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Abstract. The role of women in the political discourse is extremely
important today. It is the living litmus test society needs. The neglect of
the traditional culture and of certain rules of coexistence in the sphere of
government creates conditions for conflict. The new political postmodern
discourse dramatically changes the way, in which the relationship between
identity and diversity is perceived. The formation of identity is a part of
the process of constructing individual and collective subjectivity, which
characterizes the understanding of the Otherness. There is a need for new
knowledge about the discourse and structure of this Otherness (identity
and cultural aspect). The transfer of political power to women is needed in
the context of globalization changes, which require the emergence of new
political actors.
The main aim of the paper is to question the role of woman in a powerful,

male-oriented politics and to provide analysis from the point of Rawls
theory of justice and religious view, pointing that a position of women is
not exclusive to Islam only but is influenced by external trends in society.
The political anthropology (Halpern, 1963), Taylor’s principle of cultural

identity (Taylor, 1999) and Rawls’s principle of justice (Rawls, 1998) are
used as methodological tools. The study reveals the reasons behind various
limitation of women across time and space and the oppression of their voices
and languages, which as a result redefines politics. The author concludes
how discrimination over women’s potential negatively impacts both men
and society as a whole, which serves as a great obstacle for the true
democratization and humanization of human beings in the modern era and
is practically a sign of injustice.
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Introduction

I would like to question the role of woman in a powerful, male-oriented life.
Women as personal existence are the part of humanity that is more vulnerable,
unprotected and more affected by radical changes. Very often female autonomy
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and authenticity falls victim to male prejudices, stereotypes or orders. Woman
status is more sensitive to the vagaries of time and the cyclical nature of history.
In the Bulgarian language politics is of feminine gender, but in practice the
political turns out to be a real/symbolic area, where the male power is dominant.
Awoman who has decided to express herself in the political hierarchy and structures
must think, feels and acts according to masculine canons. Such political practices
transform the identity characteristics and profile of these women. However, a
policy that unreasonably relies solely on male legitimacy is practically on the
losing side, as it relies on the half of the humanity. Thus, the male monopoly in
politics damages the pluralism of human forces and opportunities, regardless of
their gender and identity, from which then the life of the whole society, the
renewal of the state and the nation all suffer. The participation of the Muslim
woman in political discourse is analyzed from the point of view of Charles
Taylor’s “politics of recognition” and through John Rawls’s principle of justice.
Islam is the religion most often mentioned in relation to the position of

women. The aim is to provide a deeper analysis, pointing that a position of women
is not exclusive to Islam only but is influenced by external trends in society. The
definition of Muslims as “others” is particularly evident for women. They are a
subject to double marginalization: once, as women in the societies dominated by
patriarchal order and second, as Muslims in the societies with persistent anti-
Muslim sentiments.1 The text explores the mechanisms for reproducing the
gender ideology and defining the gender identity.

Double marginalization and injustice

Several years ago, the Bulgarian National Center of Public Opinion Study
conducted a nationally representative survey focused on the conditions for equal
participation of women in politics. Respondents pointed out that the participation of
women in the hierarchy of political structures, their inclusion in leading and
governing bodies, as well as in political configurations is not sufficient enough
and does not correspond to public attitudes. On the other hand, during all the
years of transition, political parties (either those in power, or those in opposition)
have not taken measures to change or eliminate the existing conditions for social
and gender inequality. To the question “To what extent do the parties in Bulgaria
work to attract women in politics?” about 46% of the surveyed parties responded
that they do not pay attention at all or to a small extent on trying to find forms
and ways to attract more women to participate in the political life of the country.
The prevailing public opinion was that women’s participation will make politics
much more effective (45.3%).
According to experts, the Bulgarian political parties do not take into

consideration the crucial consequences of such problem, as well as the lack of
insufficient use of institutional and public opportunities as a way to form
positive public attitudes towards the participation of women in all levels of
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politics. When asked – how women can be encouraged to participate more actively
in politics – 15.3% of the respondents point out that political parties need to
reconsider their attitude towards their female members, by encouraging and
appointing them to more responsible positions in the political formations. For
about 10% of the respondents, it is important for women to be on an equal
footing alongside their male counterparts, as well as to have adequate payment
for their work and contributions. According to 10.5% of the respondents, greater
trust and support should be provided to women in both the family and society so
that they would be able to land on stable grounds and achieve success in politics.
Similar opinion is shared by Ebrahim Raisi, the head of the Islamic Republic of
Iran’s Judiciary:
“An excellent woman, as Fatemeh Zahra, is God seeking, selfless, the main

