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Abstract

In my paper, I consider the integration of rights, cultures and religion within a Malaysian context. I weigh the extent that this would: 1) challenge the universality and secularisation of the rights discourse and practice globally (in reference to Mahathir’s ‘Asian values’ concept); 2) bridge the disparity between the rhetoric and implementation of women’s-human rights in global and local contexts (within the trajectory of the Malaysian women’s movement from the 1980s); and 3) embody an Asian-Malaysian feminist standpoint epistemology that has the potential to reconcile the impasse of universal versus cultural relativism of rights. My research is based on data that is generated from semi-structured and in-depth interviews with 27 feminists-activists (including two men). Their narratives encapsulate ways of knowing and doing women’s-human rights from professional and personal dimensions as they mediate between the State and disenfranchised communities that they serve. Their activism is rights-based as they work principally within a rights framework in bringing women’s human rights conventions home. I contend that their activism is also faith-based as their commitment towards social justice is also imbued with a spiritual ethos. These faith-rights-based activists operationalise women’s-human rights in multi-ethnic, multicultural and multi-religious contexts of Malaysia. In doing so, they show how it is a moral and political imperative to localise or particularise rights that are globally positioned as universal and secular. As local practices draw from global visions, I contend that local visions will impact global practices of women’s-human rights. This Asian-Malaysian feminist standpoint epistemology in re-visioning women’s-human rights thus provides a sound basis for political action. 

***
In this paper, I hone in ways of knowing and doing women’s-human rights by faith-rights-based activists and argue that local practices, that are informed by yet distinct from global visions, are transformed as local visions that will impact global practices. As a culmination of the central tenet argued, that rights are culturally and religiously contingent, I ambitiously build theory in articulating an Asian-Malaysian feminist standpoint epistemology from the 27 semi-structured, in-depth interviews conducted with feminists-activists in Malaysia. 

This particularised, situated local knowledge and practice constitute a standpoint that necessitate the attribution of epistemic privilege for these 25 women and two men as self-constituting subjects in their critical engagement of global visions and local practices of women’s-human rights. The vision that is embodied and embedded in such a standpoint is ‘partial’ in the sense of its being localised (or incomplete thus not universalised) and biased (or not disinterested). 

An Asian-Malaysian feminist standpoint epistemology is a ‘successor epistemology’ (Code 1998: 597) that is preceded by post-Enlightenment, feminist and post-colonial debunking of Enlightenment’s ‘Truth’ claims of universality, hegemony and abstraction (‘real’ knowledge is apolitical). In drawing from feminist standpoint epistemologies, an Asian-Malaysian epistemology as premised on a faith-rights-based activism is ‘real’ knowledge not despite of but because it is political. I elucidate this through the following critical interrogations of ‘whose knowledge’ (Nelson 1990), ‘who knows’ and how do we see from above and below (Haraway 1991). 

In the first criterion, I ask if a faith-rights-based activism that exemplifies fidelity to globally ratified treatises of women’s-human rights and is rooted in affirmative cultural practices and emancipatory religious foundations, constitute ‘real’ knowledge. As a second criterion, in addition to the social scientific enquiry of what counts as knowledge, I posit the question of agency or ‘whose counting’ or who decides (Ahmed 2000). Thirdly, I argue that seeing from above and below are viable strategies as a faith-rights-based activism subscribe to the universality of rights (seeing from above) and the particularisation of rights when operationalised within cultural and religious frameworks that it is contingent upon (seeing from below). And I demonstrate how these criteria add up to faith-rights-based activists ‘[having] it both ways’ or possessing ‘real knowledge that is socially situated’ (Harding 1993: 50). I thus contend that knowledge that is both partial yet persuasive in its wider resonance with the politics and ethics of knowing and doing rights within global-local contexts surmounts the impasse of universal versus relativist positioning of rights that it purports to dismantle.  

I. Whose knowledge: universal-relativist rights

The Western Enlightenment history of epistemology has been a hegemonic quest to perceive the world and social order through ‘objective’ lenses—unadulterated by the (unscientific) particularities of one’s materiality, temporality and spatiality—to effectively construct the meta-narrative of universal ‘Truth’. Those who subscribe to grand narratives contend that objectivity, of the apolitical and value-neutral variant, is incumbent on social researchers and subjects of knowledge who in turn, are disembodied and generally dislocated from their lived realities (Davion 1998: 111; Harding 1986: 27). Feminist standpoint epistemologists contend that this is ‘bad science’.

Feminist standpoint epistemologies in post-Enlightenment is an antithesis to ‘bad science’ (Harding 1986: 26) in providing approximations of a ‘truer’ picture of the world, which departs from the above ‘malestream’ properties of knowledge production (Stanley and Wise 2000: 279). Standpoint is distinguished from a viewpoint and is defined as a ‘morally and scientifically preferable grounding for our interpretations and explanations of nature and social life’ (Harding 1986: 26). A standpoint is therefore not disembodied from the material, temporal and spatial conditions of both social researcher and subjects of knowledge who inhabit the world and social order. I thus infer that a standpoint is not divested of a political dimension.

As a ‘successor epistemology [project]’, feminists through standpoint epistemologies uphold the rigours of generating, interpreting and producing knowledge by ‘[retaining] a realist commitment to empirical evidence’ to the extent that facts are self-evident (Code 1998: 597). On the other hand, feminists who use standpoint epistemologies are aware of the subjectivity of generating data, the politics of interpreting data and accountability and transparency of producing knowledge that is grounded in data. As such, feminists who adhere to standpoint epistemologies by extension (Code 1998, Collins 1990, Haraway 1991, Harding 1986, 1991, 1993, Hartsock 1998, Hekman 1999, Nelson 1990), although highly diverse, share an epistemological premise. They privilege women’s subjugated knowledge as an effect of her marginality: her lesser access to and accruement of economic, social, cultural and symbolic capitals (Skeggs 1997: 8). The category ‘women’ is not used in a monolithic sense but is retained for its analytical and political value. Women become possessors of knowledge that is less distorted and self-serving as opposed to men whose claims to power and knowledge have a greater stake in perpetuating institutional structures of gender inequality, inequity and gender-based violence. The ‘objectivity’ of the objectives (aims) of social scientific enquiry, that may seek to demystify the underlying causes of gender disparity within an androcentric world order, is then re-assessed. And this is ‘good science’. 

I posit that this is the significant point of departure of feminist standpoint epistemologies from preceding ones. These feminists who take on board the political imperative and emancipatory intent of standpoint epistemologies, prescribe the objective of objectivity as rooted in social justice (Davion 1998: 105-108) and correlate objectivity as value-laden with moral responsibility (Heldke 1998: 98). As such, the impact of feminist epistemologies as not only a ‘successor epistemology’ (Code 1998: 597) but an ‘oppositional consciousness’ (Haraway quoted in Harding 1986: 192) has been to firstly, validate knowledge that is contextualised and situated. These feminists also insist upon the agency of social actors or those studied, in acknowledging that inquirers are not merely data processors operating on automatic mode. They thirdly, engender a transformative and emancipatory methodology. They thus challenge the exclusionary male preserve of Western philosophy which has not only regulated and warped the notion of objectivity, normalised masculinity but also privileged male experiences and values to the subordination of the (female and non-Western) ‘Other’. 

