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ABSTRACT

The particular analysis of women’s experiences, in religious spaces, is a growing aspect of ethnographic research that has arisen from appreciating the gender-specific dynamics that exist within any social space. This paper brings to light some of the findings resulting from an ongoing PhD research project, exploring Shī‘a Muslim university student organisations in the UK, the AhlulBayt Societies (ABSocs).

While this sociological study draws on conceptual understandings of religious authority particularly in Shī‘a Islam, it is primarily an ethnographic analysis of the practices and social constructs of religious authority, as seen within a specific community.
From amongst the key findings is that some of the experiences of female ABSoc affiliates on campus, which are specific to them and are identifiable as such, are largely not felt by the male research participants, or not realised in the same way.  The challenges they face often involve cross-gender contact, in secular campus environments, but they are not limited to this dilemma. The study also unearths issues regarding the observation of Hijab and gender-segregation. 

The wider research explores the concept of religious authority in Twelver Shi’ism, and the performances thereof, among this very distinct segment of UK Muslims. As such, this paper discusses how, because of their gender-specific experiences, some female participants, in practice, adopt their own religious jurisprudential agency independently of authorities recognised within Shī‘ī orthodoxy; and how their gender-related contexts may have impacted upon shaping their perceptions of the said established authorities.

While this paper illustrates some of the findings emerging from a sociological study, the work is an exploration of the participants’ perceptions and performances of Shīʿī authority constructs, as they are normatively observed and explained in the relevant literature.

I have already expounded on some of the salient and central features of Shīʿī religious authority in a previous paper,[footnoteRef:1] and do not intend to review the literature relevant to that, as an introduction to this paper. The apex of the Shīʿī religious authority hierarchy, as elucidated upon in that cited paper, is institutionalised, geographically central (Iraq/Iran), invariably male and centred around human actors (the marājiʿ[footnoteRef:2]) – jurists – who have transnational influence. [1:  Tajri, M. (2016). Assessing Perceptions of Islamic Authority amongst British Shia Muslim Youth. in Muslims in the UK and Europe (2) (ed. Suleiman, Y.) pp 148-156. Cambridge: Centre for Islamic Studies, University of Cambridge. p 148-151]  [2:  Plural of marjiʿ; authority to which one turns or appeals (Wehr, H. [1974]. A Dictionary of Modern Written Arabic. London: Macdonald & Evans Ltd. p. 328). The word is conventionally used in Shīʿa jurisprudence to refer to the most senior jurisprudential authorities.] 

	The normative ‘performance’ of Shīʿī authority, revolves around the practice of taqlid.[footnoteRef:3] This project does not seek to focus on those who are seen to be in authority, but rather those who would invest them with religious authority. I aim not to discover whether or not the Shīʿa jurists, in the Middle East, assert an authoritarian approach. Rather we aim to learn about the perceptions of the research participants in this regard; whether or not they feel subjected to religious authoritarianism and how they respond in terms of regulating the jurisprudence of their everyday lives. [3:  Taqlīd: The meanings given to this term, within the jurisprudential convention, are discussed later in this document. Put simply, it means to adopt the jurisprudential opinion of an authority, often unquestioningly. In modern standard Arabic, the verb to which this noun is connected, gives the following meanings and connotations: ‘to entrust someone with the power of governance; to give someone authority or power; to imitate; to blindly follow the opinion of another’. (Wehr, H. [1974]. A Dictionary of Modern Written Arabic. London: Macdonald & Evans Ltd. p. 786).] 


It is that background of orthodox Shīʿī authority performance, with which I contrast the performances and stances endorsed by Shīʿa female student members of the university Ahlul-Bayt Societies (ABSocs).

Religion on Campus & The Female Gender Dynamic in Religious Spaces

This paper, based on one strand of a wider ongoing research, is situated in the growing milieu of works looking at religion and its practice on campus. It is an exploration of specifically female Shīʿa Muslim UK university students, within the organisations set up to cater for Shīʿa Muslims - the Ahlul-Bayt Societies (ABSocs) - and their perceptions of religious authority.

