feminists argue that 
Western feminists usually misperceive Islamic 
feminism because their faulty assumptions 
of empowerment cannot be applied to the 
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Q, perceptions of Muslim women. Muslim 
0 fundamentalist sisters also criticize Islamic 

feminists for attempting to mimic Western 
a movements. The womanist framework 

provides a mediation and alternative to these 
contending views.” 

I 

.I 

Islamic womanism is based on the belief that 
the true Islamic understanding of gender is one 
of complementarity and the combined effort of 
men and women for more affectivity in achieving 
reforms. In a round-table discussion published 
in the Journal of Feminist Studies in Religion, 
Majeed (2006) asserts that Islamic womanism 
challenges Muslim women scholars and others 
to speak holistically about Islam and the diverse 
experiences of its female adherents, and that the 
Quran should be viewed both as a divine discourse 
and a text to be interpreted in time and space. 

Womanists believe that spirituality and religious 
beliefs can help women to actively resist 

all forms of oppression ... 

Commenting on the ideology underpinning 
the work of Nigerian Muslim woman writer 
Zaynab Alkali, Johnson (1 988: 654-655) states 
that ”womanism is fused with humanist ideals 
on a background of social development” and 
adds that womanists enhance the quality of 
life in their immediate environment and help to 
accelerate the general development of the society. 
Womanists believe that spirituality and religious 
beliefs can help women to actively resist all 
forms of oppression, and that this need not only 
originate from empowered women belonging to 
the elite sector of society, but can be activated 
from the lower levels of society and can also move 
upwards. As Zine (2004: 185) states, ”Following 
Foucault’s notion of power as emanating from the 
microlevels of society and not simply operating 
as a topdown process, in a faithcentred social 

context, religion and spirituality are seen through 
their possibilities for vitalizing local grassroots 
movements as powerful spaces of resistance to 
injustice and oppression”. 

In Senegal this ideology is firmly rooted in the 
African cultural context. Senegalese womanists 
belong to women’s associations which have very 
strong links with women in both urban and rural 
areas. Since the feminist emphasis on gender 
equality has met with very limited success, these 
womanists are reshaping gender activism by (inter 
alia) working in partnership with religious bodies, 
and by educating women of all castes and classes 
of society about the rights granted to them in 
the religious and secular spheres and how to 
exercise these rights for greater empowerment. 
Their’strategy of working within the framework of 
cultural and religious realities is aimed a t  bringing 
about effective and long-lasting changes within all 
sectors of society. 

Since they recognise the fact that men persist 
in benefitting from patriarchal power and privilege, 

they have incorporated the African-Islamic 
feminist agenda of offering insights and solutions 
to the problems created by many members of the 
conservative Muslim religious clergy, who subvert 
not only religious laws but also secular laws aimed 
at ensuring that women are not discriminated 
against. 

The Family Code and the role of 
the Reseau Siggel Djigeen 
The Family Code, which came into force in 
1972, has strengthened the legal position of 
women and regulates matters linked to marriage, 
divorce, succession and custody, with a separate 
section for Muslim succession law. Prior to its 
enactment, family relations were governed by 
Christian, Islamic and customary laws, or under 
a civil code. Leopold Senghor, the first President 
of Senegal, used the Family Code to reinforce 
secularism and to promote his ideal of women’s 
emancipation. As a result of the efforts of Yewwu- 
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Yewwi and other advocacy groups, a simplified 
and improved Draft Bill was introduced in 1988 
and the Family Code was revised. 

Most of the changes were favourable to women 
and were reinforced by the new Constitution of 
2001. Examples of reforms in the Family Code 
include the fact that women are allowed to 
ask for divorce, and men entering into marriage 
have to sign a statement as to whether they 
have agreed to enter a monogamous marriage 
or not. A contravention of this commitment can 
result in a man being legally charged (Stepan, 
2007). However, polygyny (the practice of a man 
having more than one wife at the same time) is 
proving to be a difficult issue as it is an integral 
part of Senegalese culture and is condoned not 
only in customary law, but also as an aspect of 
Muslim traditional practices. These marriages 
are commonplace, despite the fact that Islamic 
modernist commentators assert that particular 
verses in the Quran clearly indicate that monogamy 
is the preferred marital arrangement. 

As sociologist Fatou Sow points out: "Local 
culture still gives a much higher status to married 
women, so women continue to agree to become 
second wives" (Atryk, 2008). Under a democracy 
such as Senegal's, until public opinion changes 
more strongly against polygyny, the practice might 
be eroded but will not be completely legally 
abolished (Stepan, 2007: 27). As Palitza (2006: 
7) points out, to bring about change, answers 
need to be found to the basic question of how 
to integrate culture and African customary law in 
modern constitutions without sacrificing human 
and especially women's rights. 