A standpoint epistemology in the context of my research is thus embodied and embedded in the lived realities of subjects of local and situated knowledge who contextualise rights within cultural and religious frameworks as moral and political imperatives. In terms of methodology, I posit that my research is a social scientific enquiry as manifest in the rigours of sound qualitative researching (demonstrated elsewhere) in my fulfilling the criteria of ‘validity of data, reliability of method and generalisability of analyses’ (Mason 1996: 145-146). The ‘validity of data’ is premised on my making visible the inter-subjectivity of interviewer-interviewee as constituting a slice of Asian-Malaysian ways of knowing and doing rights within multi-ethnic, multicultural and multi-religious communities. Secondly, the criterion of ‘reliability of method’ is realized through the internal coherence of my research design, execution and findings. I highlight the nuances of narratives, inter-textual and polyphonic, that are marked by the racialisation of politics and politicisation of race that are endemic in a Malaysian socio-political reality. Thirdly, the ‘generalisability of analyses’ criterion is achieved through my use of ATLAS.ti (computer assisted qualitative data analysis software or CAQDAS). I thus claim that women’s-human rights are culturally and religiously contingent: grounded as a localised truth and critically relativised within the trajectory of secularity-sacredness of rights-religious discourses and practices. 

I thus contend that critical relativism becomes an effect of embodying and embedding theories as practice. Nor Nisa’iya (pseudonym) who works to advance Muslim women’s rights, provides multiple and diverse ideological bases of ethics: 

I mean the French Revolution played a crucial role in rationalising humanistic ideas, universalistic ideas to do with human dignity [and] basic rights. So if you can have secular [frameworks], why can’t you have Islamic or Muslim, why can’t you have Chinese [frameworks]…In what ways are they really…secular…universal…neutral?  

Nor Nisa’iya’s delineation of epistemological frameworks is seemingly arbitrary as ethical, temporal and spatial boundaries are transgressed in the movement from Western, secularity, rationality, liberal humanism, universalism to non-Western (Islamic and Chinese), sacredness, subjectivity, religiosity and differences. In doing so, she does not challenge the ethical basis of rights. She maintains that a person is entitled to basic rights by virtue of his/ her humanness as a member of humanity. Instead, she questions the presupposition of an ethical bias that it premised on the precedence, inferred ascendancy and universality of Western, secular, rational and liberal humanist thought. In doing so, she contests the neutrality of these ‘first-order’ epistemological frameworks that is concealed through the subjugation of non-Western or ‘second-order’ (as successor and secondary) epistemological frameworks. 

Critical relativists such as Nor Nisa’iya thus reinvent the boundaries by insisting on crossings and crossovers between ‘first-order’ and ‘second-order’ epistemological frameworks. The analytical categories as such, within each framework are not mutually exclusive and oppositional but inter-dependent and complementary. I posit that to know and do rights within cultural and religious frameworks is to slide between boundaries that are mutable. Faith-rights-based activists are called upon to not inhibit but to inhabit these different spaces. Wasidar who is committed to workers’ rights and the environment, thus expounds:  

I suppose it’s harder to define justice because what is justice to one person might not be justice to the other…people should be free from violence, like men cannot beat women. I think that is justice enough. You shouldn’t beat your children…a lot of people believe that spirituality comes from religion. But there’s also spirituality from common values, good [values], human values…not only [religious] rituals [but] what you do to be with God [and] also your service to humankind…[that] is more important. 

Wasidar’s political conviction that the nexus of justice is not attributed as the monopolised claim of secularised rights: she asserts that rights are spiritualised as ‘common values, good values and human values’. On the other hand, she does not deem rights as the exclusionary hold of religion either. Instead, as she explains, the notion of rights resonates with the concretisation of a violence-free society. Her de-centring of first-order categories of thought and practice does not necessarily re-centre or centralise the margins, as she does not uncritically valorise second-order categories. She thus shows how boundary crossings of centres-margins (as there is no single centre or margin), proliferate cohesive and contradictory ways of knowing and doing rights. She distinguishes between religiosity (the overemphasis of rituals as an action that matters less) and spirituality (effecting justice as an action that matters more). In doing so, she foregrounds the imperative of social justice as a manifestation of ‘what you do to be with God and your service to humankind’ through realising the secular-sacred vision which is transformative and emancipatory. 

I follow through my contention that to particularise rights positioned as universal and secular is contentious as it risks relativising ways of knowing and doing rights. And faith-rights-based activists who make these boundary crossings offer a rationale  (knowing) and concretisation (doing) of critical relativism as a truth claim that in turn, serves as the foundational premise of an Asian-Malaysian feminist standpoint epistemology. In doing so, they manifest a ‘traitorous’ standpoint (Heldke 1998): in particularising rights as contingent on cultures and religions, they depart from the secularisation of rights within the mainstream. Faith-rights-based activists who know and do rights (as subjects of knowledge) are informed by moral responsibility (Heldke 1998: 98) and they internalise the objectivity, that is, to engender social justice (Davion 1998: 105-109) (Bar On 1993: 97). They therefore show how boundary crossings in complicating rights talk with cultures and religions are circuitous (in not being straightforward) and in persisting to cross boundaries, they affirm that this takes precedence over and above not journeying or in arriving (at closures). 

I contend that critical relativists who theorise new ways of thinking and doing rights engender a ‘meta-theory [project]’ (Stanley and Wise 2000: 277). This evolutionary (as a successor epistemology) and revolutionary (oppositional) process calls for a sustained commitment to a partial vision. Faith-rights-based activists avoid the potential lapse into the pitfall of an ‘“anything goes” relativism’ (Hekman 1999: 26) or ‘uncritical relativism’ (Ahmed 2000: 97), as effects of proliferating different ways of knowing and doing rights, as their claim of critical relativism is truthful because of its partiality and not universality. I posit that critical relativism is generalisable paradoxically because it is particularised. In departure from an unbridled relativism as well as a dogmatic ‘now and always’ universalism (Ahmed 2000: 97), Nor Nisa’iya as a modernist-Muslim-feminist, locates a faith-rights-based activism as her standpoint: 

I take Islam seriously [because] it’s an emancipatory religion. It has that emancipatory spirit, that emancipatory history via the life of Muhammad…And if you look at the general principles in the Qur’an that speaks of relationships between men and women, relationship in communities, relationship between people of various different faiths, relationship with people of sub-nationalities, or ethnicities, it always makes the claim for mutual respect. 