The importance of carrying out research on in the university campus setting, and the significance of exploring religious trends therein, has been realised in numerous research works. In his research, centring on the idea of “Salafist radicalisation” on campus, Edmunds refers to the cohort he analyses as being “elite”, by virtue of their position as students in higher education, and thereby having “access to symbolic and economic capital conferred through entry into higher educational institutions and professions”.[footnoteRef:4] Drawing on Neilsen’s work,[footnoteRef:5] Edmunds argues that this group has a higher chance of entering and occupying policy-influencing and community leadership positions. [4:  Edmunds, J. (2010). Elite Young Muslims in Britain: From Transnational to Global Politics. London: Springer Science Business Media Publishing (4) pp 215-238. p 218.]  [5:  Nielsen, J. S. (2000). Muslims in Britain: Ethnic minorities, Community or Ummah? In H. Coward, et al. (Eds.), The South Asian religious Diaspora in Britain, Canada and the United States (pp. 109–126). Albany: State University of New York Press. p 116.] 


The importance of religion, be it individually practiced or communally, and its interaction with the ‘secular’ campus environment, is also a feature my project shares with other works. The idea that the western university campus is a secularising force has been interrogated by Guest, whose study asks questions about what impact this has on Christian students in particular.[footnoteRef:6] There are two primary aspects to Guest’s work, to which my project bears similarity: firstly, he uses social science research methods to explore the “challenges” faced by Christian students in the campus environment,[footnoteRef:7] and secondly, he ethnographically explores organised Christianity on campuses by looking at Christian student organisations.[footnoteRef:8] As Guest looks at organisations like the Christian Union, the Student Christian Movement and numerous other societies representing the various Christian denominations, my research focuses on ABSocs, which work collaboratively across the universities in the UK, as they have evolved into the only pan-campus organisations catering specifically for Shīʿa students. [6:  Guest, M. (2013). Christianity and the University Experience. London: Bloomsbury Academic. p 83]  [7:  Guest, M. (2013). Christianity and the University Experience. London: Bloomsbury Academic. p 113]  [8:  Guest, M. (2013). Christianity and the University Experience. London: Bloomsbury Academic. p 137] 


Degli Esposti’s very recent publication comes closest to my research in terms of her research sample.[footnoteRef:9] Her study uses qualitative research methods to explore Shīʿī activism on UK university campuses. Her work differs from mine in that her London-centric data stems from one year of fieldwork. My research, as I explain below, does not focuses on London primarily. Furthermore, while the contextual parallels her study has with mine make it an invaluable work upon which my research can build, the primary distinctive feature of my (wider research) work is its attention on the Shīʿa students’ perceptions and performances of religious authority, considering their campus environments and the multifaceted challenges they face therein. [9:  Degli Esposti, E. and Scott-Baumann, A. (2019). Fighting for Justice. Engaging the Other: Shi’a Muslim Activism on the British University Campus. In Religions MDPI Jouurnals (10)189] 


My wider research looks at Shīʿa Muslim ABSoc-affiliated students, and their perceptions of religious authority, more broadly. This paper, however, focuses on the strand of findings connected to female gender-related challenges in the campus environment, and how these influence the participants’ performance of religious authority.
	It is this idea, that female Muslims within religious spaces would face challenges significantly different from their male counterparts, has inspired numerous research works exploring the nature of those challenges and their impact. One such recent work is that of Shabana Mir; it is an ethnographic study exploring female Muslim experiences on college campuses in America. [footnoteRef:10] [10:  Mir, S. (2014). Muslim American Women on Campus: Undergraduate Social Life and Identity. Chapel Hill: UNC Press.] 