At present a large network of 18 organisations 
working at grassroots and other levels in Senegal 
under the collective name of Reseau Siggel Djigeen 
(RSJ) IS active in promoting the interests of women 
at all levels of government and in resisting gender 
injustices. In Wolof 'siggil' means 'straighten, 
raise your head' and 'jiggeen'is 'woman'. The RSJ 
may also be translated as 'Women Advance'. In 

contrast to the confrontational stance of Yewwu- 
Yewwi. and the notion of equality, the RSJ 
believes that the concept of rights seems much 
more appropriate to deal with the prevailing social 
distinctions and hierarchies (Sieveking, 2007: 
43). It acknowledges that some traditions and 
customary norms can play a positive role in society 
by affirming aspects of cultural identity, but also 
creates a strong awareness of particular traditions 
which disempower women. It has a stance that 
refers explicitly to Islam in its interaction with 
large numbers of women at grassroots and rural 
levels. 

Alliances with the religious elite have enhanced 
the aim of complementary gender activism 

While feminists have argued that laws such 
as the Family Code do not sufficiently address 
the needs to uphold gender equality, womanists 
have a more realistic approach by promoting the 
realisation that the Code does uphold gender 
equity to a limited extent. They point out that 
local customs and religious doctrines which are 
patriarchal often work together to impede its 
effectiveness. An important aspect of the reform 
of the Family Code is that it should reflect the 
women's own viewpoints at grassroots level, as it 
is clear that women want to see tangible changes 
to alleviate the social and economic hardships 
that many of them continue to experience in their 
day-tday lives. 

The central thrust of the campaign by the 
RSJ concerns the notion of family authority. 
It is advocating a change in the Family Code 
from 'paternal' authority to 'parental' authority, 
thereby acknowledging both father and mother 
as responsible for the children (Sieveking, 
2007: 38). The RSJ has links with international 
women's support groups such as Canadian 
Crossroads International in its attempts improve 
its communication strategies to collectively and 
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effectively advocate on behalf of women's rights 
(bbnc.cciorg.ca/NetCommunityfl. The focus is on 
justice and equity, and the elimination of domestic 
violence and female circumcisions. There is also 
an emphasis on equalising economic opportunities 
for women, and mobilising women to be involved 
in politics more broadly (Creevey, 2006). 

Alliances with the religious elite have enhanced 
the aim of complementary gender activism, which 
forms the basis of the type of African-Islamic 
womanist ideology practiced by the RSJ. The fact 
that Senegal is a secular country may have assisted 
President Abdoulaye Wade to adopt a more 
progressive stance, despite the objections of the 
leading marabouts, who prefer a more traditional 
interpretation of Islamic principles (Stepan, 2007). 
This is evident in the criticism of female genital 
mutilation by the male coordinator for the largest 

.. the teachings of Islam contain clear evidence 
that men and women have equal 

political rights 

Sufi order in Senegal, Professor Abdoul Aziz Kebe, 
who has publicly stated that it is a cultural practice 
which is in violation of women's rights, bodies, and 
health, with absolutely no justification in the Quran 
or in approved Haddiths (;bid.). The necessity of 
this type of intervention is illustrated by the fact 
that although the practice has been banned, a jail 
sentence which was handed down to two village 
women guilty of circumcising a baby girl resulted 
in violent protests because local Muslim religious 
leaders defended female genital mutilation as 
being part of their tradition (in WLMUL, 2009). 

Despite the setbacks, the Government has 
committed itself to halving gender inequalities 
through its National Action Plan on Women (1 997- 
2001). This has led to adoption of the National 
Strategy on Equity and Gender Equality (SNEEG) 
in 2003. Senegalese religious and political leaders 

choose to emphasise those aspects of the 
Quran that urge "tolerance as a response to 
diversity" (Stepan, 2007: 20). The strategy paper 
was accompanied by two booklets containing an 
explicit religious argumentation for gender equity 
- one formulated from a Muslim and the other 
from a Christian perspective. These were aimed at 
providing a balanced religious perspective on the 
issue that would not clash with the Government's 
secular orientation (Sieveking. 2007: 37-38). 
President Wade, a devout Muslim, has indicated 
his support of women's issues by reforms in the 
Family Code, the important role of his wife in the 
antiviolence campaign, the selection of a woman 
(Mame Madior Boye) as Prime Minister, and the 
formulation of the new Constitution (Creevey, 
2006: 162). 

Gender at the interface of religion 
and politics 
Women function as a pivotal sign in the making 
and representing of the public sphere in Muslim 
contexts of modernity (Gole, 2002: 184). In 
Senegal women comprise 51 YO of the registered 
voters and seem to be more organised than men 
in terms of political activism (de Diop in Creevey. 
2006: 158). The fight for greater women's 
representation has essentially been waged by 
women and organisations for the defence of 
human rights, and civil society organisations. With 
very few exceptions, the political parties have 
not made a fundamental issue of it (Faye Kasse, 
2003). 