A faith-rights-based activism is emblematic of the precarious shift from an either/ or (dualistic) to a both-and (hyphenated) negotiation of universal-relativist knowing and doing rights. This in turn, parallels Susan Hekman’s contentious subversion of Audre Lorde’s (1983) radical pronouncement: that ‘the master’s tools [can] dismantle the master’s house’ (Hekman 1999: 146). Faith-rights-based activists who turn the hegemonic universality of rights discourse on its head ‘dismantle the master’s house’. Nor Nisa’iya illustrates this by re-ordering ‘first-order’ (centred and primary) categories of thought and practice such as Western, secularism, rationality, liberal humanism and universalism and (peripheral and derivative) ‘second-order’ categories such as non-Western (Islamic), sacredness, subjectivity, religiosity and differences. For Nor Nisa’iya who ‘[takes] Islam seriously’, to re-appropriate the ‘master’s tools’ is to re-claim Islam as an ‘emancipatory religion’, an ‘emancipatory spirit’ and an ‘emancipatory history’ as the spiritual basis for social justice. Her ‘claim for mutual respect’—that is democratised and spiritualised—recognises and realises the hyphenated or fluid boundaries of universalism-relativism, Western-non-Western, secularism-sacredness, rationality-subjectivity and liberal humanism-religiosity. Critical relativism as manifest by Nor Nisa’iya is therefore embodied and embedded in gendered and relational particularities and multiplicities of ethnicities, nationalities, cultures and religions. 

To recapitulate, I have addressed the inquiry of ‘whose knowledge’ as the first criterion of an Asian-Malaysian feminist standpoint epistemology. As proponents of this successor and anti-foundational epistemology, faith-rights-based activists make the contentious claim for critical relativism in recognition of the contingency of negotiating rights within cultural and religious frameworks. Their re-invention of the boundaries of universalism-relativism of rights discourse and practice constitute an-other way of knowing and doing rights within multi-ethnic, multi-cultural and multi-religious contexts. As a truth claim in a different voice, the generalisability of critical relativism to feminist scholarship from within the academia to the global women’s movement, is afforded by the partial vision of faith-rights-based activists that is premised on material, temporal and spatial specificities. Faith-rights-based activists make transparent the epistemic value of this standpoint through their ‘biased’ or partial grounding of knowledge in the local, situated and particular. In doing so, they achieve a heightened objectivity through the reinvestment of a moral and political imperative that exacts their empathetic engagement in engendering good science, sound practice and social justice. It is this knowledge that counts. And by logic of extension, I consider who is counting or who knows in the following section. 

II. Who knows: faith-rights-based activists

In this section, I firstly foreground an Asian-Malaysian feminist standpoint epistemology that as a successor and anti-foundational project, attributes ‘epistemic privilege’ to subjects of knowledge (Code 1998; Collins 1990; Haraway 1991; Harding 1986, 1991, 1993, Hartsock 1998; Hekman 1999). Secondly, in according epistemic privilege to faith-rights-based activists, I authorise their ways of knowing and doing rights, as they inhabit public-private, secular-sacred spaces as outsiders-insiders of local, situated and partial knowledge. Thirdly, I validate the theorising and practice of these faith-rights-based activists who negotiate the borders of universality-relativism of rights-religion that is contingent upon ‘hyphenated identities and hybrid realities’ (Minh-ha 1997: 418) of cross-civilisation, multi-ethnicity, multiculturalism and multi-religiosity that ground (inhibit yet anchor) them. To illustrate, I begin with Onam who counsels survivors of gender-based violence:  

Before I start my day, I always tell God, ‘I can’t do it with my own strength. I really need your strength for me to say the right things to people who speak to me because it’s their lives that I’m dealing with and I don’t want to make a mess of their lives because…they’re coming to me as a last resort’. And if you put me in this world to do this job, because if I trace back from my background from where I came from, I should be like one of the factory women married to some man and probably an abused woman now. From that trend, my life really took a different angle and I’ve come here and I believe that it’s God’s will that I am doing this work.  

In the above supplication, Onam attributes the genesis and sustenance of her faith-rights-based activism to the greater will and strength of God that she willingly subordinates herself to and leans on. Her description of her non-privileged ‘background’ is less a retrospection into fatalism but resonates more with her experience as a hotline counsellor for women who survive gender-based violence who in turn, have often resembled the haplessly disenfranchised profile of a ‘factory-woman-married-and-probably-abused’. Imbued with an insider’s perspective of what-might-have-been, Onam is ambivalently positioned as outsider-insider. I perceive that the diffusion of power is apparent in the vertical relational ordering of God/ supplicant and abuser/ abused (where the first term has power over the latter term). From the viewpoint of the abused however, the locus of power is complex and multiple. She (as most survivors are women) is subjugated to God (if she subscribes to the belief that husbands have a divinely ordained ‘right’ to beat their ‘disobedient’ wives), her husband (as the aggressor) as well as to Onam, who serves as God’s instrument of her deliverance. Onam’s self-parody is thus revelatory of her ambivalence towards her own position within this power relation of counsellor/ counselee: 

Sometimes I forget to thank God…the woman will be thanking me, ‘Onam if not because of you, I swear to you I would have committed suicide that day’ because the woman will tell me, ‘I prayed to God and I said, if nobody picks this line, that means you’re asking me to commit suicide’. And she’ll have a bottle of poison there…sometimes I’m so lazy even [laughs] to pick the phone when the short-line is ringing (and would rather finish her coffee instead)…then it really hits me, oh my God, she was just another counselee but to her, that call was crucial…sometimes I don’t realise that I take the glory for myself when people thank me, then I feel so high that I forget to [thank God]. 

Onam candidly de-romanticises her image and figure as an earthly saviour of women who are so dejected that they are suicidal. Nonetheless, the disparity of power/ empowerment marks the relational advantage that Onam has as a non-abused woman-cum-counsellor over her abused counselees as she can afford to decide whether or not to ignore their cries for help. The symbolic capital accrued to Onam that legitimises her status as their redeemer from gender-based violence is doubly mediated. Firstly, through her humility, she recognises that she is only a servant of God wherein her self-gratification and glorification are extensions of her human fallibility. Secondly, through the self-determination of some survivors, they break out from the cycle of violence that they are embroiled in. I contend that each subjugated position of God/ supplicant and abuser/ abused therefore becomes a potential site for resistance through one’s agency in effecting change for oneself and for others. Where Onam is concerned within the dialectic of God/ supplicant, agency lies in her self-constituted subjectivity that is sustained by her faith-inspired vocation to change and save lives:

When my friend who is also a counsellor [tells] me, ‘Onam, I’m burnt out-lah. I want to look for another job. Feel so fed up, day-in, day-out, battered women, our calls from 9 am to 5:30 pm is nothing but…this negative energy’. Even Rais (another interviewee) used to tell me, ‘Onam, every counsellor should go and see a psychiatrist’. I always tell her God is my psychiatrist…if you see a very bad case of rape, of course I feel sad and angry…but it doesn’t disturb me throughout…I’m able to detach [myself from] that and I don’t [think] that’s because I’ve got no feelings that I’m able to do that. But I really believe that I have God’s strength…it’s not that I think it has happened, so what can we do. I’m not going that way also-lah. 