part of family, and influential in the society in a way that she plays a key role in
politics and society. We are obliged to defend women’s rights.”2
From the point of view of Western approach women are subject to double

marginalization: once as women in patriarchal-dominated societies and secondly
as Muslims in the societies with persistent anti-Muslim sentiments. Miriam
Cook, professor at Duke University, proposes the neologism ‘Muslim woman’ as
a new identification uniting religion and gender, ignoring national, ethnic, cultural
and historical differences. As a woman, Muslim women are both outsiders and
insiders in Muslim communities.
The “Muslim woman” draws the line between “us” and “them.” As females,

Muslim women are accepted both as outsiders and insiders in Muslim communities.
As Muslims they constantly renegotiate the cultural roles of outsiders and
insiders in minority Muslim societies.3 Ebrahim Raisi explains the position of
Islam: “we don’t acknowledge neither the extremist view of woman as an
isolated person nor the Western view of woman as a good”. The life of Fatemeh
Zahra is the best example of unity and coalition building in the Islamic society
from his point of view.
Today, the changes in the woman’s role and place as a result of economic and

political changes, as well as the processes of modernization in the Islamic world,
giving new opportunities for education and work, are often ignored. In recent
years, Muslim women have increasingly participated in public debates on the
diverse and numerous discursive representations of the genders.
“What is happening in the modern epoch is not the emergence of the need for

recognition, but the conditions under which the attempt to be recognized may
fail”4. The request for recognition turns out to be “necessary”, as it is associated
with the identity of the individual. The thesis that Taylor defends is that our
identity is shaped by recognition (or lack thereof). Often, the attitude of the
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majority and the position it takes, is responsible for the marginalization of certain
minorities: “... the adverse recognition shows not just a lack of due respect. It
can cause excruciating pain, burdening its victims with crippling self-hatred.
The righteous recognition is not just an act of courtesy that we owe to people. It
is an essential human need.”5. A positive assessment is a kind of a “moral duty”,
otherwise one’s identity would be hurt. Taylor connects the modern epoch with
the policy of universalism, which adds value to equal dignity among people. The
policy of otherness aims to emphasize the “unique identity” of each person or
group. It is not possible to realize ourselves in the modern world without recognizing
our relationship with others first. “Defining myself means discovering what is
important in my difference from others.”6
While Taylor gives preference to cultural identity, alternatively, Rawls gives

priority to rights bound by the principle of protection of freedom, which examines
how everyone should benefit from the widest possible range of freedom,
compatible with that of all others and the principle of equal opportunities serving
as a link between justice and democratic equality. He points out that the only
reason for the restriction of the rights, which stands behind freedom, as well as
for the determination of far less freedom of people, is that equal rights, defined
by the institutions, would interfere with each other.7
Ferry and Renaut distinguish two types of rights: rights-freedoms, which

belong to the sphere of understanding because they can be exercised (the state
may impose legal norms in the protection of individuals) and rights-demands,
which belong to the sphere of reason and which cannot be realized.8 But while
the West promotes the idea of rights, the East adds an ethical discourse.
The Muslim woman9 has her right of autonomy, to exercise social influence

and power. Islam makes no distinction between man and woman on their path to
al-Haq (the path to God). The natural and human rights of men and women
require a difference in some legal aspects, which is related to a certain philosophy
of rights and principle of justice, as one of the main pillars of Islamic theology
and Sharia (laws of Islam). It is this principle that sets the rule for harmony
between reason and religious law in Islam. The legal force of religious law is
what reason and justice dictate it should be. Religious law is based on religious
principles, which are an integral part of the values of common law, which forms
the rules and principles of governing the society, in contrast to Rawls’ “lonely
Christianity”10. The clash between the Islamic andWestern understanding of human
rights forms a part of the problem of universal rights and cultural relativism.
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In the book “Religions and Rights: Local Values and Universal Declarations”,
five possible strategies for dealing with the conflict of “universal” human rights
and “specific” beliefs of individual minorities, can be found.11 The discourse on
universal human rights, with main emphasis on women’s rights, is a part of the
rhetoric matter of contemporary feminist movements.
Factors such as social class, age, and education determine the social status of