Jamal Badawi (1976: 142) points out that the 
teachings of Islam contain clear evidence that 
men and women have equal political rights. The 
role of women in this predominantly Muslim 
country was boosted in 2007, when it was 
reported that President Wade, who names twc- 
thirds of the revamped parliament, released a list 
of 65 senators, 36 of them women. There are now 
40 women in the 100-strong chamber (WLUML, 
2007). A report released on Friday 5 March 2010, 
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Woman praying, Touba, Senegal 

Africa4women'srights. acknowledged the recent 
adoption of several laws and policies aimed a t  
improving respect for women's rights, including 
the following: 

"The appointment of more women to decision- 
making positions, in particular within the 
legal profession, the introduction of tougher 
penalties for crimes of violence against women, 
and The National Strategy for Gender Equality 
adopted in 2005 for the period until 2015, 
which focuses on increasing women's social 
standing, enhancing their potential, raising 
their economic status in rural and urban areas 
and setting up workshops to exchange and 
raise awareness of these issues." 

Some significant gains have been achieved by 
women. Sieveking (2007) asserts that many 
women are socially and economically active, 
making up 70% of the informal labour market, 
and that this enables strong women's groups to 
form pacts with traditional Sufi authorities, who 
know that their female disciples may remove their 
financial support if their wants and expectations 
are ignored. In terms of the political arena, two 
women, Arame Dikne and Thioumbb Samb, who 
would generally have been categorised as illiterate 
and traditional, managed to gain leadership 
positions. Significantly, Diene was the first person 
to insist on speaking Wolof when she became 
a deputy in the National Assembly in 1983 (Fall, 
2005). The success of these two women is rare 
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Q schools. 

and remarkable, since the vast majority of political 
leaders of their generation came from the elite 
male intelligentsia who emerged from French 

More recent victories include Marieme Wane 
Ly, who has headed her own political party 
and ran for President in 2000. At the municipal 
level, Senator Aminata Thiam was voted Mayor 
of Baobab county of Dakar in 2007, and was 
appointed to the Senate by the President. This 
is unusual, since generally women are missing at 
the municipal level. There are a number of barriers, 
according to Mayor Thiam. "It's not easy for us 
women in politics, who first have to deal with 
men who try to shove us aside as 'rebel women"', 
she said. A Muslim mother of four, Thiam works 
overtime to fulfill all her responsibilities. She adds, 
"Everyone in my family is very understanding, no 
one has bothered me" (Adigbli, 2008). 

The fact that Senegal has a secular government 
has undoubtedly facilitated many of the current 
gender reforms. On 7 June 2010 the law on 
gender parity in electoral lists was approved by 
a large majority in Senegal's National Assembly. 
This has been welcomed by women from diverse 
walks of life. However, Momar Dieng, who heads 
the political desk of a daily newspaper in Senegal, 
believes that the law has been adopted too hastily. 
He is quoted as saying: "To vote for this kind of 
legislation that affects the social, religious, and 
political spheres, you must establish the broadest 
possible consensus. Because these are very 
sensitive issues. Having a majority vote doesn't 
necessarily mean that anything goes. Social reality 
must be taken into account" IDiallo, 201 0). 

m 

.I 

Ideals of gender reform vs social 
realities 
Dieng's concerns are valid since, despite the 
many gains, the ideals guiding gender reforms 
are undeniably in contrast to the social realities of 
Senegalese society. Islamic conservatives insist 
that the reforms regarding women's rights in 

the Family Code are too lax with regard to 
their interpretation of Islamic laws and principles. 
Progress is also often hindered by the social 
conditioning which allows women to accept 
traditional gender-based expectations and class 
and caste divisions, as well as strong matriarchal 
figures who collude with the forces of patriarchy 
(Latha, 2004). While acknowledging the progress 
made in Senegal, the Africa4women'srights 
campaign also cautions that despite the ratification 
of the main international and regional women's 
rights protection instruments, many of their 
provisions continue to be violated in law and 
practice. There is still discriminatory legislation in 
family law, harmful traditional practices such as 
forced marriage and female genital mutilation, as 
well as widespread violence against women. There 
is also limited access to education, employment, 
decision-making positions and inadequate health 
services as well as land rights. 

Moreover, although it is assumed that secular 
and left of centre political parties are willing to 
encourage women to participate in the public and 
political spheres, it is clear that some religious 
parties have also begun recruiting women 
members in order to endorse their political agenda 
(WLUML, 2009). This may well have both positive 
and negative effects in future, since women 
belonging to some of the very conservative and 
traditional religious parties may help to promote 
their principles to the disadvantage of those trying 
to implement reforms based on a more modernist 
approach to Islamic religious discourse. 

