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During the past fifteen years, there has been a rapid increase of interfaith initiatives in the UK. Even 

though the “interfaith industry” (as some have cynically called it) has rapidly increased, the involvement 

of women in these groups has been relatively low (Mubarak, 2006). This ethnographic study focuses on 

the emergence of grass-root female interfaith initiatives, analysing the creative ways religious women 

negotiate their challenges and struggles as women of faith, together. 

 

Scholars of religion show that various religious groups are currently questioning the accepted norms, 

ideologies and practices that are accepted in their communities (Avishai, 2008; El-Or, 2010; Fishman, 

2008; Mahmood, 2005; Stadler, 2009, 2012). These studies show how religious members struggle to 

integrate sacred texts and ways of life with contemporary ideals and practices (Ammerman, 2005; 

Davidman, 2014; Deeb & Harb, 2013; Fader, 2009; Goodman, 2013; Marsden, 2005; Schielke, 2015; 

Stadler, 2009). This scholarship has also revealed how women are expressing discontent with their one-

dimensional gender roles (Abu-Lughod 1986, 1998; Avishai 2008; El-Or 2010; Fishman 2009; Griffith 

2000) and some are even clamouring openly for reform (Fishman, 2008; Hammer, 2012; Leon & Lavie, 

2013). Scholars have examined the emergence of egalitarian readings of traditional texts (Sonbol, 2015; 

Wadud, 1999, Muhammad Ibn Sa’d, 1967 and Muhammad Ibn Sa’d, 1995), ritual practices (Koren, 

2006; Ochs, 2007), legal issues in marriage and divorce (Joffe & Neil, 2012; Mir-Hosseini, 2013) , as well 

as historical re-readings of women’s literary expressions and historical experiences (Umansky & Ashton, 

2008). Whereas former studies have often focused on distinct groups and analysed the particular ways 

religious members make sense of their inner-communal conflicts, this study suggests a comparative 

approach to the study of gender and religion (Kashani-Sabet & Wenger, 2015). By focusing on the 

emergence of Jewish-Muslim female interfaith initiatives, this study furthers the understanding of 



 
 

gender and religion by examining the ways women from different religious backgrounds come together 

as they debate, struggle and critique traditional gender ideals rooted in male leadership and authority.   

 

Given the tensions in recent years between Jewish and Muslim communities, much research represents 

Judaism and Islam at odds (Kashani-Sabet & Wenger, 2015). However, preliminary findings reveal that 

Jewish and Muslim women in the UK share many dreams and challenges. They dream to take an active 

part in religious life, prayer and rituals. They also wish to access religious knowledge and take part in the 

production and transmission of religious texts that have traditionally been restricted to women. As 

ideals about gender roles and work\family balance challenge religious communities (Fader, 2009; 

Fogiel-Bijaoui, 1999; Mahmood, 2005; Stadler, 2009), religious women wish to excel professionally 

while maintaining traditional roles and communal expectations as spouses and mothers. Together with 

the rise in Islamophobia and anti-Semitism, these struggles have been amplified in the workplace as 

religious women feel their religion may impede their professional advancement (Muhe, 2010). They 

debate whether or not to wear a head covering or Hijab to work and struggle to observe Halal or 

Kosher dietary needs as well as fit daily prayers, fast days and religious holidays into their busy 

schedules. In addition, recent reports reveal that visibly religious women have become primary targets 

of painful racist attacks (Hargreaves, 2016; Tell Mama, 2016). These reports show that religious women 

of minority groups are attacked on their way to and from work, a phenomenon that has caused some 

women to rethink their participation in the workforce beyond the comfortable walls of their 

communities.    