As my research has progressed, its comparability with Mir’s study has become increasingly apparent. Mir is neither focusing on Shīʿa Muslim students in higher education, nor is her fieldwork based within the UK. Her study, set in two higher education campuses in Washington D.C., looks at the experiences of Muslims without specific denominational attention. What distinguishes her anthropology from other cited works that explore Muslims on campus, is its focus on Muslim women and the challenges facing them as female Muslim students. Seminal ethnographical works, like those of Pamela Prickett[footnoteRef:11] and the late Saba Mahmood[footnoteRef:12], make the distinct need for researching female gender experiences quite evident, particularly so in religious spaces, like mosques and Islamic centres. The ABSoc, within each campus, too can be conceptualised as a religious space. As my data was accumulating, it was becoming progressively clear to me that the gender dynamic is one that required special attention in my research. Mir, Prickett and Mahmood discuss prominent issues that are common in all of their works. One of the most noticeable themes shared amongst them is their female participants’ experiences in observing hijab, or not, and the politics with which it is associated. This, among other gender related themes, bore resonance with the experiences of some of my participants. The fact that the highest echelons of Shīʿī authority are invariably occupied by male actors, coupled with the fact that female participants consistently related challenges that they were facing, identifiably because of their gender, compelled me to explore the gender question as a distinct strand of my research. [11:  Prickett, P. J. (2015). Negotiating Gendered Religious Space: The Particularities of Patriarchy in an African American Mosque. in Gender and Society (29)1. California: Sage Journals. pp 51-72. ]  [12:  Mahmood. S. (2011). Politics of Piety: The Islamic Revival and the Feminist Subject. New Jersey: Princeton University Press.] 


My Research Setting

As mentioned, the findings demonstrated in this paper are part of a wider ethnographic work looking at the ABSoc organisations in the UK. This wider work does not focus exclusively on female participants or gender-based issues. The full research project has involved fieldwork being carried out in seven different university campuses, using participant observation, focus group interviews as well as individual semi-structured interviewing techniques in order to elicit data.

Although this paper does not expound or elucidate on all of the subtleties in the research findings, I have tried to illustrate the most salient notions pertinent to the theme of female Shīʿa Muslims on campus and how their experiences have led them to interact with Shīʿī notions of authority.

In protecting the anonymity of my participants, the names used in this paper, and any of the research outputs, are aliases. I have also avoided specifying the campuses at which fieldwork was carried out. I believe the reassurance of anonymity has contributed to the openness with which the female participants were willing to discuss matters that can sometimes be deemed sensitive, as can be seen in the following sections.

Gender-based Challenges Impacting Normative Shīʿī Authority Performances

This study has observed a number of ways in which taqlīd is perceived and practiced by Shīʿī students as they negotiate challenging social situations. For some female students, the issue of hijab was one wherein such challenges become significant. Within western societies, the hijab has been defined as a head-covering worn by Muslim women. Jurisprudentially, hijab has a more definitive understanding and the marājiʿ only very slightly differ in their rulings about how women ought to dress in public, and which parts of their bodies they are permitted to expose. Looking at the ruling of Ayatollah Al-Sīstānī, today’s most prominent Shīʿī jurist, he does not allow women to expose any part of themselves except for their face and hands from the wrists; even the top part of the feet must be covered. Furthermore, if a woman suspects that exposing her face and hands may cause men to look at her in a forbidden (lustful) manner, then she is obligated to cover those parts as well.[footnoteRef:13] All the female Shīʿī students who expose their arms any higher than their wrists, or whose hair is fully or partially exposed, are effectively contravening Al-Sīstānī’s edicts on hijab. [13:  Al-Hakim, A. H. (1999). A Code of Practice for Muslims in the West. London: Imam Ali Foundation. p 223] 


Faheema, one of the female participants in a focus group session, wore a short-sleeved top, her arms partly showing. During the course of the session, she explained that she was studying Dental Hygiene. In this profession, as she explained, one is not permitted to cover the arms up to the wrists. Faheema presented herself as a follower of Ayatollah Al-Sīstānī; a muqallida[footnoteRef:14] of his. This is how she explained the contradiction between her dress code and his guidance: [14:  Muqallid and Muqallida: A male and female practitioner of taqlīd, respectively.] 


