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This edition explores women reading texts in the context of Islam. The previous webzine 
focused on women’s everyday experiences of Islam in contrast to formal study of Islam. In this 
edition we consider how Muslim women engage with their texts as they live out their faith day-
to-day. Texts may be recited in prayers at the mosque or read for daily guidance and learning, 
but they may also be inserted in an amulet or used in a healing ritual. 

Women’s engagement with texts often mirror the extent to which they are able to access 

formal education. In traditional rural communities, girls may be taught in madrassa until they 

reach puberty, if they receive any schooling. Poverty may lead their parents to prioritise their 

brothers’ education or they may be restricted by traditional ideas about women’s education. 

Literacy rates among rural Muslim women remains low1.  In this context, a woman’s knowledge 

about the Quran and other Islamic texts may come from her mother or grandmother, and she 

applies the beliefs and stories from Islamic scriptures in customary ways passed down by the 

generations.

In industrialised nations and urban settings Muslim women have more access to education, 

and western societies see a growing trend of Muslim women achieving higher education rates 

than their male counterparts. In these contexts, Muslim women may equally learn their faith 

from grandmothers and madrassa, but they also encounter the Quran and other Islamic texts 

in formal education and in public discourse. Coming across different interpretations of their 

faith than they were perhaps given at home, Muslim women explore discussions on the Internet 

or read more widely. These explorations may lead to a renewed religious consciousness or a 

stepping away from faith, either way, both result from engaging more with texts2. 

This Webzine edition shows some of the ways in which texts are accessed, interpreted and 

applied to daily life. Moyra Dale’s description of women’s mosque education highlights the 

importance of traditional methods for women in learning to memorise and recite the Quran, in 

order to interpret and apply its teachings. The respect and awe that is given to the Quran is 

shown in its oral form with much of women’s practice focused on tajwid (method of recitation, 

or chanting). For the most part, the Quran is experienced as a blessing whether wrapped in a 

cloth on the shelf or in the sound of recitation. Moyra makes clear how these are the different 

understandings that Muslim women may bring to their encounter with the Bible.

Mat Hunter’s practical suggestion to use Islamic chanting practices in Bible reading for 

believers from Muslim background drives Moyra’s conclusion home. Mat describes a poignant 

event when the Bible opened up for such a believer because he had been given permission by a 

Christian mentor to express the biblical text in a beloved way. These two articles demonstrate 

the difference between the Bible and the Quran in their types of literature and the way that 
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adherents of these two scriptures approach their texts. Both articles show the importance 

of orality and respect for the text that is instructive for those who are bringing the Bible 

into Muslim contexts. It is a particular reminder to Protestant Christians who may pay 

more attention to the study of the meaning compared to those from Orthodox and Roman 

Catholic traditions, who may prioritise more symbolic and ritualised engagement with the 

Bible.

Carol Walker describes her journey of reading the Quran as a Christian, comparing the 

different styles found in the Bible and Quran and how women characters are deployed in 

the messaging of two texts. Her article points to the importance of chronological storying 

to engage meaning in both texts while also being at the heart of differences between the 

Bible and Quran. The Bible mostly supplies a narrative context while the Quran is allusive 

and narrative is supplied by sources from outside the Quran. Carol helpfully supplies a 

list of women characters in the Quran and explores the way Eve has been understood in 

Christian and Muslim interpretation, questioning the origins of misogynistic interpretations 

that crept into the Eve narrative in both traditions.

Miriam Williams chronicles the development of a time and space where Christian and 

Muslim women met to explore their questions about faith. She tells how they opened the 

Bible and Quran together to look at common characters between the two texts, called 

Prophets Stories. The time of sharing became a regular activity that was not only an 

exchange of knowledge but became spaces of generous Hospitality. The article describes 

various elements of the dialogue activity while explaining the risks and rewards it holds. 

Most importantly, Miriam describes how the Prophets Stories time together can be 

transformative, not only for those directly involved, but also for the wider social networks 

of which these women are part.

The article Sexy Selfies and Hijabs does not compare the Bible and Quran but looks at the 

way women present their bodies as a text for others to read. It asks what sexy selfies and 

fashionable hijabs say about power and gender. The article explains that texts are not 

only written documents; they include symbols and ideologies that these women affirm or 

challenge through their bodies. It therefore thinks about the activity of self-presentation 

as a text for others to read and asks what it says about sexual exploitation. The visual 

presentation of women’s bodies becomes a text that affirms or challenges the gendered 

power arrangements of the day. The article reads the biblical narrative of Tamar and Judah 

to think about the Bible’s perspective on women’s self-presentation and how these display 

gendered abuses of power.

The collection of articles in this Webzine present the variety of ways in which women 

engage with their texts, with each other and the world. They help us see the differences 

in the type and nature of Christian and Muslim scripture and the way women may read 

these texts. The articles make clear that we cannot assume that our way of reading or 

interpreting the text is the same as our Muslim sisters. They also show how we may 

discover renewed understanding and meaningful forms of engaging with the Bible.

Louisa Maynardt

1.  http://world.bymap.org/LiteracyRatesFemales.html

2.  See Isabel Inge, The Making of A Salafi Muslims Woman (Oxford University Press, 2016). 

    Reviewed here http://readingreligion.org/books/making-salafi-muslim-woman