 

This study examines the ways Jewish and Muslim women come together to share these difficulties and 

strive to achieve social, cultural and civic change. Even though Jewish and Muslim communities have 

tended to keep distance from one another while questioning each-others loyalties and affiliations, the 

recent rise in interfaith initiatives among religious women reveals a realignment of forces among 

religious minorities. At these gatherings women seek to focus on their similar exclusion, bridging gaps 

through friendship, while eating, praying, learning sacred texts or engaging in social action together. In 



 
 

these settings, they share their struggles with each other and also search for creative and feminine ways 

to bring forward a better future. Following these preliminary findings, this study focuses on analysing 

this process of realignment as religious women come together vis-à-vis political and social 

transformations. Following the insights of scholars of interfaith (Bharat & Bharat, 2007; Brink-Danan, 

2015; Chia, 2016; Modood, 2005), interfaith initiatives serve as a conceptual tool to unpack painful 

negotiation processes about significant social concepts such as: gender, family, female piety, leadership 

and authority. This study poses the following questions: How are Muslim and Jewish women currently 

structuring their identities as women of faith? What technologies of self are employed as they 

reconstruct their identities together? How do gender identities intersect with other identities, such as 

class, ethnicity, religion and nationalism?  What strategies do they employ to focus on similarities while 

putting aside other areas of conflict and tension? As the phenomena of female scholars rise in both 

Jewish and Muslim communities, how are models of female knowledge and religious authority 

reconfigured? And finally, is this creative realignment of ‘religious sisterhood’ capable of subverting 

local forms of power, racism and exclusion? 

 

These questions will be addressed through a multi-site ethnography (Coleman & Von Hellermann, 

2011; Marcus, 1995), including field observations and interviews in the UK female interfaith landscape. 

Between 2017-2019, participant observations will be conducted at female interfaith activities in the UK. 

30 semi-structured interviews will be conducted with participants at these interfaith events, enabling 

women to share their personal experiences in their own words in an informal and flexible setting. In 

addition, ten interviews will be conducted with Jewish and Muslim interfaith leaders. This will be a rich 

source of information regarding organizational aspects as well as offer insights to strategies of female 

leadership and activism. Recordings from interviews and other encounters in the field will be 

transcribed verbatim and analysed on both a separate and comparative basis using a grounded theory 

approach (Strauss & Corbin, 1990). 

 

 



 
 

This study contributes to the following areas: 

1. Comparative Study of Gender and Religion: Even though much research has focused on the 

gender and religion nexus (Abu-Lughod, 1998; Avishai, 2008; Fader, 2009; Mahmood, 2005), these 

studies have tended to study particular communities as distinct entities. This project focuses on the 

ways gender and female piety is constructed by two different communities, together. By highlighting the 

role of female leadership, this research could also shed light on understanding female activism from a 

comparative perspective.  

 

2.  ‘Living Islam’ and Contemporary Europe: Studies on the growth of Muslim populations in 

western Europe often focus on the role of immigration. However, few studies focus on the every-day 

challenges that local religious communities undertake, especially in light of the rise in Islamophobia 

(O ̈zyürek, 2015; Schielke, 2015). Focusing on the struggles of local Muslim communities in the UK, this 

ethnographic study highlights the challenges and strategies Muslims, and especially women, encounter 

in a society that is increasingly marginalizing Muslims.  

 

3. British Jewish Studies: The rise of the ultra-orthodox population together with the decline of 

other sects of Judaism attest to a critical realignment of British Jewry (Staetsky & Boyd, 2015). At this 

time of transition, this study adds to the scholarly understanding of British Jews (e.g Freud-Kandel, 

2005). Also, together with the rise in anti-Semitism, this study focuses on the ways Jewish women 

struggle with customary social norms, especially in terms of gender, piety and family. 

 

4. Gender, Religion and Intersectionality: Sisterhood, an important feminist strategy of female 

solidarity, was deeply critiqued during the late 1970’s for the racist and classist assumptions underlying 

white women’s liberation (Lorde & Clarke, 1984). Following this critique, scholars shifted their inquiries 

to studying the particular ways specific groups experience sexism, discrimination and racism. Studying 

the emergence of ‘religious sisterhood’ offers a unique case study to revisit this strategy using 



 
 

intersectionality theory (Kimberle, 1995) by attending the reconfiguration of gender and religion vis-à-

vis social and political transformations. 

 

5. Gender and Religious Minorities – The relations between ‘host societies’ and religious and 

ethnic minorities has been widely studied (Banfi, Gianni, & Giugni, 2016; Douglas, 1996; Koopmans, 

2005). However, few scholars have focused on the possible relations between minority groups (White & 

Langer, 1999). By examining gendered negotiations of religion in the everyday lives of Jewish and 

Muslim women, this study highlights relationships and unexpected co-operations between religious 

minorities as they realign forces in light of exclusion and racism in contemporary Europe. 