Onam listens empathetically to her counselees and turns to God whom she attributes as her ‘psychiatrist’. Within the ‘hyphenated identity’ of outsider-insider (Minh-ha 1997: 418), Onam is also a survivor not only from the burnt-out syndrome that invariably plagues most of her counsellor peers but also from the ‘negative energy’ of those who are surviving gender-based violence that she inadvertently internalises. Her empathetic detachment (a seeming contradiction in terms) that is both a disengagement from and an engagement with the women whom she counsels exemplifies professional objectivity that sustains not only curative (i.e. counselling) but also preventive strategies (i.e. public sensitisation campaigns) in dealing with gender-based violence. I note that this objectivity is the basis of sound knowing and doing rights of faith-rights-based activists within the larger political agenda of engendering a violence-free society. Therefore her refusal to numb herself through holding onto ‘feelings’ and in ‘not going that way’ of resigning herself to the fatalism of gender-based violence and the concomitant futility of caring, are testimony of her human agency that mutually informs and is formed by her faith-rights-based activism.  

Where ‘listening to the voices of marginalised subjects is not only a matter of social justice…but also a matter of good science’ (Davion 1998: 109), marginal voices in Onam’s narrative above are polyphonic. They involve survivors of gender-based violence speaking from the threshold of life-death, Onam’s supplication (daily prayers) to God within her subjectivity of outsider-insider and by inference, God’s promptings in answer to her prayers (that she, by her own admission, sometimes ignores). These afford the seed and nurturance of Onam’s vocation. This fusion of voices from the centre-margins resembles a tripartite dialogic encounter among listeners—those who listen and who are listened to—within ‘vertical’-‘horizontal’ dimensions of religious experience (of God-self-others) through healing and being healed (Marty 1996: 9). I thus attribute epistemic privilege to these marginal and marginalised voices—boundary travellers and those who are dislocated or who are unable to re-locate themselves—to authenticate their claim to know and to speak because their realities are lived.

My according epistemic privilege to faith-rights-based activists contrasts with critics of standpoint epistemologies who problematise the uncritical attribution of epistemic privilege to socially marginalised subjects. They do so on two main grounds (Assiter 2000; Bar On 1993; Davion 1998; Sum 2000).  Firstly, as marginality is defined as a function of distance from a single (and not multiple) centre or locus of power/ knowledge, epistemic privilege is accorded to the most dejected community who is located at the farthest from the centre. Hence, the most disenfranchised community is authenticated as the ‘most epistemically privileged’ (Bar On 1993: 89). Secondly, where epistemic privilege is thus grounded in the identity and practices of this specified community, the re-investment of agency through ‘authorising [their] speech’, also risks the pitfalls of idealising, essentialising and abstracting the identity and practices of this ‘privileged’ community (Bar On 1993: 96). (I note the dangers of romanticising and appropriating the knowledge and practice of Two Third World women and men). 

Yet I contend that the claim of ‘epistemic privilege’ can be made in relation to practitioners of faith-rights-based activism as socially marginal and marginalised subjects of knowledge (as I do not consider these synonymous). I begin by addressing the first objection: that marginality as a function of distance would result in a hierarchy of privileging some more than others and the attendant difficulty of discerning the most disenfranchised or ‘deserving’ (of epistemic privilege). I posit that the centre or locus of power/ knowledge is not single but multiple within the tripartite dialogic encounters of God-self-others as elucidated in Onam’s narrative. She reflexively expresses ambivalence (of humility-vanity) towards her relational advantage to the women whom she counsels and is simultaneously aware of her own subjugation to God. Her marginality in navigating boundaries as an outsider-insider within a faith-rights-based activism through her empathetic disengagement becomes a potential site of resistance in so far as these power differentials can be re-aligned through her being an agent of change and a catalyst to social justice. 

On account of the second objection on the pitfalls of privileging, I argue that those who operationalise rights are further epistemically privileged not despite of but because of their social marginalisation by an interventionist and oppressive State. As such, the project of authorising speech of marginal and marginalised subjects of knowledge of faith-rights-based activists becomes a moral and political imperative in the context of knowing and doing rights in Malaysia. And the hazards of valorising, essentialising and abstracting their identities and practices are checked by a reflexive and critical interrogation of personal motives and collective agendas. For instance, Onam de-romanticises the profundity of her vocation as a counsellor by making transparent her lapse in ethics and perseverance in choosing instant gratification (in finishing a cup of coffee as she confesses) over delayed or opaque rewards (of aiding and witnessing a woman survive and overcome gender-based violence). 

I posit that faith-rights-based activists are socially marginal as outsiders-insiders in relation to the disenfranchised communities that they serve and are socially marginalised knower and doers in operating rights within the surveillance of the State. They are thus located at the centre and margins as socially marginal and socially marginalised subjects, respectively. To further illustrate the ambivalent inhabiting of public-private, secular-sacred spaces, Josef makes transparent his privileged ‘social location’: 

I know I’m very middle class, very aware of that. But I suppose it’s a very much male discourse and speaking also on that from an ecclesial point of view. These are presumptions or presuppositions…There are advantages and disadvantages of being in this location. I call it a social location. The advantage would be that you carry a certain power and authority to speak. The same power and authority can also restrict. But the same power is liberating and also enslaving. I don’t deny that it is helpful…because you speak from the pulpit as a member of the religious community…and therefore you cannot be easily dismissed within the family. 

The centrality of Josef’s ‘social location’ is prominent. By his own concession, it is derived from the authentication of his multiple subjectivities as a middle-class, male cleric and culminates in symbolic capital that confers on him an epistemic privilege or the ‘power and authority to speak’. The measure of his power-empowerment however is circumscribed by his inferred subservience to his clerical superiors within the convoluted hierarchy of the church. His right to freedom of speech and expression therefore are not self-authorised but derivative from his ‘social location’ as a servant of God and the church (community of believers where families that he refers to, form its nucleus). That power can be ‘enslaving’ is evident in his having to impose self-censorship on his liberal and fairly revolutionary views on women’s ordination for instance (as illustrated elsewhere in the interview). Therefore his social marginality by extension rests in his representation of imaging God as son-servant (or ‘slave’) to the wider faith community. It is also based on his ambivalence (humility tinged with guilt and pride) towards his double-edged centre-margin locality of ‘[speaking] from the pulpit’. 

Josef’s ambivalent positioning at the social margin and social centre within vertical-horizontal planes of secular-sacred experiences, is more poignantly marked by his surviving sexual violence as a boy, where he shares that: ‘I was abused-lah by a member of the religious community who was a gay paedophile. So I had that experience of being traumatised’. His victimisation and his not only privileged but also elitist ‘social location’ as a male cleric (wherein half the human race among believers is excluded from) rest on a continuum of institutionalised and systemic gender inequality and inequity that in such an instance, culminate in gender-based violence. His social marginality that is (de)-contextualised in/ from his marginalisation as a child victim-adult survivor thus becomes a function of his social centrality (Bar On 1993: 85-86). His lived reality within a religious framework that endorses social justice but keeps in abeyance gender rights (i.e. women’s exclusion to the priesthood) is ambivalent. His subject positioning as arbiter in having control of/ over (the laity) and as (wronged) plaintiff (in not receiving legal redress for being sexually violated) are not valorised or essentialised. 