Like hijab: whereas for one it’s wearing an abaya[footnoteRef:15] and for me it’s wearing jeans and a shirt every day. My marja’s not saying that “it’s wrong”. He’s very open. As long as you feel like you’re fulfilling your, kind of, idea of hijab...
That’s not the ruling, but that’s what I interpret from the ruling. As long as you’ve got these limits, the rest is, kind of, up to you. You do what you want.
I don’t think Islam is a very limited religion. I think it’s quite open to a lot of the issues we face and very accommodating.[footnoteRef:16] [15:  Abaya: A full-length outer tunic worn by Muslim women]  [16:  ‘Faheema’, at focus group interview with ABSoc members at one of the university campuses in the Midlands [Feb 2016]] 


In fact, the opinion of her marjiʿ is far more puritanical and austere than Faheema’s representation of it, and far less subjective and conceding than her interpretation. Her words demonstrate how she manages to negotiate the practice of taqlīd, convincing herself that she is acting within the teachings of the marjiʿ while living her life as she feels is appropriate in her own context.

Huda, a female colleague of hers studying the same course, admitted that she did not check or ask about the ruling before embarking on the course, fearing the response she would receive and the ramifications it might have on her ability to pursue this field. Huda’s hesitant voice disclosed less confidence in the potential reconciliation between the guidance of the marjiʿ and her career choice:

It’s one of those tricky situations where you just convince yourself, in your head; and you’ll take it lightly, because …it’s one of those things that you have to adapt to…but then at times, I do question it…

The tutors for the particular course are extremely strict about the infection control policy. So, some of us will wear a long sleeve shirt underneath, but would have to roll it up the moment we’re inside clinic.[footnoteRef:17] [17:  ‘Huda’, at focus group interview with ABSoc members at one of the university campuses in the Midlands [Feb 2016]] 


These two approaches show a subtle variation in how the marjaʿ is perceived. Faheema’s understanding seems to incline towards Saba Mahmood’s idea of agency, whereby an extent of personal agency is being conferred by conforming to the system.[footnoteRef:18] Huda’s apprehension reveals her perception of the relative rigidity in the marjiʿ’s opinion, forcing her to concede to uncertainty. [18:  Mahmood, S. (2005). Politics of Piety: The Islamic Revival and the Feminist Subject. New Jersey: Princeton University Press. p 18
    Mahmood argues here, that adopting personal religious interpretive agency does not necessarily have to be essentialised as being in tension with a centralised orthodox religious authority structure: (“Agency [is] not simply a synonym for resistance to relations of domination, but… a capacity for action that speciﬁc relations of subordination create and enable”.)] 


Amira was a female participant in another focus group session. She openly said that, “from childhood, I never grew up with marjaʿ stuff. It’s all very new to me. So I don’t relate to that”.[footnoteRef:19] Amira was very forthright about being oblivious of any obligation to follow a marjiʿ and had never practiced taqlīd. Her knowledge about the regular practices of Muslims, like the ritual prayers and fasting rites, had been taught to her by her parents. The fact that Amira has, subsequent to the focus group session, become the president of her ABSoc, shows this particular ABSoc’s lack of any formal organisational policy with regards to its members’ practice of taqlīd. It also seems to corroborate the more general input of an ABSoc board member, whose comments negated any notion of the ABSocs being bastions of orthodoxy, particularly with respect to the issues of religious authority and taqlīd: [19:  ‘Amira’, at focus group interview with ABSoc members at one of the university campuses in the Midlands [Mar 2017]] 


Shīʿas on campus are far far [sic] from having monolithic views on any issue; religious authority being just one. The challenge is to embrace this diversity while having the ability to work together to present a face of Shīʿas in the UK[footnoteRef:20] [20:  Interview with ABSoc EC board member [10/03/17]] 


