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Saudi Reformist Woimen Attempt at Restructuring Power Relations:
A Discourse Analysis on Gender Issues

The Saudis are often assumed as being trapped in a ceaseless controversy between the Reformist and
the Conservative. I would suggest that the assumption of the bipolar antagonism should be re-examined
as | have already discussed in my previous article [Tsujigami 2007a]. I am articulating it because the
contemporary thoughts among the Saudis are not that simplistic or there is no clear-cut boundary
between the two.

As a further attempt of reexamination of the binary assumption, I will analyze discourses produced
by Saudi Reformist women. This study aims not only at exploring the diversity of the interpretation of
Islam among the Reformist women but alse filling in the absence of researches on women's voices.

My intellectual enquiry is stimulated by Michel Foucault's concept of power that is primarily
configured within the term “assujettissement.” Assujettissement denotes a dual meaning of subject
which is “actor” and “vassal.” In other words, a person is not only controlled as subject but also self-
scrutinizingly controlling the poWer. In my previous paper, I stressed that this Foucault’s argument
applies to the process of gender order formation through the discourse production of fatwa [Tsujigami
2007b]. But what Michel Foucault further discussed in his book, La Volonté de Savoir, was that power
is pervasive and that power is chalienged from everywhere in every way. Based on the notion of power
deployed by Foucault, this paper focuses on exploring how female intellectuals sirengthen, contest and
challenge the gender order through producing discourses.

One of the keys of the study is that women are the subject (not object) of creating and re-creating the
gendered power relationship. Although each female intellectual has her own interpretation of Islam
which often conflicts with one another, they make concerted effort together to challenge and contest the

existing gendered power relationship that hinders woimen from participating in the public sphere.
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