To recapitulate, this very ambivalence that is as an extension of self-reflexivity manifested by Onam and Josef as practitioners of faith-rights-based activism, distinguishes them from yet aligns them to the communities that they serve. These communities in turn accord them with the symbolic capital that their vocations are nurtured on. Although Onam stands apart from the lived reality of ‘factory women married [and] probably abused’, she stands with them through her empathetic identification during counselling sessions. Josef as a male cleric is critically cognisant of his benefiting from the ‘male discourse and speaking also on that from an ecclesial point of view’. And he uses his advantageous ‘social location’, from the pulpit, to deconstruct the cultural bias of son preference endemic in many Malaysian homes (as elaborated elsewhere in the interview). 

Thus, Onam and Josef become ‘responsible traitors’ (Heldke 1998: 97) in their awareness of, resistance to and deployment of their comparably privileged identities in symbiotic identification as outsiders-insiders with the communities that they serve. And in aspiring towards or social justice and reform in public-private and secular-sacred spaces, they embody a redefined notion of objectivity in being ‘morally responsible’ (Heldke 1998: 98). Their standpoint contrasts with the apolitical disengagement of historically laudable mediators of knowledge construction, translators of experience and codifiers of faith. Their reinvestment of political engagement into the epistemological project of knowing and doing rights is to politicise spirituality that in turn, subverts the normalised approach of universalising and secularising rights. As such, within the larger ‘epistemological community’ of 27 ‘elite’ practitioners of faith-rights-based activism, I argue for the conferment of epistemic privilege to these knowers and doers whose knowledge claims and practice are socially and politically embodied and embedded: they are entangled and shaped by webs of belief that are testable against communal experience (Nelson 1990: 297-299).  

To conclude this section, I assert that faith-rights-based activists work the hyphens of social marginality and social centrality as outsiders-insiders of embodied and embedded knowledge. As an epistemological community, they exemplify a shared ‘epistemic empathy’ for truth (Assiter 2000: 333) in knowing that doing rights is contingent on cultures and religions. I note that the disenfranchised are not to be romanticised. Yet I acknowledge that the self-reflexivity of these ‘elect’ 27 demonstrates that their knowledge claim of critical relativism is not definitive but highly experiential and exploratory. As such, the ‘standpoints of the subjugated (both socially marginal and marginalised) are not “innocent” positions …[and they are] not exempt from critical re-examination, decoding, deconstruction, and interpretation’ (Haraway 1991: 191). Where social marginalisation provides scientific problems and research agendas but not the solutions (Harding 1993: 62), social marginality of faith-rights-based activists provides viable solutions in specific contexts that substantiate my attributing them epistemic privilege. Their ‘epistemological certainty’ of negotiating rights, cultures and religions and their ‘ontological solidarity’ as faith-rights-based activists (Chai 1994: 155), in integrating an identity ‘crisis’ with an identity politics, culminate in the politicisation of spirituality. They thus see from below and above in campaigning for social justice from a spiritual ethos. And how they do so, the strategies of faith-rights-based activists, is discussed in the following section. 

III. How do we see from above and below: strategies

I was sent to Manila. So the day I arrived, I heard the news that (opposition leader) Aquino was shot. And there was no end to exposures, social activism in the form of rallies and demonstrations in the streets…So much of my theology was learned in class and in the streets…the height of the People Power Revolution was a fantastic way of learning about liberation theology…the power of non-violent social activism which could lead to social change. 

Theology ‘learned in class and in the streets’ as embodied and embedded in socially marginal and socially marginalised knowledge is not only absorbed but also filtered by Josef as an active yet contemplative participant in ‘rallies and demonstrations in the streets’. The ‘power of non-violent social activism’ resituates the cornerstone of theology from within the oppressed grassroots who are re-invested with self-determination and agency through the explosive People Power Revolution of the Philippines. For Josef, the politicisation of spirituality exhorted by liberation theology, liberates theology from its doctrinal abstractions, hegemony and disconnectedness: it calls for the ‘primacy of anthropological element over the ecclesiastical’, ‘utopian over the factual’, ‘critical over the dogmatic’, ‘social over the personal’ and ‘orthopraxis over orthodoxy’ (Hennelly 1990: 160-161). 

However, Josef contends that social change in effecting a more equitable, just, transparent and sustainable society is an unrealised ideal without the corollary spiritualisation of politics (good governance). As such, he critically observes, that: ‘political activism of the masses [without] the [government’s] political will to bring about the needed agrarian reform…[will] not bring about a restructuring of the society’. Thus, the ‘view from below’ (Haraway 1991: 190-191) or from ‘the streets’ of the ‘People power Revolution’ on the one hand, affords subjugated knowledge manifested in social anomie (upheaval) that challenges the hegemony of a repressive military regime. On the other hand, socially marginalised subjects or the ‘masses’ of street demonstrators are not romanticised as their subversive potential is limited: they signpost scientific and theological problems but do not provide the solutions (Harding 1993: 62). Thus, socially marginal subjects such as Josef are imbued with not only a ‘view from below’ through his solidarity with the non-violent social activists but also a ‘view from above’ in fusing his political activism with a spiritual imperative. As such, he has the potential to envision solutions such as ‘the needed agrarian reform’ to more equitably redistribute the nation’s resources, primarily land, to alleviate social unrest. A ‘view from below’ and above of faith-rights-based activists hones in on the interconnectedness between politicising spirituality, that is the concretisation of faith into praxis and spiritualising politics, that is to engender ‘political will’, in realising this vision. And it is the subjugated ‘masses’, as the collective poor whose basic needs are not met or thwarted, that exposes the disparity between good faith and good governance and serves as the starting point of theorising and theologising from the grassroots. 

I contend that the faith-rights-based activism of an Asian-Malaysian feminist standpoint epistemology is invested with a ‘view from below’ and above. The ways of knowing and doing rights of faith-rights-based activists provide theoretical bases for engaged and politically committed investigations. Donna Haraway attests that:

[Our] problem is how to have simultaneously an account of radical historical contingency for all knowledge claims and knowing subjects, a critical practice for recognizing our own “semiotic technologies” for making meanings, and a no-nonsense commitment to faithful accounts of a “real” world, one that can be partially shared and friendly to earth-wide projects of finite freedom, adequate material abundance, modest meaning in suffering, and limited happiness (Haraway 1991: 187).

Haraway seeks to maximise faithful and responsible knowledge claims in antithesis to the performance of ‘god tricks [which promises] vision from everywhere and nowhere equally and fully’ of which grand narratives are its apotheosis (Haraway 1991: 191). She does this by highlighting the embodied and epistemic agency of ‘knowing subjects’; their daily negotiations within the intersection of gender, race, class (and caste), cultures and religions. And such a standpoint as she contends, is imbued with a hope of transformation in generating new ways of seeing which are grounded, specific and critical. It thus affords the uninitiated, a worldly glimpse of near utopia, albeit a moderated one: that which is ‘finite’, ‘adequate’, ‘modest’ and ‘limited’. She thus affirms that the objective reality of ‘partial perspectives’ is derived from ‘situated knowledges’ (Haraway 1991: 190). 