women, but religious views are crucial for the relationship between genders.
That is why, one of the recommendations is to refer to religious texts as a guarantor
of human rights. The second mechanism is aimed at subordinating the universal
to the local. The third strategy seeks to find common principles in religious
traditions that can form the basis of a universal doctrine. The fourth focuses on
inalienable substantive rights, which may stem from different principles. The
final strategy does not aim to discover universal human rights, but rather to find
a “degree of overlap” between the various human rights schemes.
According to the Vienna Convention on 1993, it is the duty of the state to

exercise the rights in a way that does not to infringe on various cultural and
religious traditions. Mechanisms for overcoming conflicts between religion and
human rights must be linked to a universal acceptance of the universality of
human rights that goes beyond the theory of cultural relativism.12
A radical paradigm shift must be considered. The woman, as a private legal

entity, cannot use equal subjective freedoms, if she herself does not engage in
the exercise of her civil autonomy and cultural authenticity. “Invariably in times
of change, the role of women is central in discursive efforts to reinterpret and
define social norms”.13 Women’s participation in public life is dependent on the
country’s politics, culture and way of life. The logic behind the phrase “the
housewife is not a political subject” aims to portray women as dependent and
submissive14, limit their vital abilities and restrict them from systematically
renewing, according to their personal needs. It deprives them from their ability
to express and apply their knowledge, skills and virtues in the field of politics.
Women still have reduced capacity to participate in the political sphere of
governance, with minimal access to the labor market and social security. The
numerous worldwide studies on the “unfavorable trends” against women, which
are found in the system of modern labor relations15, show that Muslim women
are much more likely to work temporarily or at lower-paid job position than
men. In general, they earn less than men and unemployment growth in women
exceeds the national average. There is an unregulated right to limit their
professional development within highly qualified professions. There is also no
strict legal-normative framework for guarding the protection of women’s labor
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in a market economy, which consequently could serve as an effective tool for
resolving the contradiction between labor and motherhood.
A woman’s abilities and work should not be limited in the closed family

circle. Instead of a collective privilege, her participation in public life is
necessary as an individual act and rather as a way of expressing her own identity.
Islam has succeeded in capturing women’s sensitivity, while preserving her
identity and culture. The woman is more sensitive, but not as an expression of
gender division, but as a divine sign. She is tolerant as “a manifestation and
consequence of Divine harmony,” which gives a reason to Rawls to regard
tolerance as having a religious fundament, not a purely political one.16 This
provides him with purpose to follow the footsteps of political liberalism and to
accept the idea of public reasoning within the realm of the political sphere (a
reference to Rawls’s 1989 lecture “Domain of the Political”). The contribution
in this case, is his understanding that any denial of the existence of God is a
denial of the principle of law and justice.
“Let’s suppose that God is the source of everything that exists – both morality

and political values, this would lead to the conclusion that denying God’s
existence necessarily leads to the denial of these values. But if we assume that
the basis and content of these values is God’s reason, then God’s will has only a
subordinate role in the process of sanctioning the Divine intentions, already
considered to be based on reason. In that case, the rejection of the existence of
God leads only to the rejection of the Divine sanctions, but not to the rejection
of the values themselves”.17 This raises the question of how the relationship
between God’s reason, moral and political values can be accurately examined.
Observed from a political standpoint. Non-theism is something we should not be
afraid of. What is punishable in religion is not beliefs, but actions.
The story examines how during the reign of Caliph Umar, women argued

with him in the mosque by often proving their rights and forcing him in the
presence of many people to admit: “Women are right, Umar is wrong”, i.e., they
participated directly in public discourse. For early Islam, women religious scholar
were no exception.18 This provides perfect opportunity for to the so-called
“Islamic feminism” to launch a debate on women’s rights, as described in the
Qur’an and Hadith.
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Let us carefully observe what is said in the Qur’an about women’s rights:
“O mankind! Be wary of your Lord, who created you from a single soul, and

created its mate from it, and, from the two of them, [souls are] scattered [in]
numerous men and women”.19