Many of these factors have led Codou Bop2. a 
Senegalese feminist, to state her conviction that 
secularism is the most significant and speedy 
strategy in the attempt to transform gender and 
class relations within Senegalese society. She 
says that traditional cultural patriarchal norms 
continue to be widespread, and that these 
undergird conservative interpretations of the 
Quran, despite the attempts by Islamic feminists 
to develop progressive readings. However, in 

64 AGENDA 83 2010 

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

B
ro

ug
ht

 to
 y

ou
 b

y 
U

ni
sa

 L
ib

ra
ry

] 
at

 0
1:

17
 2

0 
Ju

ne
 2

01
3 



his discussion of women's human rights in the 
Muslim world, An-Na'im (1995) posits the view 
that secularism cannot operate independently 
of religious discourse, since both are necessary 
for changes to be significant. He states that 
the advocates of human rights in societies with 
a predominantly Muslim population should not 
negate the centrality of religious discourse. For 
added effectiveness in ensuring women's human 
rights, he believes that diverse and numerous 
approaches should be adopted, which include 
both secular and religious strategies. 

At present, the womanist movement in 
Senegal is trying to incorporate both types of 
strategies. Waugh and Wannas (2003: 251, who 
strongly affirm the positive aspects of the African 
value system, state that Islamic womanism will 
continue to evolve as a theoretical framework 
within which to understand the lived experiences 
of Muslim women, especially since it is not 
couched in Western terms. 

Conclusion 
Although gender discrimination continues in 
Senegal, gender activism remains at the forefront 
of public debates. The fact that the Government 
is secular does enable it to make vital changes, 
and it is significant that legislation focusing on a 
particular number of gender reforms is already in 
the statute books. 

The Islamic-womanist movement in Senegal 
with its wide support base operates on the principles 
of Islamic modernity, which encompasses the social 
objectives and moral principles explicitly stated or 
strongly implied in the Quran. The movement works 
within existing paradigms by recognising the fact 
that a number of traditions and customary norms 
can play a very positive role in society. The RSJ also 
assists in promoting an acceptance of the reality 
of gender reforms in the Family Code, as well as 
an understanding of these reforms, especially at 
grassroots level. With its ever-increasing influence 
among women, it also works at obtaining support 

Entrance to  Kermel Market. Dakar 

for additional reforms in the Code. Thus, while 
Islamic-womanist groups acknowledge that women 
continue to face many challenges and obstacles, 
they are reshaping gender activism by (inter aha) 
working in partnership with religious bodies, creating 
productive linkages among women at all levels 
of society, and educating them about the ways in 
which the agenda of women's empowerment can 
be advanced. 

Feminist groupings continue to place emphasis 
on the concept of gender equality. Although their 
methods and ideologies are more controversial in 
the traditional socio-cultural and religious context 
of Senegal, Yewwu-Yewwi paved the way for 
the presentday Islamic womanist movement by 
moving the debate about women's rights to 
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the centre of the public sphere. Their focus on 
patriarchal interpretations of Islamic laws and the 
shortcomings of the Family Code resulted in many 
constructive changes. Likewise, the contention by 
some gender activists that only secularism will 
lead to the transformation of Senegalese society 
also has a certain amount of merit, especially 
since there is an absence of consensus about 
the interpretation and implementation of Islamic 
laws among various religious organisations and 
affiliations. However, although these feminists 
are trying to promote their individual political. 
economic and social agendas outside the 
parameters of the religious establishment, the 
argument that this strategy will lead to real 
transformation does not seem to be a viable 
proposition in a country in which religious practice 
plays such a central role in everyday life. 

At present, the most pragmatic and effective 
strategies for gender equity are being spearheaded 
by women's associations such as the RSJ, as they 
are firmly rooted in their West-African socio- 
cultural and religious milieu and advocate for men 
and women to work together to promote gender 
equity. Gender activism will continue to evolve in 
Senegal, and its efficacy will always be measured 
by the levels of empowerment attained by women 
at all levels of society and the benefits they enjoy 
in their day-to-day lives. 

I 

.I 

Footnotes 
1 The Statistics and Forecasting Bureau indicates that 

women make up 30% of the workforce 70% of rural 

workers (where they account for 80% of food processing 

labour), 70% of the informal labour market, 15% of public 

administration workers and 4% of formal private sector 

workers (Adigbli, 2008) 

Both Cadou Bop and sociologist Fatou Sow belong to The 

Groupe de Recherche sur les Femmes at Les (GREFELS). 

a Senagalese feminist group that is a partner of the 

International Network of Women Living under Muslim 

Laws (WLUML) The network is very active in opposing 

the conservative lslamist groupings in their quest for an 

interpretation of Muslim laws that do not pay sufficient 

heed to concerns about women's human rights 

2 
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