I thus posit that the partial vision of faith-rights-based activists is embodied and embedded in their situating rights within cultural and religious frameworks. In doing so, they firstly circumvent the ‘god trick’ endemic in the dogmatism of rights and religious discourses through destabilising the contesting claims of ascendancy of secular and sacred texts. Their demystification of texts resonate with the deconstruction of the ‘politics of biblical authority’ evinced through the ‘dialogical imagination of the community of women and men who read the Bible [and who should] appropriate if for their own liberation’ (Kwok 1993: 102-3). Nor Nisa’iya similarly emphasises the contingency of grounding Qur’anic interpretation in material, temporal and spatial particularities, that: ‘by virtue of being a modern Muslim I have to be sensitive to historical contextualisation and philosophically, epistemologically, I have to be reflexive. I cannot afford just to take one kind of interpretation because that interpretation is bound by time, by culture, by space’. The extent to which these serve as ‘good theology’ that is paralleled by ‘good science’ pivots on the epistemological and political enquiry of ‘Whose knowledge (or theology) is this?’ and ‘Who knows and/ or interprets meaning?’ 

I posit that the second measure of accountability exemplifies Donna Haraway’s assertion that ‘feminist objectivity means quite simply situated knowledges’ (Haraway 1991: 188) through the concretisation of rights with a ‘view from below’ and above. Faith-rights-based activists manifest the reconstitution of the material, substantial, even worldly (of being in the world) that does not deflect the weight of the intangible, metaphysical and other-worldly as the bases of their convictions. They show how living truths that complement partial visions are not only inherited from contextualised texts (both secular and sacred) but are generated through and embodied by the lived realities of socially marginalised and socially marginal subjects who daily negotiate the hyphenated boundaries of public-private and secular-sacred spaces. Their recognition of ‘hyphenated identities’ and ‘hybrid realities’ within multi-ethnic, multi-cultural and multi-religious contexts (Minh-ha 1997: 418) insists on a departure from absolute, exclusive and oppositional categories of thought of an either/ or to a both-and approach that is premised on interconnectedness. They thus afford a fluidity of meaning that ensues: self and other, sameness and difference, agency and social system, autonomy and tradition, insider and outsider, observer and the observed, told stories and lived stories (Fay 1996: 223-224, Collins 1990: 207). 

Netra as such, connects the generality of such living truths through the partiality of visions manifest in her advocacy on persons living with HIV/ AIDS:

(In addressing local Muslim religious leaders) I cited some programmes being done among Muslim communities in Uganda and South Africa. They may come from a religious base but they still fulfil these criteria in that they accepted the reality of HIV: that they had enough political will behind it; that they had enough budget; that they dealt realistically with the issue of condoms…So it really doesn’t matter whether it’s a secular or religious approach. If you have these [criteria] any [HIV/ AIDS] prevention programme would work. And this is something that was a bit hard for the religious people to take (accept). 

Netra demonstrates that the essence of grounding living truths in partial visions is starting off from the interests of the socially marginalised and the experiences of the socially marginal: persons living with HIV/ AIDS and religious leaders as faith-rights-based activists, respectively. She advocates this strategy of collaboration to engender HIV/ AIDS prevention policies and programmes that ‘work’. In doing so, she is simply but radically ‘telling it like it is’ (Ramazanoglu and Holland 2000): truth claims of critical relativism by knowing subjects who are invested with epistemic privilege because ‘they accepted the reality of HIV’. Netra asserts that politicising spirituality by and among these Muslim communities is rooted in compassion that informs ‘religious base’ policy and programmes. She also attests to the indispensable strategy of spiritualising politics: the ‘political will’ that prioritises efficacious policy and the acquisition of adequate funds and its discerning use to implement sound programmes that includes the contentious ‘issue (distribution) of condoms’. 

I thus posit that the viability and generalisability of hyphenating or drawing from the resources of a ‘secular or religious (or both-and) approach’ is testified by the criterion of its being cited as a ‘best practice’. Netra thus illustrates ‘best practices’ or global-local preventive strategies that potentially stem the pandemic of HIV/ AIDS:  

[In] what was cited as a best practice in Uganda…they do AIDS education through imam (religious leaders). But what is interesting about it is that…the imams go out to get AIDS education [and] it’s always a man and a woman because they realise that…a man cannot speak to a woman about these things appropriately. So you need to have a woman.

A faith-rights-based activism incorporates multiple strategies such as gender sensitisation through collaboration and breaking the taboo on sensitive topics through de-stigmatising persons living with HIV/ AIDS from a religious perspective. The ‘imam’ as a socially marginal faith-rights-based activist, in ‘[going] out to get AIDS education’ authenticates subjugated knowledge of persons who know because they live with persons living with HIV/ AIDS and promises ‘more adequate, sustained, objective, transforming accounts of the world’ (Haraway 1991: 191). It is subjugated knowing subjects who serve as touchstones to the validity and viability of preventive policy and programmes. The reflexivity of ‘imams’ in recognising their co-dependency on women in turn reflects their accountability to their privileged social location as male religious leaders and their moral responsibility in actively providing the solutions to alleviate the HIV/ AIDS pandemic. As such, they function as faith-rights-based activists. Netra adds:

And the other thing was that they realise that you need to bring in some income-generating project because a lot of the women are vulnerable because of the lack of income and therefore they are forced to do sex work…To me that’s an incredible acceptance of reality rather than moralising about these women saying their morals are bad, you realise that they have no choice. And therefore you give them the choice, a safer option. 

The impact of a faith-rights-based activism that ‘[complicates] rights talk with religion’ in challenging the ‘secularist, tone deaf’ discourse of universalising the secularity of rights (Marty 1996: 6), is evinced by the ‘incredible acceptance of reality’ by these ‘imams’. Firstly, in dismantling the binary construct of purity/ pollution, their knowledge claim of critical relativism is manifest in the avoidance of demoralising through not stigmatising these female sex workers whom they encounter. Such reflexivity and by inference, critique of policy and programmes that have not worked, enables them to depart from the high moral ground that often betrays the ‘inconsistency, anomaly, or short-sightedness on the part of religious leadership (sic)’ (Marty 1996: 3). Secondly, this knowledge is constituted by and situated in the hyphenated victim-survivor identities of these women. And in destabilising the systemic structures of economic disparity through affording them a ‘choice [and] a safer option’ that is the impetus to self-determination and empowerment, ‘imams’ effect a politicisation of spirituality. Thus, in aligning themselves with these knowing (because they are) subjugated subjects, the ‘imams’ do theology wherein their objectivity as compassion hyphenates the ‘view from below’ and above.

As such, faith-rights-based activists evince a ‘view from below’ and above through demystifying the competing claims of ascendancy of secular and sacred texts and complicating rights talk with religious-based policy and programmes that work. A third strategy of mediating a ‘view from below’ and above is their rejuvenating alternative sources of knowledge production as opposed to ‘knowledge properly so called’. These encompass ‘folk wisdom’, ‘narrative knowledge’ ‘reclaimed testimony’, ‘dialogic, negotiated epistemic deliberation and the integrity of local knowledge’ (Code 1998: 601). Faith-rights-based activists as those who know and do rights, utilise these extra-textual and indigenous literary and non-literary resources for theoretical and theological inquiry (Chung 1990: 102). Inai Init thus reflects on efforts to resuscitate the lost heritage of indigenous cultures and spirituality superseded by Christianity in particular and other world religions in general: 

The impact of for example not practising dreaming, of not using the dream or omen to select a site (a plot of land to plant paddy), Christianity puts down everything to superstition. And…when you disregard so many of these things, I’m sure you lose some of who you are. It’s so hard. That’s why for me, I’m in a dilemma actually…To say that we have to respect everything that’s around us, it’s actually very powerful…Anything to do with the spirit is banned (by Christianity). So that is basically everything (from an indigenous worldview). 