Based on her piety and godliness, a woman may be rewarded or punished,
equally as man are – “Whoever acts righteously, [whether] male or female,
should he be faithful, we shall revive him with a good life and pay them their
reward by the best of what they used to do”.20

“Seeking erudition is an obligation for every Muslim” (Hadith of Ibn Majah
and Bajihaqi), which explicitly mentions the “Muslim woman”. Education is
highly valued in the Islamic tradition. The transmission of knowledge and practices
contributes to the preservation of both community and personal identities in
Islam. Religious education is gradually emerging from the marginalizing position
towards women (they receive it mainly at home or with the help of the local
imam). In addition to Qur’anic courses, the number of women in religious high
schools and among students in the secular and theological faculties has increased
significantly. Dogmatic theology and Islamic law are still thought mainly by
men.
Women are given equal rights to men; however, men are the ones who need

to take care of the family: “The wives have rights similar to the obligations upon
them, in accordance with honorable norms; and men have a degree above them,
and Allah is All-Mighty and All-Wise”.21
In Islam, the woman is given the right to visit Friday prayers and the prayer

in the end of Ramadan. However, religious duties in public sphere are traditionally
performed by men. Any exclusion of women from similar occasions is not simply
a limitation of their right to pray in temple but it also stops their opportunity for
political expression and debate (besides religious temple, the mosque is also the
political center of the Umma (community).
Truth told is that the woman in Islam is a real legal entity, but the current

rules and laws outline a clear distinction between her and the man in the public
space. Especially in traditional societies, where patriarchal norms are more
profoundly imposed. “When the paternalistic position of the state is replaced by
the patriarchal basis in division of labor, according to patriarchal norms (the man
is the breadwinner and the woman is assigned the role of housewife) the man is
expected to become a protector, as part of the normalization discourse.” Patriarchy
can be viewed in many ways – as a symbolic principle of male domination, as
an institutional structure of a dominant male position or as an ideology based on
male power. It is not limited to the field of religion, but has a profound effect on
the social, political and economic order in a country. In the time of neoliberal
market fundamentalism, patriarchy is being transformed in the context of
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accelerated restructuring of power. Men gain exclusive access to capital, and
women cease to be of interest to the state as political “partners”. In the existing
model of “money-power”, women are often pushed to the periphery. The
political criteria imposes an economic line, in which governments define as
strategic those industries, in which possible protests would threaten their own
stability. “Women do not have a reputation as protesters, as they do not threaten,
they work mainly in industries where there are no trade unions. Politically, they
do not belong to anyone.”22
Any change in a woman’s social status that conflicts with the norms of

traditional patriarchal culture provokes different reactions from the religious
community and political leaders. What they all have in common is the desire to
preserve and strengthen patriarchal social relations, as well as the stereotypes
existing in the public consciousness, through which the role of women is artificially
minimized.
Political power bounds the place of women in the private sphere only, viewed

mainly as a mother and wife, as a biological and cultural reproducer, because the
sphere of the public is contrary to its nature. The woman is advised to stay away
and get involved only in case of absolute necessity for the benefit of herself and
the family, as they are closer to her humanity and divine nature, than her dealing
with something challenging as public appearance.
This makes liberal proponents of Islamic reformist discourse (emerging in

the second half of the 19th century) to see Ijtihad (as a form of critical thinking)
as a tool of developing more progressive forms of Islam that also affect the status
of women.According to them, the renewal should not begin with the modernization
of the essence of Islamic thought (perceived as unchangeable), but instead with
the modernization of Islamic thought and of the human understanding of it. The
way it is interpreted changes alongside the development of scientific thought.23
The need for a new interpretation (tafsir) is necessary due to modern dynamic
changes in the life of society as a whole. The main focus falls mainly on the idea
of prosperity, cultural and social development of the Muslim community,
improving the education system to meet the needs of the time (increasing the
number of secular disciplines in traditional madrassas). In the same direction is
headed the call to look at motherhood as a social function, a social responsibility,
to transmit Islamic values and beliefs.24
The new postmodern political discourse is radically changing the way we