The observance of hijab is not the only problematic issue that the participants contend with. A frustration pertaining to both genders is the matter of physical contact between members of the opposite gender, especially so with the conventional practice of handshaking. None of the prominent marājiʿ allow such contact between non-related individuals, except in extremely extenuating circumstances that make such social physical contact unavoidable. This difficulty was a concern for Michigan’s Lebanese community,[footnoteRef:21] for the pool of contributors to an earlier research I had carried out in Cardiff[footnoteRef:22] and it has come up again in one of the focus groups I have conducted to date. [21:  Walbridge, L. (1997). Without Forgetting the Imam. Michigan: Wayne State Uni Press.]  [22:  Tajri, M. (2016). Assessing Perceptions of Islamic Authority amongst British Shia Muslim Youth. in Muslims in the UK and Europe (2) (ed. Suleiman, Y.) pp 148-156. Cambridge: Centre for Islamic Studies, University of Cambridge.] 


How this issue is tackled by Amira and Kumail, in the second focus group, can be said to resemble the two approaches to the hijab issue to a certain extent. When asked about what her response would be if a male colleague, or lecturer, were to extend their hand, Amira said:

Yeah I would extend my hand for courtesy. I think it’s quite rude not to. I would, yeah… I think it comes down to niyyah[footnoteRef:23] as well.[footnoteRef:24] [23:  Niyyah: Arabic word for ‘personal intention’ or ‘motivation behind performing a given act’.]  [24:  ‘Amira’, at focus group interview with ABSoc members at one of the university campuses in the Midlands [Mar 2017]] 


Her justification behind shaking hands was her own assessment of what it means to be civil and courteous, with no intention of referring to any external authority. In effect, interpretive agency was assumed by Amira. Kumail, on the other hand, was not so confident:

Well, it is a jurisprudential issue, because some Ayatollahs say you can do it, some say you shouldn’t. That’s what it comes down to. What do you do in that situation? Is it ḥarām[footnoteRef:25] to do that? Do you not do that? That’s why it’s a jurisprudential issue.[footnoteRef:26] [25:  Ḥarām: Arabic word for ‘unlawful’.]  [26:  ‘Kumail’, at focus group interview with ABSoc members at one of the university campuses in the Midlands [Mar 2017]] 


Despite the fact that he had not come to a conclusion on whether the act was sanctioned, or whether he would shake a non-related female’s hand, Kumail’s contention with Amira’s contribution was about authority and agency. She, as far as he was concerned, was not in a position to make that decision.

Walbridge’s study in Michigan, cited above, mentions how tenets of religious authority were used to exert pressure to conform to what was regarded as a more wholesome Shīʿī identity, by not diverging from orthodox practice.[footnoteRef:27] Shīʿī Muslims are a minority within a minority in terms of their place in the UK. Thus far, as far as ABSocs on university campuses are concerned, there has been no evidence of organisational pressure of this type in instilling the orthodox understanding of taqlīd as a religious tenet, nor any recognition of a marjaʿ’s authority, upon its Shīʿī membership.  [27:  Walbridge, L. (1997). Without Forgetting the Imam. Michigan: Wayne State Uni Press. p 206] 


This project has also come across examples where the cities of traditional Shīʿī training, in the Middle East, are revered and romanticised within the participant’s mindset. This reverence is then affixed to the status of those who have studied in the seminaries there, advancing their standing over those who may have studied in the western world. Some focus group participants conveyed their views about the ‘requirement’ to study in those shrine cities, in order to have any credibility. Saleema, whose comments we have already cited, spoke about how she believed that the becoming of a marjiʿ was not merely to do with educating oneself externally, but also required a spiritual development that was difficult in the UK:

I just think that… becoming a marjiʿ is not just only about the education, it’s also about the spiritual purification, and so… it’s not impossible here, but it’s just easier in that part of the world, maybe. That’s why we have the centres there, in those parts of the world. I don’t know… surrounded with the baraka[footnoteRef:28] of the Ahlul-Bayt[footnoteRef:29] as well.[footnoteRef:30] [28:  Baraka: Arabic word meaning blessing]  [29:  A reference to members of the Prophet Muhammad’s household - the Shīʿī saints - being buried there]  [30:  ‘Saleema’, at focus group interview with ABSoc members at one of the university campuses in the Midlands [Feb 2016]] 


One observation to be made about Saleema’s comment is her assertion that “the centres” (of religious learning) are there; effectively nullifying the presence of ‘real’ Shīʿī seminaries anywhere else. There are Shīʿī seminaries in other parts of the world, teaching the traditional religious jurisprudential sciences, including at least two in the UK. However, concurring with Van Den Bos’ observations, it seems that the monopoly of authoritativeness retained by the seminaries in Iraq and Iran remains unrivalled in the view of many among the Shīʿī laity.[footnoteRef:31] [31:  Van Den Bos, M. (2015). ‘Western Seminary’: On Transnational Shiite Higher Education in Britain. in Social Compass 62(2). pp 238-254. London: Sage Publications. p 249-250] 

A second observation on her input is her perception of spiritual deficiency in a western environment. It is reflective of Al-Sīstānī’s assertion of the western environment being less pure and “un-Islamic”.[footnoteRef:32] [32:  Al-Hakim, A. H. (1999). A Code of Practice for Muslims in the West. London: Imam Ali Foundation. p 39] 


Despite the different ways in which religious authority has been seen to be performed amongst the female research participants, there were seldom any instances of overt criticism of normative Shīʿī religious authority practice or the hierarchical authority structure.
	The following example, of one contributor, is an exception to that. Yusra is a medical student, in her second year of study, at a campus in the North West of England. Like Amira, Yusra also said that most of her religious guidance was derived from her parents. Her domestic setting is also interesting: “My mum does not follow anyone particularly whereas my dad believes quite strongly in following a particular marji”.[footnoteRef:33] [33:  Interview with ABSoc member, Yusra. (20 Feb 2018)] 

What was most fascinating, was to see her voice her opinion, and uneasiness, about the fact that the marājiʿ based in Iran and Iraq, are invariably male.

It is something that I have questioned a lot, because at the end of the day, they are setting out rules for both men and women but they only know what it’s like to be a man; none of them have experienced being a woman.
So it does seem slightly unfair and illogical that men are making decisions on behalf of women as well. To me, it would make more sense if both genders were making the decisions.[footnoteRef:34] [34:  Interview with ABSoc member, Yusra. (20 Feb 2018)] 


For her to have voiced her disquiet about this matter showed her confidence in airing such views. However, her use of words like “unfair” and “illogical”, in her description of the Shīʿī authority construct, displayed her frustration at the status quo.



Conclusions

Since the data-collection process of this research is in its developmental stages and remains ongoing, it is both difficult and unwise to assign definitiveness to numerous findings. There are some aspects of the research which corroborate previous studies and ethnographies of Shīʿī communities.

From the literature on Shīʿī religious authority, as well as the studies that I have conducted and have had access to, the idea that religious authority, today, is centred upon the marājiʿ of Iraq and Iran, is undisputed. This recognition, even among the female ‘ABSoccers’, does not mean that they will necessarily revert to the marājiʿ for all religious guidance. Whether or not it is due to the (social and geographical) distance from the marājiʿ and lack of direct access to them, the research participants have cited instances whereby they have referred to numerous other sources for religious guidance.

Previous analyses of Shīʿī communities seemed to suggest that, for them, the opinions of the marājiʿ were binding and unquestionable. This research amongst ABSoc members suggests that, in the realities of the practice of authority, attitudes are far from being as monolithic as the literature might suggest. The opinion of the marjaʿ have been critiqued, queried and even rejected by the female participants cited. At times those steps are taken believing that Shīʿīsm allows reinterpretation of the marjiʿ’s edicts; at times they are taken by shedding the marjiʿ of complete agency, in favour of personal agency.