An emergent aspect of Inai Init’s activism on indigenous persons’ rights principally to self-determination and to land is the reconstruction or revitalisation of indigenous systems. She is in a ‘dilemma, perhaps because as a Christian-indigenous person herself, she is reflexively cognisant of her ambivalence as an outsider-insider of subjugated knowledge. The relational domination/ subjugation of Christianity over indigenous belief systems parallels the ‘flexible positional superiority’ of the Occident (West) over the Orient (East) (Said 1978: 7). As such, the integrity of local knowledge or folk wisdom of indigenous persons as colonised by Christianity—literally with the advent of missionaries—is relegated as ‘superstition’ at best or paganism at worst. And the disengagement of indigenous persons from their spiritual heritage amounts to self- alienation, as Inai Init warns, that ‘when you disregard so many of these things…you lose some of who you are’. 

Inai Init further expounds on the macrocosmic impact of ‘[banning]’ the spirit that is the core of indigenous spirituality. She asserts, that: ‘you do not even have to be indigenous to accept that, if you do something to the environment, it will get back to you…[and if indigenous persons] had maintained that, I think the integrity of the environment would be maintained too’. She posits that it is more than folk wisdom that accepts and respects the inter-connectedness of living organisms and inanimate matter that is fused by the spirits. Her assertion resonates with the global-local environmental lobbying of the critical need to sustain the ‘integrity of the environment’. She is thus convinced that the erosion of such a rich resource of knowledge premised on the affinity of the indigenous with nature is tantamount to ecological degradation through unsustainable living and environmentally unfriendly lifestyles (of indigenous themselves and others). I thus contend that to disembody oneself from nature is a failure to see from below (in being literally grounded). Inai Init’s reflexivity as an extension of her personal dilemma in being Catholic and indigenous, avoids an unguarded lapse into an ‘“epistemological separatist” attitude’ (Harding 1991: 274) that deems indigenous knowledge as only relevant to their particularised worldview. Her worldview in calling for a conversion to sustainable living by indigenous persons and others for the betterment of the environment manifests a generality or wider resonance as a truth claim, as she warns of the ensuing dire effects of negating the spirits that permeate all of creation.  

Yet as Inai Init ponders on ‘how much can be reclaimed’, the view of the indigenous from below may be embodied and embedded in particularised truths but is divested of symbolic capital (in being perceived as inferior to Christianity). And as Inai Init laments, it is also dislocated from the collective memory and practice, as ‘people unfortunately don’t understand their belief system very much already’. On the one hand, decentring the dominant or normative—the primacy of Christianity in this context—by faith-rights-based activists such as Inai Init, is crucial in the politics of empowerment. On the other hand, socially marginalised subjects such as indigenous persons are unique generators of liberatory knowledge only to an extent as ‘subjugation [per se] is not grounds for an epistemology’ (Haraway quoted in Collins 1990: 234). As such, the disenfranchised, as catalysts for approximations of trustworthy knowledge, are not romanticised and socially marginal subjects such as Inai Init who are politically engaged in revitalising indigenous belief and practice are subject to the credibility test of critical self-analysis. 

To conclude this section, I thus contend that within a faith-rights-based activism, seeing from below and above constitute strategies that work in congruence with the epistemological enquiries of ‘whose knowledge’ and ‘who knows’. The truth claim of faith-rights-based activists that rights are culturally and religiously contingent is afforded by the partial (particularised and generalised) vision of critical relativism. As proponents and practitioners of faith-rights-based activism, socially marginal subjects straddle the centre-margin as outsiders-insiders through their identification and solidarity with socially marginalised subjects. Their reflexivity of knowing through doing rights within cultural and religious frameworks entail aligning the ‘view from below’ (Haraway 1991: 190-191)—as embodied and embedded in the materiality, temporality and spatiality of socially marginalised communities—with the view from above as rights-based activism invested with a spiritual ethos. Knowledge is thus located within the lived realities of the socially marginal through the subjugated knowledge of the socially marginalised. It is engaged with the particularities of their worldview and it is anchored by a moral and political imperative. Faith-rights-based activists therefore afford viable solutions in specific contexts that substantiate their claim to epistemic privilege as the claim to see from below and above. 

In the final section that follows, I show how these three criteria discussed, whose knowledge, who knows and how do faith-rights-based activists see from below and above constitute ways of knowing and doing rights that are particularised and generalisable. And in doing so, I argue that faith-rights-based activists in their claim to critical relativism in being accorded epistemic privilege have it both ways: knowledge claims that are valid not despite of but because they are partial or situated in material, temporal and spatial lived realities. 

IV. Having it both ways: partial (grounded) vision

Possessing ‘real knowledge that is socially situated’ is, as Sandra Harding postulates, ‘to have it both ways’ (Harding 1993: 50). Socially situated knowledge is deemed a contradiction in terms because it subverts the construction of knowledge as ideally universal, abstracted from the problematic particularities of time and space and as value neutral or apolitical. Proponents of feminist standpoint epistemologies such as Harding contend that such heralded but disembodied knowledge amounts merely to weak objectivity. As such, those who aspire towards ‘strong objectivity’ (Harding 1993: 69) seek to dispel the ‘conquering gaze from nowhere’, which ‘mythically inscribes all the marked bodies, that makes the unmarked category claim the power to see and not be seen, to represent while escaping representation’ (Haraway 1991: 188). In drawing from feminist standpoint epistemologies, I posit that such totalising discourses are to be contested and held accountable for reinforcing false dualisms between mind/ body, spirit/ matter, abstract/ concrete, objective/ subjective, theory/ praxis, universal/ particular, observer/ observed and male/ female that inevitably distort knowledge claims. 

I thus contend that, ‘real knowledge that is socially situated’ (Harding 1993: 50) is embodied and embedded in a faith-rights-based activism. Faith-rights-based activists start thought from the lived realities of socially marginalised subjects. Faith-rights-based activists are accorded epistemic privilege as socially marginal subjects whose hyphenated identities as outsiders-insiders testify to their empathetic identification with socially marginalised subjects or disenfranchised communities. In doing so, a faith-rights-based activism invests an Asian-Malaysian feminist standpoint epistemology with ‘strong objectivity’ or political core. I have delineated how they ‘have it both ways’ in terms of the epistemological enquiries of ‘whose knowledge’, ‘who knows’ and ‘how do they see from below and above’. To recapitulate, firstly, faith-rights-based activists’ have it both ways through their claim to critical relativism in straddling the universalism-relativism of rights discourse and practice. The breakdown of the universality and secularity of rights paradoxically constitutes its breakthrough in terms of concretising the talking and doing of rights within multi-ethnic, multi-cultural and multi-religious contexts. Faith-rights-based activists localise and particularise these truth claims within the materiality, temporality and spatiality of their professional or vocational and personal narratives. Their ways of knowing and doing rights as such, have the potential for greater resonance and wider applicability to the global women’s movement. The generalisability of their truth claims that correlates with a partiality of vision becomes therefore ‘real (or scientifically objective) knowledge that is socially situated’ (Harding 1993: 50). I thus argue that as global visions impact local practices, local visions in turn impact global practices. 