understand the connection between identity and diversity. Identity produces a
representation of Otherness. The formation of identity is a part of the process of
constituting an individual or collective subjectivity, which characterizes our
understanding of the “Other”, the different. This raises the question of the political
and individual responsibility of politicians in building a national strategy for
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women in the context of Otherness. Language and knowledge go hand in hand
with the power. This explains the hegemony of political discourse, which silences
other voices (of women and minorities) and shows the need pluralism to come
to the fore, recognition of the Other and its inclusion back into the dominant
forefront of the political discourse.
By applying Rawls’s theory of justice, the influence of consequences (as

Rawls calls them) will be compensated by moving in the direction of equality of
women and their rights. In this case, they become the most vulnerable, thus we
must work towards their benefit by modelling political mechanisms. In the
theory of justice as equality, the concept of law precedes that of prosperity. A fair
social system is one that determines the ranges, within which individuals will
pursue their goals, while the system also structures the rights and opportunities
for such realization. Rawls offers a form of social contract, which laid the
foundations of justice as the basic structure of society.
The emphasis on the globalization of economic processes, the informative

revolution, the fragmentation of life, the new cultural trends, the consumer spirit
of the society, accelerated urbanization, environmental threats require a new
transfer of political power and authority to women, who represent the majority
of the humanity. The true emancipation of the woman is a triumph of the
Humankind, a spiritual-practical proof of her role and significance of her Divine
origin, against the background of escalating social alienation and social atomism.
Today’s policies definitely do not contribute to such emancipation, but rather
contribute to her encapsulation and preservation, limiting her social and political
mobility in the specific commitments (social, cultural, economic), which hinders
more serious and long-term manifestations in different institutional levels of
political life. This inevitably provokes radical feminist theories, visions, and practices
that seek revenge for the loss of the “stronger gender” and other feminist theories
that seek opportunities for women’s triumph in the other modes. The legitimacy
of the Humankind must be embodied in the demystification and disenchantment
of the masculine and in the autonomy and authenticity of the Woman as a free
human being, beyond male stereotypes and prejudices. The “principle of the
different” is a reasonable limiter of the male egoism, which will demand an
increasingly serious redistribution in his favor. Following the principle of
difference, a community cannot “get rich”/benefit at the expense of some of its
members, or common enrichment cannot be of no use to those who are
materially in the worst state/marginalized. This will undoubtedly result in
building stable foundations of cooperation and productivity amongst society.

In conclusion

The role of the Muslim woman in political discourse is extremely important.
Her rise to the status of managerial leader supports the ethics of all those who
are against the corporate culture. Although social phenomena such as the
national and religious identities differentiate from one another, they all turn out
to be interdependent on the participation of the person in a concrete community.

66 BOGDANA TODOROVA 9



The participation of women in the public life of the country depends on its
politics, culture and way of living taking into account the Taylor’s politics of
recognition. By perceiving the Muslim woman as a segment of the “minority
appearance” of the Muslim community in society, regardless of the marginalizing
nature of the society as a whole and women in particular, we notice that she
plays an important role.
Despite the fact that Islam serves as a marker of identity in the secular, multi-

religious societies, women are constrained not only by dominant male
interpretations of the religion, but by a number of economic, political, cultural,
and social factors. For this reason, it is essential to enable the creative transcendence
of the female nature. “The creator is a paradigmatic principle of human existence
insofar as he performs original self-determination,” in the context of this idea of
Charles Taylor, the subject ceases to be conformist and becomes fair. The
principle of justice, which is one of the leading ones in Islam and Rawls’ theory,
represents an opportunity for the Muslim woman to develop her own identity as
a rational subject.
The notion of justice in the Taylor’s and Rawls’ models outlines various

nuances. The selection of the two authors is largely influenced by their views,
which extend widely in the debate on the topic of cultural diversity and coexistence
of different groups. If Taylor depicts the good and insists on the recognition of
cultural identity, Rawls, on the other hand, gives priority to the law, by setting a
horizon from which to reconsider justice in the politics.
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