Secondly, the epistemic community of knowers and doers of rights have it both ways in agitating for social justice from a faith-based and rights-based activism. The secularisation and universality of rights as operationalised by faith-rights-based activists are not a disembodied ‘unmarked category’ that escapes representation but are embodied and embedded in and through these critical relativists that contextualise rights with cultures and religions. These activists or socially marginal subjects also have it both ways as outsiders-insiders of local knowledge and as mediators of the subjugated knowledge of socially marginalised subjects or the politically, economically and socially disenfranchised. I accord epistemic privilege to these reflexive elitist interviewees as gatekeepers of situated knowledge whose faith-rights-based activism necessitates their bridging an identity ‘crisis’ and an identity politics. Through an identity ‘crisis’ they avoid foreclosures by proliferating through hyphenating their multiple subjectivities. Through an identity politics, they consolidate epistemological and ontological certainty to evince political strategising for social justice. 

Thirdly, faith-rights-based activists who see from below and above manifest not only ‘strong objectivity’ through their political commitment to social justice but also sound theorising through the practice of rights that is a concretisation of their faith. The composite strategies of faith-rights-based activists inherent in the politicisation of spirituality demystify gender-based violence in particular and in general, the disparity between the rhetoric and practice of rights. These strategies as articulated by global-local players of women’s reproductive health and rights encompass the following. Still Waters speaks of, ‘[unconventionally bringing] into your prayer…issues that you hold so close to heart’. Khatijah asserts that it is lobbying the UN through ‘talking about religion and rights as understood and interpreted by various groups within that organised religion’. Wahine recommends that, ‘religious education is important to the extent where it can go together (with sexuality education)’. And Ash takes upon, ‘the challenge…[of operationalising] these (women’s-human rights) documents into something that will be relevant to the people’. Having it both ways for Still Waters, Khatijah, Wahine and Ash is thus to negotiate the boundaries of global-local political arenas of religion-rights (such as religious education-sex education) and globally ratified documents-locally relativised practice.

For modernist-feminist Muslims these strategies include assessing the impact of liberal interpretations of sacred texts through the degree of substantive justice experienced by Muslim women. AA concedes that she is often tempted to opt for ‘straight reforms [rather than] to go and delve into Muslim women’s rights (as it is so heavily politicised)’. Mariah juxtaposes civil law and Islamic (Syariah) law to argue that the latter at best, endorses the right of Muslim men to discipline or beat (albeit with qualification) their wives. And Wasidar who refutes the claim of gender equality and equity for women within polygamous marriages, asks, ‘how equal can it be when you’re sharing your husband?’ I posit that these faith-rights-based activists who have it both ways socially situate knowledge (Harding 1993: 50) through optimising and problematising the shared borders of civil-religious legal redress and interpretation of secular-sacred texts. 

For counsellors, their knowing through doing rights is concretised through empathetic listening and compassion. Renee respects but patiently redefines the options that are available for her patients who avoid the use of contraceptives ‘even if [they] have 10 kids, [they] can’t feed them, [because they believe] it’s God’s will’. Kichan who in facing counselees who believe that ‘God has given men the right to beat them up’, insists on the need to name a specific tradition or culture to demystify the roots of gender inequality, inequity and gender-based violence. Amirah reflexively concedes that, ‘it’s just utopian…[to say to survivors of gender-based violence], “Leave your home and come”’ in view of the lack of women’s shelters as an alternative and temporary refuge. These faith-rights-based activists in having it both ways, that is ‘real knowledge that is socially situated’ (Harding 1993: 50), approximate their hyphenated subjectivity of outsider-insider in relation to socially marginalised subjects who know because they live in and through oppressive conditions. 

For groundbreakers, their strategies make visible sensitive topics by navigating the borders of rights-religion where sexuality rights, indigenous rights and women’s ordination are at stake. Rais remains hopeful, ‘that as feminist theologians are reinterpreting religious texts to better understand the position of women in it, [she hopes] the same gets done vis-à-vis [the] position of different sexual minorities in the Bible’. Inai Init revitalises indigenous belief systems (that have been colonised by other world religions) through assessing its inter-relatedness with and impact on ecological systems. She asserts that, ‘to respect everything that’s around us, it’s actually very powerful’. To have it both ways for these faith-rights-based activists is to engender ‘real’ (better) knowledge claims based on partial (socially situated) visions. As such, they challenge the disjunction between sexuality rights and religious injunctions, dominant and subjugated spiritualities and the privilege of power and the right to authority or authentication of one’s subject positioning. 

For agitators-negotiators of social justice, having it both ways is essentially to straddle the socially situated tensions of universalism-relativism of rights discourse and practice. Laila vehemently debunks the false dichotomy of ‘Western-style beating’/ ‘Eastern-style beating’, ‘Western-style rape’/ ‘Eastern-style rape’. Netra knows that the success of a HIV/ AIDS prevention policy and programme is attributed to the ‘incredible acceptance of reality’ rather than ‘whether it’s a secular or religious approach’. Ayesha fights for equality and ‘[fights] it within the religious framework’ because she is a believer. And Irena’s faith-rights-based activism compels her to create an enabling environment for her children. Working the hyphens of universal-relativist rights discourse and practice for these faith-rights-based activists is to negotiate the differences that matter between individuated-collective rights, public-private spaces and adversarial-consensual strategies. These measures include channelling anger into agitating for social reform and more cooperative means of conflict resolution such as partnership and collaboration, prevention and care (or harm reduction) as well as a reality check. As such, they avoid foreclosing the uses and limits of weighing the generality of truths with partial visions: universality of knowing rights and relativism of (embodied and embedded) doing rights. 

In conclusion, the knowledge and practice of Asian-Malaysian faith-rights-based activists constitute a standpoint epistemology that is distinct: their knowledge counts, they know and their strategising matters. Firstly, their knowledge claim that rights are culturally and religiously contingent is a contentious call not only to re-visit the impasse of universal versus cultural relativism but also to re-align it by hyphenating these dichotomous categories through critical relativism or the universal-relativism of rights discourse and practice. Secondly, as those who know because they do rights, they make transparent their relational differentiation and interconnectedness as outsiders-insiders with the politically, economically and socially disenfranchised communities that they serve i.e. persons living with HIV/ AIDS, indigenous persons, migrant workers and survivors of gender-based violence. Thirdly, through the insistence of faith-rights-based activists to open-up by not foreclosing ways of being, knowing and doing rights, they show why it is necessary to ground rights with cultures and religions and how they have practised this in their professional or vocational and personal lives.
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